’) HE WANTED HER
v — To Beat a Murder Rap!

755

¥

)ﬂ

‘/‘i

b 4

M 7
£

//f‘ o

comple'e and unubndged

IM} : “” ‘ :
y / &‘ ;- 4' I/( // M 4 5’ ~‘$‘“\;’\"
Ty 5Y e’ ” A,
tm ‘BOOK // LS N

A BAN oz s
s ey T d
P
- R

%,

Aaia P






All dames are poison . . . !

. and Rocky Nevins had plenty of reason to
know it. He was still running from the last one

. and a murder rap; now he figured on using
this one to help him out of a bad spot. But first
he had to find a missing heiress who was either
hiding or kidnapped . . . or dead.

She could be drinking tea at the Y, or swilling
scotch in a roadhouse . . . flat broke, or getting
rich on the rackets . . . masquerading . . . or
murdered. The only sure thing was, she’d be in the
middle of trouble. When she left home she took
with her a pretty face, a beautiful body, a stub-
born nature . . . and ten thousand bucks that
wasn'’t rightly hers. : ,

Rocky went out hunting trouble, but he didn’t
begin to know how much he’d find. He ran into
one of the nastiest murders on record, and found
out fast that somebody ... with muscle and
moola to back it up . . . didn’t want the lady lo-
cated. Then there were two high-tension blondes
who kept getting in the way, for very differemt
reasons. But murder and glamour . . . threats or
invitations . . . couldn’t stop him. He knew all
dames are poison . . . and he had to get the girl
to beat a murder rap!



About THE COVER

Jerking the ignition and lights off, Rocky
shook the screaming girl. “Stop it!”” he cried.

She stopped screaming. Her breath caught
and then started again. There was the smell
of gasoline in the air. Only the girl’s heavy
breathing filled the gap between the near-at-
hand and the night.

He whispered, “Wait!” and slowly opened
the door. The only light came from the
fourth of a moon sailing placidly overhead.

“It’s all right, T guess. Come on,” he told
her.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

HILDEGARDE EDERLEE had more good looks than
any girl with that much money was entitled to .
but neither one did her much good when she got tangled
up with the wrong people.

ROCKY NEVINS had looks and a way with women,
but no money . . . and not much life left if he didn’t
clear himself of a murder charge in a hurry.

MARY JAINE, blonde and beautiful, thought she
knew her way around . . . but Rocky had a few tricks
she hadn’t heard of.

HAL HEBER, a good, old-fashioned private eye, never
learned that brain power can sometimes beat out the
muscle men,

TABITHA TODD, Hildegarde’s aunt, liked to smoke
a pipe and liked people who talked straight.

SALLY CARSTAIRS, an ultra-blonde waitress with a
lot of sweaters and a hospitable disposition.

NED and ALICE FOOTE, uncle and aunt to Hilde-
garde, were never seen more than two feet away from
each other.

VICTOR DARO, a small-time gambler who got in with
high society.

WESLEY BELL, a big-firne gambler who picked his own
society.



Prologue

SHE was young, in her early twenties, lovely—and very
frightened. She cringed back against her pillow holding the
covers around her slim shoulders. When she tried to scream
no sound would come from her constricted throat. Her
hand too was frozen to the silken cord of the bed lamp
she’d turned on. Half a man wasn’t a pretty sight for a girl
to awaken to in the dead of night.

He stood there just outside the fringed circle of light.
Only the lower part of him was visible—half of a man. Yet
he was as terrifying to her as a whole man would have been.

His voice against the night stillness was a whispering,
deadly thing that stopped her breathing. He said: “Take
dt easy, sister. You won’t get hurt if you take it easy. Get
your things on.”

The period during which she might have screamed was
past. Fear still held her in its grasp. But she could talk now.
“Who are you?” she managed to gasp.

When he didn’t answer her brown eyes tried to pierce
the space beyond the radius of the lamp’s light. She tried
to stop the tightening of her fingers against the silken cord,
afraid she’d pull it. She couldn’t do that. Dear God in
heaven, no! To pull the cord would be to shut off the
light, and light was her friend, her only friend.

In her new fear, different and apart from the first, she
tried too hard to remove her trembling fingers from the
cord. She hit the hooded lamp cover, tilting it upright.
Light suddenly filled the whole room instead of its pre-
vious white circle against the bed.

She saw all of him now. The flat automatic pistol in his
hand, his glistening face that looked even more dangerous
than the gun. Yet even in her panic she was able to spare
one hasty glance past him. The French doors to the win-
dow balcony were partly open, showing the means of en-
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trance he had used. Halfway across to the windows was a
wooden whatnot, the shelves filled with childhood dolls
in a graduated scale of solemn sizes. The bottom shelf,
which had contained the largest doll, was empty. The doll
had fallen on the hardwood floor between  the wall and a
thick-haired rug. The doll’s fall had awakened her; it was
almost as though it had tried to warn her of danger. Now
it was pitifully broken, an outstretched arm crushed by the
man’s ruthless foot.

His voice came again. It tried to be soothing. “Come on,
sister. You're taking a powder. You're going places. I got
a car waiting.”

She shuddered. “You—you’re not going to kill me?”

In a reassuring gesture he laid the gun on the bed where
a pale-green candlewick spread had been folded back. But
he kept his other hand behind him. His sly movements
were almost hesitant as though he’d had to change his
plans when he’d accidentally brushed the doll from the
shelf and awakened her.

“Here’s the deal, sister,” he explained. “All you've got
to do is go away for a couple, three weeks—that’s all we
want. You understand?”

She said yes she did. But she didn’t know what she was
saying. A scream was coming on again, trying to break its
way through. His image, photographed by her eyes, would
remain as long as she lived. His other hand was still be-
hind him,

She cried: “Your hand. .

He began moving toward her.

Her delicate nostrils dilated to a sudden, strange odor
coming from his concealed hand. She’d never smelled that
smell before. Her mouth opened, she screamed—

Her scream was cut off; it died before it was bomn, un-
said, unscreamed.

A fat, hot hand covered her mouth. She fought like a
wildcat. But one strong hand clamped over her mouth
while the other gripped her arm. A tobacco-tainted breath
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and the fumes of the small sponge he’d had in his hand all
fought against her.

He’d dropped the sponge, and this gave her a chance to
fight free. She broke away from him, her tragic face as
white as the bed sheet upon which she crouched. Night-
gown torn from her shoulders, she clutched frantically at
the sheet, trying to shield her uncovered breasts from his
profane eyes.

“Oh, please,” she begged. “Dear God—"

But her moment of freedom slipped away. Already he
was beyond the borderland of reason. Her scented hair was
in his nostrils again, the warm smell of her driving him on.
His groping fingers found the black automatic. In sadistic
fury he struck again and again.

She couldn’t fight back against that, and her pitiful look
of hope toward the door was the last she ever took. . . .

It was moments after she’d stopped fighting, after she’d
even stopped moving, that he backed away from her. Ugly
red marks on her white throat gave the mute testimony of
his fury. Breathing hard, face pasty and sweating, he looked
down at her. Her lovely breasts were still uncovered, still
warm and smooth and soft, but the vibrant life of the body
of which they were a part was gone.

He shuddered and listened into the night. No sound
came from the rest of the large house. But little by little
the voice of the outside came in through the French doors
—unidentifiable, unclassified. He closed the doors and then
there was no sound.

When he came back across the room his ruthless heel
crunched on the doll’s arm again. Cursing, he stooped and
picked the doll up. After he’d wiped his fingerprints from
it he replaced it on the shelf, taking care that the broken
parts did not show. After he retrieved the small sponge and
his automatic pistol he stood in the center of the room and
listened. Only the sound of his own heavy breathing came
to him now.

Minutes later, he eased the hall door open, opened it a
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fraction of an inch at a time. The door made no sound.
But there was a sudden terrifying noise off in the house—
a clock tolling the hour. It went bong, bong, bong. And
then the house was quiet again.

When he backed out of the bedroom a moment later
his shadow from the night light in the hall was a freakish,
sinister thing. It was made even more shapeless by the girl’s
body and clothes he was carrying. He shut the door noise-
lessly behind him and went down the stairs.

Somewhere below a door opened and closed, and then
stillness fell over the scene. Beverly Hills is very quiet—a
well-policed city. Murder seldom, if ever, happens in
Beverly Hills.



CHAPTER 1
Los Angeles

THE AIR was heavy that morning—heavy and smoggy.
What little sunlight filtered through the overcast was a
sickly yellow by the time it came through the dirty win-
dows of the East-Fifth-Street lunchroom. It gave the strong
face of Rockwell Nevins an odd appearance. He sat at the
end counter seat, a cup of coffee in one hand, a doughnut
in the other.

He was of medium height with sandy, almost yellow
hair and calm blue eyes. His white shirt, open at the collar,
was clean, and his hard-weave suit was of good material.
Despite his twenty-nine years, he looked more like a college
student than a dishwasher. At the moment there was an air
of detachment about him as though his thoughts were far
removed from the sinkful of dishes waiting for him. He
glanced at the clock on the wall. A quarter to eleven. A
little late for breakfast, too early for lunch. He’'d have time
for his phone call. By-passing a wino dozing over a coffee
cup, he moved on to the phone.

He gave the battered booth a double look as though it
were a trap set by the law. Outside it a pair of wornout
directories hung from their twisted chains like bodies at a
double hanging. Rocky brushed past them. A nickel got
him the largest downtown hotel in Los Angeles—the
Biltmore.

When the girl at the hotel switchboard answered, he
said: “This is East Fifth Street. How’s the air over on the

right side of the tracks? . . . Well, what do you know!
... Yes, I would like a room number—like, say, Suite
27-C. . . . Thank you, too.”
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In a characteristic gesture, he rubbed the side of his jaw
while he waited. An old scar was there; it showed when he
needed a shave. It showed now.

Somebody opened the New Idea’s street door and a
pungent wave of stale beer and tobacco came in from the
street. He closed the booth door hurriedly, frowned, lit a
cigarette, and said:

“Charley? . . . Rocky. What’s new on that San Fran-
cisco mess? . . . Oh, sure.” Squinting at the phone num-
ber in front of him, he reported: “It’s Trinity 1-7903. . . .
Sure, I'll wait.”

He hung up. When the phone rang he caught it on the
first bounce. Charley was now talking from his own un-
listed, private phone.

Rocky said: “Okay, Charley, let’s have it. Fast. . . .
Hey, not that fast! . . . Hell, talk sense. . . . You mean
if the fellow dies I'll get five years to life. . . . What!
They swore I used brass knucks and a knife. Me—ye gods!”
He listened a moment, then said: “Go back? Sure, when
I get money enough to fight a frame-up. I'll get the money,
Charley. . . . No, not from you—but, thanks, anyway.
Funny thing, I thought I was being followed here but it
turned out okay. The L.A. cops were doing a little routine
work chasing bums out of doorways and I thought they
were after me. I dodged into a lunchroom, took a ‘Dish-
washer Wanted’ sign out of the window, and went back
to the kitchen. . . .

“Sure, I'm washing dishes. What did you think I was
doing? I had to leave all my things in Frisco in my hurry
to get away. I landed here broke—but I'm making good
money, be back on my feet in no time at all. Only I need
some big money—fast. Got any ideas? . . .”

For the next few moments, Rocky nodded, frowned,
and dotted his side of the conversation with “yeahs” and
“sures.” Then he stiffened. “Sure, I can handle it, dames
or not. . . . Yeah, I know, the last one took me for an even
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$3,000! But it’s going to be different from now on. Tell
me more.”

He listened and wrote the name “Hildegarde Ederlee”
on an envelope, then put a few dollar signs after the name.
He said, after a moment: “I've got it all. She’s lovely and
wild and unpredictable. She lives with her aunt and uncle
but wants to manage her own affairs, has threatened to
hire an escort to take her places she can’t go alone—and all
you want is the job of managing  her estate. Is that
right? . . .

“Yes, I'm listening. You haven’t been able to get in
touch with the young lady but you think I can. . . . Okay,
if there’s any trickery going on I'll find it. It’s a deal—I'll
talk her into letting you handle her affairs and you’ll help
me out of that mess in San Francisco.”

Rocky looked a little happier when he summed it up.
“Charley, this is the kind of job I've always wanted, some-
thing that won’t strain my sense of refinement. You know,
studying criminal law while selling used cars made me a
pretty good detective. I've already made a deduction about
the dishes I've been washing: you won’t believe this, but
they're exactly the same ones I washed yesterday and the
day before that! But, look—don’t worry about me. I'm
through letting dames play me! . . . Yes, I'll get the news-
paper.” He told Charley he’d let him know how he made
out, thanked him, and hung up.

The serene, almost sleepy calm had left him. Alert, he
glanced at the cup shelf. Enough coffee cups to last a while.
He went past the cooks laboring at the kitchen range and
out onto the back porch. Hunting through a pile of old
newspapers, he found the one Charley had mentioned—
the society section of two Sundays back. He took it up
front to the counter.

The newspaper, having served its apprenticeship to the
waste pile by lining a cup shelf, was yellowed and stained.
When Rocky turned a page a cross section of coffee-stained
society from Malibu to Pasadena took a brief, stony
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glimpse at the other side of the tracks and didn’t seem
impressed. .

But Rocky was. His very blue eyes skipped to the picturce
of a tall, slender girl. He hoped it was the girl. It was. The
caption said: “Miss Hildegarde Ederlee, of Beverly Hills,
California.” Just looking at the picture made Rocky’s
knees a little weak.

A lean, hungry-looking customer halted, shifted a tooth-
pick in his mouth and looked over Rocky’s shoulder.
“Some babe!” he said and gave a knowing leer.

Rocky’s slow smile faded, leaving his face lean and hard.
His eyes took in all of the man in one brief glance. The
man moved on.

Rocky tumed back to the picture. There was a story with
it. Miss Ederlee, according to the news item, had taken
part in a charity festival the younger set had given. There
was a lot to the story. It had been a gala affair. . . .

Carefully tearing out the picture, he folded it and put it
away into his shirt pocket. Then he pushed past the wino
who was swaying toward the door to join a safari to Main
Street to see what the daily quotation was on a pint of
sherry.

Back at the phone booth, Rocky found the “E” page of
the extended-area phone directory still intact. One Eder-
lee was listed in Beverly Hills: Talbot S. Ederlee, 624 Rex-
ford Drive, B. H., Crestview 8908.

Five cents later Rocky was talking to the “O” telephone
operator. She listened politely and then suggested some-
what plaintively that he deposit ten cents for five min-
utes, please.

“You sure it’s ten'cents?” Rocky asked. When she said
she was and repeated her request he gave the phone his
last dime.

While the machinery of the telephone company went to
work on the dime Rocky had time to look at the doodling
on the booth wall. The main drawing was the work of a
frustrated student of art—an anatomical monstrosity that
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no gentleman should look at while conversing with a young
lady. Rocky looked away through the glass window, whose
dirty surface seemed suddenly wholesome in comparison.

Then he was giving all his attention to the phone. Some-
one had stopped its buzzing at the other end of the line, a
good ten miles away.

Rocky said quickly: “This is Rockwell Nevins. I'd like
to speak to Miss Ederlee. Miss Hildegarde Ederlee.”

Whoever was at the other end hesitated, gave an answer-
ing mumble, and Rocky was waiting-again. Through the
glass door he saw Sally, the tall blond waitress, come in
from the kitchen to adjust a green headband before the
mirror. Farther back over the swinging doors he could see
the cooks at work.

Rocky was patting the phone box on its derriére impa-
tiently when a sound came cautiously over the wire—a
feminine hello.

“Hello,” he answered. “This is Rockwell Nevins, per-
sonal escort. 'm at liberty any time you say after one
o’clock. Your car or mine.” He listened a moment and then
said: “I beg your pardon, I don’t understand. . . . That’s
strange. I must have made a mistake. You are Hildegarde
Ederlee, aren’t you?”

The only answer was a heavy, sinister silence. The phone
turned into a dead, mechanical thing in front of him. It
was as though he hadn’t been talking to a living person.
But he held on, not quite sure that someone was listening,

A slight noise came over the wire. Rocky gave a slow
knowing smile. Somebody was still listening. Then that
somebody was talking and he was answering. “Yes. . .
Yes,” he said. “My number is Trinity 1-7903. I'll be here
for the next few minutes if you want to call back. Thank
you. Good-bye.”

He hung up and looked at his hand. It was trembling.
He shook his head, then was smiling faintly again. Nothing
to do now but wait—and keep the line clear so she could
call back. He looked around him—only a few customers at
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the counter, the boss not in sight. Hastily he wrote an out-
of-order sign on a paper napkin and draped it over the
mouthpiece of the phone.

Back at the end of the counter he warmed up his cup
of coffee from the shining double urn. When he sat down
he looked at the news picture of Hildegarde Ederlee again.
He shook his head. “That voice wasn’t yours, baby. If I had
any sense, I'd leave this job alone. If she phones back—"

He didn’t say what he’d do. He was looking toward the
door when a prim little woman who was probably lost
came in from the street to use the phone. About the time
she inspected the makeshift sign the phone rang. Rocky
went leaping toward it. “Excuse me, please,” he said.

He spoke quickly into the mouthpiece: “Yes, this is he.”
He listened a moment then nodded. “All right, Miss Eder-
lee. I'll be there at three o’clock. . . . Good-bye.” Hang-
ing up, he said to himself: “Here we go—but it’s still not
Hildegarde Ederlee!”

Tuming to sidle from the booth, he saw the woman
waiting her turn for the phone. He grimaced at the booth
wall. Then because he was Rockwell Nevins and nobody
else, he took the paper-napkin sign and smudged the ana-
tomical drawing into the nothingness it deserved. Backing
out of the booth, he smiled at the woman and started back
to the counter.

A fat man in shirt sleeves came through the swinging
doors. “All right, bud. We got a sinkful of dishes.”

“They’ll be sorry they were ever born,” said Rocky. Then
he pulled up. “Say, I can only work till one. Better put
your banner back in the window.” Taking his coffee with
him, Rocky went back into the kitchen.

A sinkful was an understatement. Dishes were piled high
all over the sink and scrap table. And Sally, the tall blonde,
was bringing in as many more as she could carry. She gave
him a friendly big-mouthed smile. “Say, good looking, can
we have some cups and saucers first?”

“Okay, Princess.” Shoving dishes aside, Rocky found the
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stopper for the sink and started hot water running through
the perforated soap can. He stacked in the dishes—plates
together, saucers together, cups on top to come out first.

His short vacation from the smells and the dish clatter
of the kitchen made him aware of them more than ever
now. His sensitive nose dilated. Behind him on the huge
cooking range steamed every type of cooking utensil he'd
ever seen, from a gallon tin called a “gunboat” to a fifteen-
gallon stock pot. A battery of waffle irons added their
smoke from below the level of the order shelf.

Dinner was practically ready. Soon another small blonde
girl came downstairs from the dressing-room to help Sally.
In a little while they began yelling out dinner orders as
though their lives depended on it. Rocky was keeping up
with the early dinner rush getting the dishes out when the
owner came hurrying through the swinging doors to grin
at him. “You got a steady job, fella,” he said. “Harvey’s
gone on a drunk again.”

“That was damn white of Harvey,” said Rocky. He
grinned. “But I'll have to skip it. I meant what I said, I can
only work till one.’

The boss gave him a double look. “What’s the matter
with you? Don’t you want to work?”

Rocky pulled his hands out of the soapy water and began
to wipe them on a towel. The incredible blue of his eyes
usually made people stare at them. But the big man’s gaze
dropped.

“Okay, Jack,” he said hurriedly. “I get it.” Digging a
“Dishwasher Wanted” sign from behind the work table,
he took it out front.

The dinner cook came loping over to get a china-cap
strainer hanging above the sink. His brown face wrinkled
into a genial smile. “New in town, eh, boy?”

Rocky nodded. “Two days. San Diego.”

“San Diego? I got cousin in San Diego.” With this fast
observation the cook took the strainer and loped back to
the work table.

11



Sally rushed in for a few more cups. As she piled them on
her nice plump arm she said: “Say, handsome, you're too
darned good looking to be a dishwasher—what cooks?”

Rocky closed one eye. “Don’t tell the boss—I'm learning
the business.”

She wrinkled her nose at him. Then she moved closer
and whispered: “I'm working a split shift today—off at
two. We can go to a show, if you want.”

“Can I have a rain check till tonight? I've got a date
with an heiress this afternoon—didn’t you see the way she
held me on that phone?”

Sally made a face at him and hurried out into the din-
ing-room.

Rocky had three dollars in his pocket when he bade
good-bye to the New Idea Café. The sun was bright, finally
having fought its way through the overcast. A shop on Los
Angeles Street charged him forty cents to press his suit;
another dime went for a shine. By sitting in the last chair
in the barber college, he got a shave for fifteen cents, which
included a brushing for his felt hat. At a fruit stand he
bought a sack of pifion nuts and went down the street with
one between his teeth. He stopped at the Princess Cinema
House with its “Open All Night” sign, and shoved a quar-
ter at the wizened little man in the cashier’s box. “That’s
for last night—but I've got a better place to sleep. Thought
I'd let you know.”

After he’d walked over three blocks to the Hill Street
subway station he found he had a few minutes to kill be-
fore the two-car Pacific Electric train left for Beverly Hills.
Part of the time he spent glowering into the clouded mir-
ror of a gum-vending machine that had beaten him out of
a new cent.

Prophetic or not, he’d gotten off to a bad start.
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CHAPTER 2
Mary Jaine

ARIZONA ASH TREES line both sides of Rexford Drive in
Beverly Hills. Spaced with mathematical precision, the im-
ported trees give the street a solid, expensive look. As the
drive winds away toward the hills it picks up larger, state-
lier residences; and by the time the house numbers reach
the six hundreds, they are painted on small white cement
markers on spacious lawns. There are a few bordering firs
and a few olive trees between the houses. Rose bushes and
flower beds are scattered about by the expert hands of land-
scapers. Where Spanish architecture prevails banana plants
and palmettos shelter themselves under the red-tiled roofs
like children hanging to their mothers’ skirts.

Rocky exhaled the last bit of East Fifth Street, then took
a deep breath of Beverly Hills. He smiled slowly. Ten miles
from downtown Los Angeles everything basked in un-
filtered, undiluted yellow sunshine. *

The Ederlee residence was easily the oldest on the street
—a two-story frame set back on a wide, rolling lawn. Its
sharp-angled roof was steep enough to have shed a Mich-
igan snow storm. The house looked a little old and tired—
but it didn’t look like a house of murder.

Back of the big house at the end of the driveway was a
more modern, newer structure: a three-car garage painted
white. One of the pull-up doors was open, the space behind
it yawning carless and vacant.

Rocky walked in on the winding sidewalk, checking on
himself as he went. His suit was good and had taken its
press well; his shoes glistened in the sunlight, his felt hat
was passable. He had on a polka-dot bow tie.

That certain composed quality was with him again, as
though he were at peace with the world. In a characteristic
gesture he touched the knife scar on his face. On his freshly
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shaven face it hardly showed. The scar was a San Francisco
Heidelberg acquired during his early schooling at Fisher-
man’s Wharf.,

When he moved up on the porch he cracked a final
pifion nut between his teeth. After he’d placed the shell
carefully into one of the pair of enormous stone vases
standing guard on the porch he rang the bell.

A tall, bald man in the livery of a servant opened the
door. His sour face never changed expression when he saw
Rocky. But his face did change position. He was suddenly
and literally straight-armed out of the way. A woman,
taller than Charlotte Greenwood and as friendly, grinned
past the butler. “Come right in,” she invited, “we’ve been
waiting for you.”

“Thank you.” Rocky gave his hat to the butler and fol-
lowed the tall woman into an enormous living-room sep-
arated from the short hall by an arch. Columns were close
enough together to make a person go through the arch
whether he wanted to or not. Stairs were at one side and
above this an upper balcony that probably served the up-
stairs rooms. Sleeping-rooms likely. Maybe a private sitting-
room or two. The house was that big.

The living-room was hot—much hotter than indicated
by the small fire in a white brick fireplace. A furnace was
probably going somewhere in the basement. Charlotte
ushered him forward, holding on to his arm as though
claiming him by right of discovery. Rocky saw the three
other persons in the room then. A stiffly starched couple in
their sixties stood and sat next to the fireplace. Posed as
they were, the small, elderly woman in her chair, her hus-
band standing stiffly beside her, they might have been sit-
ting for an old-fashioned tintype photo.

The woman looked tiny—doll-like when she straight-
ened a lace collar already straightened. A gentle face was
set off by a wealth of lustrous platinum hair. Her pale, al-
most transparent complexion reflected the little light that
was allowed to come past red velvet drapes. Her husband
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was short, stocky, Napoleonic. Both had the same type bi-
focal glasses hanging from gold chains as though the glasses
had come two to a set. They began fumbling their way
into them.

The third person in the room was wide-shouldered,
heavy-jowled, a man who sat uncomfortably in a thin-
legged chair. His lips were thick and his eyes narrowed. He
had a photograph in one of his fat, pudgy hands and a
sheaf of papers in the other. A leather case that had at
least one characteristic of its owner lay on a dainty table
in front of him.

Other fragile pieces of fumniture and chairs stood around
waiting to be sat in if you wanted to take the chance. It
was a room that Thomas Chippendale would have been
proud of.

Charlotte said: “May I present Mr. Rockwell Nevins;
Mr. and Mrs. Ned Foote, Aunt Alice and Uncle Ned to
Hildegarde Ederlee; Mr. Hal Heber.” She didn’t add “pri-
vate detective” to the big man’s name, probably thinking
it was unnecessary. She grinned out her own name then.
It wasn’t Charlotte; it was Tabitha.” Tabitha Todd. She
was also an aunt of Hildegarde Ederlee.

Rocky smiled faintly and added another how-do-you-do.
He knew now that it was Aunt Tabitha he’d talked to on
the phone. He continued his smile. Everybody was here
except Hildegarde, the girl he’d come to see.

Ned Foote squinted through his glasses. Breaking up the
tintype combination, he stepped forward and asked gruf-
fly: “Just where have you been escorting my niece?”

Somewhere off in the house a clock slowly began tolling
the hour—bong, bong, bong.

Everyone except Rocky went rigid and stood motionless
until the clock had finished striking. The tension relaxed
a little at a time. Tabitha said: “Thre¢ o’clock. You're
right on the dot.” She tumed to Ned Foote. “Uncle Ned,
I'm afraid you've got things wrong. Mr. Nevins hasn't
started drving for Hildy—yet. It’s only tentative—"
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“Oh,” said Ned Foote. A thin smile tightened his lips.
“I'd appreciate it if he’d keep it that way—tentative.”

Rockylooked serenely at Aunt Tabitha then at the burly
private detective. He was beginning to wonder what it was
all about.

Hal Heber, still on his feet from the introduction, lum-
bered closer; it was a move of only two steps, yet he lum-
bered. “There’s a couple of questions I'd like to ask.
Now, look—" .

Ned Foote interrupted. “I'll ask the questions, Mr.
Heber.”

Rocky watched the detective’s yellow eyes narrow. But
when Heber saw Rocky looking at him he forced himself
to grin.

Rocky listened gravely to Ned Foote again.

The little man said: “How did you know Hildegarde
wanted an—an escort?” He sneered the word “escort.”

Rocky smiled faintly and glanced at Aunt Alice next as
though it was her turn to speak. She was smiling very gent-
ly, her wrinkled face as delicate and fragile as a wax flower.
She didn’t look at him or at the others, only at her hus-
band, and no young bride ever put more respect and de-
votion in one glance.

Rocky turaed back to the greater number. “I don’t get it.
I came out here to see Hildegarde Ederlee. I've seen every-
body else.”

Uncle Ned’s heavy brows lowered like storm clouds.
“What do you know about the girl?”

Rocky shrugged his shoulders at Tabitha. “See? It gets
more involved by the minute. I'm not used to all this heavy
thinking. Tell Miss Ederlee I'll call later—and look, can
you get my hat back for me? I can get out by myself.”

Aunt Tabitha grinned. “Please don’t mind us. I was the
one you talked to on the phone—for Hildegarde. It’s about
Hildegarde we wanted to see you.” She looked almost coyly
at him and whispered: “If Hildegarde hasn’t seen you al-
ready she’ll want to.”
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Rocky shrugged and looked at a chair. Deciding to stand
it out, he said: “May I?” and reached for a cigarette in his
inside coat pocket.

The reaction to this simple gesture was almost comical.
Aunt Alice’s lacy sleeves went up. She gasped as though al-
ready suffocating from smoke. Uncle Ned cried: ‘“Please,
please. We'll have no smoking!”

Rocky jerked his hand emptily from his pocket. Aunt
Alice straightened the round lace collar that came up to
her chin and began breathing easier. But her pose was still
that of a martyr. Outside along the street came the laughter
of children. Aunt Alice reached for a rope of blue corded
silk and pulled it. Almost at once the butler made his
appearance.

“Grafton,” she said in a suddenly dry voice, “those chil-
dren again! Chase them away. They're disturbing the
whole neighborhood.”

The butler hurried away to do her bidding and Aunt
Alice looked sweet and gentle again. Tabitha caught
Rocky’s arm and whispered: “Nice, isn’t it?”” She said flatly
to the others: “I’'m taking Mr. Nevins: You can have him
later. Do you mind?”

Before they could answer she had Rocky securely by
the arm. “Just a minute!” came the heavy voice of Heber
behind them, but they kept on. Tabitha stepped ahead at
the spiral staircase and led the way up it past an upstairs
sitting-room and into another room that had enough frills
and flounces in it to be hers.

Inside the room she said: “Go ahead, light up. We'll
have a drink before Uncle Ned comes burning up here.”
She went into a kitchenette and came out again juggling
four glasses. Two were water, the other two were whisky.

““Ah! This is more like it.” Grinning, Rocky dropped
into a comfortable chair, a glass in one hand, a lighted
cigarette in the other. The sinister feeling he’d entertained
about the whole affair seemed to fall away before the
charm of this fifty-year-old woman. He looked at a Vassar
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pennant on the wall, at a loving cup marked “Fox
Trot 1920.”

He didn’t look surprised when she said: “Do you mind?”
and took a brier pipe from a drawer. Loading it with frag-
rant tobacco, she soon had it going. She laughingly ex-
plained about the pipe. “I go without smoking so much
downstairs I've got to make up for it when I get up here.”

“I'll bet you can whistle through your fingers too.”

“Sure.” She put her two middle fingers in her mouth in
a short V. Then she laughed and sat down. She sat op-
posite him, her long nyloned legs sticking out in front of
her. It wasn’t a graceful gesture but she was comfortable,
which was more important to Tabitha. She said: “The girl
you're here to see is missing. She’s been gone a week.”

He inhaled cigarette smoke. “I gathered as much.” His
eyes hardened a little. “So you had me come all the way
out here to see how much I knew?”

She puffed at her pipe like a man. “In a way, yes. But
tell me, where did you get this telephone number and
why’d you phone?”

He took the newspaper clipping from his pocket and
handed it to her. “Maybe I thought I'd like to work
for her.”

“Oh.” She seemed disappointed. But she looked at the
yellowed clipping. After she glanced at the picture she
folded it and put it away into her pocket. “Thank you,”
she said.

Rocky started to protest. Then he said: “You can keep
it” and finished his drink. “If-I had any sense I'd get
out of here.”

Tabitha grinned at him. Reaching forward, she straight-
ened his bow tie. “Stick around. The Footes downstairs
didn’t want to go to the police; so they hired a private
detective to find Hildegarde. You met him. Personally, I
don’t think anything’s happened to Hildy but I'd like to
know where she is. I wouldn’t want them to know I
hired you.”
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“Who—me?” He sat back in his chair again.

She nodded and said hurriedly: “Here’s the story: Hilde-
garde’s father and mother are dead. Ned Foote, her father’s
half brother, is her uncle on her father’s side; I'm her aunt
on her mother’s side. When her father died some five years
ago Hildegarde felt kind of alone and insisted that I come
out here and live. I came out.” She puffed at her pipe. “But
it’s all Ned Foote’s show now; don’t think it isn’t. He's
trustee of the trust fund and executor of the will that gives
Hildegarde practically everything when she’s twenty-six.
She’s twenty-five now.”

Rocky looked at the bottom of his empty glass. “All of
which makes me an automobile salesman,” he said.

She laughed a little too loud and caught up his glass.
“You'll like Hildegarde. She needs someone who'll see she
doesn’t get hurt. I think you're the one. I'd do anything
for Hildy; she’s a good kid, in school or out.” She got up
and went out to get him another drink.

When she came back Rocky said: If that’s the way you
want it I'll start looking for the dame.”

“Hildegarde,” she corrected. )

Rocky grinned at her. “Hildegarde,” he said. ‘I see that
the phone is in Talbot Ederlee’s name.”

“It’s never been changed.” Tabitha straightened his tie
again. She filled in the details about Hildegarde. “She’s
about five-eight or so—anyway, a lot less than my six feet;
brown eyes, brown hair. She’s full of hell—will be found in
lively places. For what it’s worth, there’s a card dealer
named Victor Daro; she met him when some of the
younger set imported him to do the gambling at a charity
affair a couple of weeks back. She might have followed him
off but I don’t think so.” She closed one eye. “I haven’t
told this palooka downstairs anything about Victor Daro.
It’s yours, exclusive. And as far as I know Heber doesn’t
know anything about Hildy’s girl friend either—a Mary
Jaine. I don’t know where Mary lives, but if you can find
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her she’ll be able to tell you a lot. I'll let you know more
about this thing tomorrow.”

“Mary missing too?”

“Not that I know of. But I'll ind out what I can about
her for you. All I want is for you to find Hildegarde and
tell her to phone me. I'll try to find you a better picture
of her.”

Rocky nodded and looked innocently toward the ruffled
curtains. “I'll have to have some money.”

She was ready. “A hundred do?” When he said it would
for a start, she took a roll of twenties from her purse, peeled
off five, and stuck them into his hand. “See if you can find
out what that private detective downstairs knows. He's got
an office downtown. I'd better phone you in the morning.”

“I'm moving,” he said hurriedly. “A new number. I'll
phone it to you first thing. Then you can tell me more
about this Mary.”

She nodded. “If you don’t want to talk to that detective
downstairs now you can go out the side way. Your hat’s in
that cloak room at the door.”

He ground his cigarette out into a chrome tray and they
moved out of the door together. Hal Heber’s thick voice
came up to them. The acoustics were that good. “Yes, sir,”
he was saying. “I can get anybody to talk. I can tell whether
they’re holding back or not. Just let me talk to him.”

“I want no interference from anyone,” growled Ned
Foote.

Rocky whispered to Tabitha: I've changed my mind
about going out the side way. I'll talk to them—a little.”

She shrugged her shoulders, winked slowly, and took her-
self and her pipe back into her room. Rocky moved hur-
riedly back along the hall. There was another room and
another door. He opened it. There was a balcony beyond a
French door, cool green curtains, and a bed with the same
greenish tone to its candlewick spread. The room had a
sweet, delicate smell as though coming from perfumes
selected with great care. A clothes closet was well filled and
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there was a rack for shoes. The white rug on the floor was
as thick-haired as an Angora cat. A number of little dolls
sat primly on the shelves of a wooden whatnot.

Rocky looked through several drawers of the dressing
table before he found a small photo in a frame. He re-
moved the picture, looked at it, and held his breath.

The snapshot was of a slim girl clad in a white bathing
suit that wouldn’t have crowded a compact. She would
have answered the description Tabitha had given him.
Pocketing the picture, he put the frame back where he’d
found it and tiptoed out of the room.

At the foot of the stairway he flagged the butler. Fumb-
ling into his pockets, he said: “Can I get my hat without
a check?”

“Yes, sir. A check won’t be necessary.” The swallow-
tailed one backed away and Rocky went ahead to join the
threesome at the tea table.

He smiled to the Footes who were in the same position
he’d left them. “Miss Tabitha told me about your niece,”
he said. “I'm sorry she is missing.” He added: “I'm a driver
—a chauffeur—and I had anticipated working for her.” He
portioned a smile among the three of them. ‘“Naturally if
she’s gone there’s no job.”

“Naturally,” agreed Ned Foote. He looked almost
pleasant. )

Hal Heber’s thick jowls spread. “Just a minute, young
fellow. There’s a few questions I want to ask you.”

Rocky looked the private detective over slowly. “It seems
that you're always asking questions, or about to. Things
like that can get to be a habit.” He smiled at the elderly
couple. Neither smiled back. Uncle Ned stood there as
strong and resolute as an oak bastion, Aunt Alice, as fragile
and blue-white as a Mandarin teacup. She gave him only
the briefest of glances before turning her gaze back to her
husband.

Hot lights glowed in Heber’s eyes. “First,” he said, “if
you don’t know Miss Ederlee, why did you phone her?”
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Rocky grinned. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

Heber’s angry retort was stopped by Ned Foote’s raised
hand. He had suddenly found a solution and nearly smiled
over it. He said crisply: “Thank you for coming but it
won’t be necessary for you to come here again. As you see
we have adequate help in hunting for my niece. Good
day, sir.” :

Rocky raised his hand, turned, helped himself to his hat
from the butler, said good-bye politely, and followed Graf-
ton to the front door.

Grafton let Rocky out and shut the door gently but very
closely behind him.

He stood on the porch a moment looking off across the
nice lawns. When the big lock of the front door clicked
Rocky slipped behind one of the enormous vases on the
porch.

Hal Heber came lumbering out pulling a soft hat with a
too-narrow brim down over his eyes. Jabbing a cigar into
his mouth as though he were mad at it, he hurried out to
the street. He looked one way then the other, and his lips
moved in what was no blessing. Then he scratched his ear,
got into his car, lit his cigar, and drove away.

Rocky walked out to the street on the lawn, keeping
close to the property line so the Footes couldn’t see him if
they were watching from the window. A block away he
looked back to be sure Aunt Alice wasn’t in sight, then lit
a cigarette and breathed smoke placidly.

Walking along looking at the snapshot he’d pilfered, he
didn’t notice the sleek convertible at first; it had slowed
along the winding street to match his walk. When he
looked around he saw the girl. He started. Her face was the
same as the one in the newspaper and in the snapshot he
had in his hand. Her face was paler now, but her eyes were
as large and brown. She pulled the big car into the curb,
leaned farther across the wide seat, and said: “I'd like to
see you—a minute.”

“Sure.” Rock shoved the picture into his pocket and
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smiled at her. “Say, it didn’t take long to find you, did it?
You are Hildegarde Ederlee, aren’t you?”

She gave him a quick, warning look.

“Don’t be silly. And for Pete’s sake, not so loud.” He
saw then that the hair around her little hat was silky,
golden, not brown. She said, “I'm Mary—Mary Jaine.
J-a-i-n-e.” She flashed a glance down the street. “Will you
meet me at the Polo Lounge—say, in fifteen minutes?”

“Sure, but—" Before he could ask her what it was all
about and where to find the Polo Lounge, she’d slid back
under the wheel and let out the clutch. The big car zoomed
on up the street.

“Well, I'll be—" he said. “Why didn’t she give me a
lift?”

Nobody answered him, but a gardener, spraying holly-
hocks that were taller than he, paused long enough to tell
Rocky how he could get to the Polo Lounge. It was in the
Beverly Hills Hotel a few blocks away. Rocky had fifteen
minutes to get there; he thought he could make it.

CHAPTER 3
Polo Lounge

THE sEGMENT of Sunset Boulevard that ran in front of the
Beverly Hills Hotel had two lanes of traffic and a bridle
path. The hotel itself was a white stuccoed affair .of in-
determinate vintage standing back from the boulevard
among its beds of pansies and petunias. The way in from
the street was over a circular drive that ran up to the porte-
cochere where a liveried doorman stood waiting to wel-
come real or prospective guests and raise his brows at
sightseers.

Rocky walked in, his hundred dollars in twenties run-
ning interference for the forty-odd cents he’d had before
he met Tabitha. He went in through the swinging glass
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doors as though he lived in the hotel and had his room
rent paid up two weeks in advance.

The lobby was warm and friendly. Alcoves led from the
desk to the various dining-rooms and the bar. One arch-
way was bordered by two wide-eared pink-and-green caladi-
ums. Electric lights hidden somewhere beneath the foliage
made the plants stand out mystically. Comfortable seats
and sofas were everywhere. Over a fireplace hung an-old
map of the early Spanish grants and ranchos that had sur-
rounded Beverly Hills in the early days.

Rocky saw a directional sign and followed it. It led to
the Polo Lounge.

The Polo Lounge was cool and inviting. Walking
through without seeing Mary, he ended up by sliding into
a seat at the bar, where a golden-gin-and-angostura-bitters
kept him from getting lonesome. With one eye on the
entrance, he looked around.

The spot usually reserved for a back-bar mirror had
sold out to the Persians. A large painting of a polo game
took the place of the glass. Five Persians, who looked as if
they didn’t give a damn one way or the other, were playing
polo only hard enough to give the lounge its name. Yet it
was a nice mural with real sparkling stones embellishing
the trappings of the horses and the dress and turbans of
the figures.

Rocky cracked a pifion nut and laid the shell carefully
beside his crepe napkin before lighting a cigarette. “What
year would you say it was?” he asked the big bartender.

The man cocked his eye at Rocky and then at the mural
to be sure he knew what Rocky was talking about. Then he
offered: “Somebody said thirteenth century.” He looked
at Rocky as though wondering if he was worth a more com-
plete dissertation on the subject. He decided to dole out
a little more of his information. “Earliest records of polo
are Persian, but it was the Tibetans who gave it its name.”

“I thought it was Marco Polo,” said Rocky innocently.
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“Marco Polo?” The bartender grunted scornfully. “Cut
up some more lemons, Eddie.”

Rocky finished his drink and hunted up a phone. He
could have had one at a table but he went out into the
corridor.

As soon as he’d gotten his number he said: “Wcll,
Charley, I've got an in. Nothing for you yet but I've a re-
tainer for myself. . . . No, I haven’t seen the girl yet. She
seems to be missing or something. Then there’s another
girl. . . Hell, no. Business, Charley. All business. I'm play-
ing the dames from now on. I'm not forgetting what that
gal Lynda in San Francisco did to me.”

Rocky began doing a pantomime. His voice raised like
a concert-pitch piano under a piano tuner’s hammer.

“‘Oh, my, no,” Lynda says to me. ‘Of course I don’t have
2 husband. I'm a career girl. Poor little me, no friends, no
folks. If I had a car to get to work I wouldn’t have to fight
the streetcars and buses and I wouldn’t have to get up so
early. An apartment closer to my work would be nice,
wouldn’t it, darling, and a radio. Oh, you wonderful man,
just put the groceries on the table; I can at least put them
away. Well, if you really think we should have a little
Scotch on hand we can buy a case. You save money, you
know. What shall I get first on my charge account at the
White House ladies’ shop—a complete wardrobe?

“ ‘A husband? Oh my, no! It’s just a party we girls are
giving—for girls. A sorority party.’ ”

Rocky stopped his pantomime. “That’s the party I
crashed, Charley. I had a right to see where some of the
$3,000 I spent on the dame was going, didn’t I? I found
out—a six-foot-and-a-half husband who’d just gotten home
from somewhere, maybe out of jail. A surprise coming-out
party for him, a surprise period for me. You know those
little bloodthirsty fish they have down in the Amazon
called caribes; well, I felt like I'd fallen into a rniver of
them. When I stopped swinging I started running and
when I stopped running I was here! . . . Yes, you bet I
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mean business now, and your man in San Fran will need
money to beat that frameup—hey, Charley, I'll have to
call you later. The dame I was supposed to meet is just
coming into the lobby. 'Bye.”

Mary Jaine wore sunglasses now. Tall and slim, she
hurried toward the Polo Lounge, her thighs moving
rhythmically under her gray gabardine skirt. Rocky fol-
lowed her in and watched her slide into a seat in a far cor-
ner of the room. On his way over he saw a waiter wiping off
a table. He said: “A golden-gin-and-bitters and a ginger-ale
highball. Bring them to the back table with the change.”
Relinquishing one of his twenties, he went on to the booth.

She looked up when he sat down. Then she was smiling
uncertainly as though she might have made a mistake in
meeting him. She pointed with a cigarette she’d already
lighted. “Mind sitting over to the side so I can watch the
entrance? I can see it in the post mirror. I thought some-
body I knew was in here, so had to wait—been here long?”

He shook his head and sat where she had indicated. “I've
been having a spirited discussion on early polo with a
bartender.”

“That was nice,” she murmured, but her mind wasn’t on
polo. She leaned closer. Her little hat didn’t hide much of
her blond hair. “ Look, which one are you?” she asked. “I
mean, which detective? Not the police, I hope.”

Rocky shook his head and brought out a pack of ciga-
rettes. “I wouldn’t know a clue if I met one in the road.
I'm a driver, an escort—do you have to wear those sun-
glasses?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do.” She began talking fast. “I'm
Hildy’s friend and I saw you go in the Ederlee house. I
want to know how you stand. If you really do private driv-
ing and escorting and things—well, that’s something I'm
afraid I'm going to need myself—and bad.”

“Any place, any time, your car or mine. With yours the
rates are half. I know the city like a book.”

“Well, that’s fine,” she said; then trying to hide her
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eagerness, she said more slowly: “Well, I guess it’s all right.
You see, it’s like this. I know where Hildegarde is, but she
doesn’t—Well, you understand—"

He nodded as though he knew what she was talking
about. “If you really want to hire me we’ll figure it on the
expense-plus plan if you like. A hundred dollars should
start things—"

She nodded quickly. When her ringless fingers came out
of her purse a crisp, green hundred-dollar bill came with
them. Her cheeks pinked a little as she folded the bill and
pushed it across the table to him. She looked up in time
to catch his admiring glance.

“This is entirely business, isn’t it?” she said softly.

“Of course,” he agreed and put the hundred away in his
wallet. He was doing all right. From forty cents to two
hundred dollars. Already he had enough to pay a retainer
to Charley’s lawyer up north.

“I'll have a ginger-ale highball,” she said when she saw
the waiter coming toward them.

The waiter came on and stopped at their table. Two
drinks were on his tray. One went i front of her on a
souvenir coaster. The gin-and-bitters stopped in front of
Rocky. He kept lounge-gazing. The Polo Lounge had
round tables and square tables with crinkly tinfoil and
patterned paper under their glass tops. There were green
chairs and padded seats against the lighter green of a car-
pet. Dark-green shutters were nailed back from opened
windows, out of which he could see orange trees with fruit
on them. Mirror-covered posts allowed persons in one al-
cove to see into the next. Off in a back booth a young
couple, who were carelessly unaware they were being seen,
were making the kind of hot passes at each other that
should lead eventually to the altar.

The waiter went away. Rocky looked around—into the
girl’s face. Something had happened to her smile.

“How did you know what I drank?” she demanded.

He smiled. “Aunt Tabitha told me Hildegarde went in
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for ginger-ale highballs; you, being her best friend, would
likely have the same tastes. It was just a chance. Did I
guess right?”

“Yes.” She lifted her glass to hide her confusion. “You’ll
have to excuse me for being so jittery. I'm all worked up
about Hildy.”

“It’s natural you would be.” Rocky rubbed his fingers
along his cheeks until he saw her watching him. Then he
smiled slowly. “I'm on your side working for you. First of
all, you want me to help you find Hildegarde although you
know where she is—”

“No, no,” she cried softly. “I didn’t say that. That’s not
the way it is. You don’t understand.”

Rocky closed his eyes. Taking a sip of his gin-and-bitters,
he brought out the picture he’d brought with him. He
studied the photo and tried not to look at her.

“Oh!” she said and pounced on the snapshot. “Where—
where did you get it?”

“In Hildegarde’s room,” he told her.

Her face was suddenly strained and incredulous. She
gave a small, nervous laugh. “Don’t you see? It’s I.” She
sighed with relief. “I'm sure glad you brought it. Hildy’s
aunt and uncle haven’t seen me—and it’s better they don’t.
I'll just keep the picture. You don’t mind?”

He shrugged. Tabitha had kept the news clipping; now
Mary had the snapshot. “This is all a little puzzling,” he
said. “But still it certainly is fun being a detective.”

Her smile wasn’t worth very much. Her eyes began
watching the mirrors again. He decided that if he wanted
another picture of Hildegarde he’d have to get it from a
back issue of the newspaper.

She said suddenly: “Say, I'd better go. I won’t know
just where I'll be; so I'll have to phone you.” She took a
tiny address book from her purse and looked at him.

“I'm moving, but you can get me in the morning at
Trinity 1-7903—between 9 and 9:30.”

She laughed softly. “Short office hours, aren’t they?”
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But she put the number down, pushed back in her seat,
and closed her little book. “As long as you have your car
I won’t need to drive you downtown, will I?”

“Oh, no.” He got to his feet. “I'll be waiting in my ofhice
to hear from you.”

“Your half-hour, you mean.” Then she smiled at him.
“I'll see you tomorrow, Mr. Nevins.”

“Good-bye, Miss Jaine.”

He cracked a couple of pifions while going through the
lobby. He walked half a block and saw a motor-cop hiding
in a blind street waiting to pounce on some luckless mo-
torist. He asked him about a cab. The answer didn’t help.
He already knew that the doorman at the hotel could get
him a cab. Rocky thanked him anyway and walked another
half block. When he 'saw a cab unloading passengers in

ront of a residence he ran toward it holding up his hand.

The New Idea Café on East Fifth was a six-o’clock mad-
house when Rocky arrived. The “Dishwasher Wanted”
sign was out of the window but Rocky could see it leaning
against the baseboard inside as though’it were only catch-
ing its breath. Sally and another girl were running up and
down the counter, dodging into the kitchen, and calling
out orders.

Rocky stood in line behind the counter stools waiting
for somebody to fall off or get through eating. He watched
Sally with a new interest. She, too, answered to the descrip-
tion of Hildegarde; not too much to be sure—but she was
tall and slender, and the way she talked wasn’t East Fifth
Street. She was a blonde where Hildegarde was a brunette
—but a girl could bleach her hair, couldn’t she? And
weren’t all women actresses at heart?

With two hundred dollars of Mary Jaine’s and Tabitha’s
in his pocket, Rocky decided he should go to work on
somebody. . . . While he was thinking about it the pay
phone came into his line of vision. He smiled faintly at it.
It looked as though it were about to ring. Yet there was no



reason why it should ever ring; it was a pay phone and the
boss had his own phone up front at his desk. This phone
would ring, if at all, on an average of once a month. It had
already rung once this month.

Sally motioned that the end stool was nearly through.
He moved down and stood behind a man’s back while
studying a book he’d bought—a copy of Pearsdale’s Guide
to Los Angeles and Vicinity. When the man finished the
bread pudding that topped the thirty-fivecent lunch and
relinquished his seat, Rocky slid into place before the seat
could cool. He asked Sally if she could get him a steak.

She said, “I can try—Say, did you quit?”

“Sure. No future. French fries and coffee.”

When she came back with a coleslaw starter he asked
about the phone. “ Did it ring while I was gone?”

“Not while I've been here.”

They got another chance to talk when she brought him
his steak. “You sure look nice—all pressed up and every-
thing. Who’s the dame—me?”

He whispered, “You. There’s a special reason I want to
talk to you. When do you get off?”

“Eight o’clock. We can walk around.” Her hand went
up through her blond hair. “I'd show you my apartment
but I know you men.”

He took a French fry in his fingers as though it were
a fried shrimp. “Is it close in?”

“See?” she said, tossing her head. She tapped her finger
at him and was gone again.

When she came back she said: “It’s the Etoile Apart-
ments, 289 South Grand. You take the Angels Flight
cable car to the top of Bunker Hill and walk over a block.
The air’s swell up there and you can really sleep.”

When next she alighted Rocky said: “I'll give it a look.
And about the phone here—if you can answer it without
giving the name of the café it might do me a lot of good.
My new boss thinks this is my number.”

“Of all things.” She frowned slowly. “Say, I've got a
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phone in the hall where I live—number’s Vandike 2-5001.
You can use that. And look, I’'m going on here nights; so
if you want to rent my spare couch you can sleep nights.
I can sleep days.”

“You mean, you trust me?”

“Of course. I know a gentleman when I see one.”

Rocky didn’t argue the gentleman point. “Okay,” he
said and wrote the phone number on a piece of paper.
“Look,” he said, “I'll be back for you at eight o’clock—do
you know anybody by the name of Hildegarde?”

She raised her brows to him. “Should I?”

Rocky shook his head, smiled, got up, paid his bill, and
went outside.

On Main Street a number of stores were still open. He
was able to buy a pair of socks, underwear, a new shirt, a
bow tie, and a new, narrow-rimmed Homburg hat. Pack-
ages under his arm, he walked downstairs into a place that
said in green neon: “Coon’s Baths. Number Two.”

He had a fast shower, changed his clothes, left his laun-
dry, and said he’d call for it later.

It was eight o’clock on the dot when Rocky got back to
the New Idea. In a few moments Sally came out of the
kitchen. Dressed for the street and home, she seemed taller
—a little taller than he. She wore a dark skirt, suspenders
and a lightweight sweater of shaggy wool, and a knit jack-
et. She was quite pretty, and she had two good reasons for
wearing a sweater.

He whispered, “Hello, Cupcakes.”

“Stop it!” she whispered back but a nice color came into
her cheeks. She looked down the counter as though the
customers she’d been smiling at all day had suddenly be-
come dust under her feet. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“Sure.” ‘

The phone rang in the rosewood-colored booth. They
both looked at the booth. After the second ring the owner
of the lunchroom started back from the front. But Rocky
held up a couple of fingers that said he'd get it.
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Inside the booth he took down the receiver. “Hello,” he
said experimentally. Then he smiled at Sally and closed
the booth door.

“Yes, this is Rockwell Nevins. . . . Oh yes, Miss Jaine.
How are you? . . . No, I don’t sleep here. As a matter of
fact, I just dropped in to get something—" He looked to-
ward Sally who stood outside, a sudden wooden look on
her face.

“All right. . . . Sure. . . . Can I call you back? I'll have
to get in touch with the garage and see if the transmission

in my car’s ready. . . . All right, your car then. . . . Yes,
Seventh and Broadway will be fine. . . . Southwest side.
Twenty minutes. . . . Okay—'bye.” He hung up.

Outside, he caught Sally’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

She asked: “A girl?”

Rocky laughed. “My boss. That’s the hell with working
for someone; they’ve always got a call on you. Here I'm not
even supposed to start on my new job until morning and
I've got to go.” He grimaced. “I get all fixed up for you and
look what happens—just smell me, Cupcakes.”

She did, smiled approvingly, then looked forlom. “Can’t
you phone him back? Tell him you’ve broken a leg.”

“No dice—but I'll get through as soon as I can.” They
kept walking west on Fifth Street. “I’ll get loose as soon as
possible. Say, about renting me that couch—were you kid-
ding?”

She shook her head. “No, I wasn’t kidding.” She took
his arm as they crossed at Spring Street. “I'll go on home.
When you're free you can give me a ring. Just ask for apart-
ment seven.”

“All right, Cupcakes. I'd better leave you here. Say, what
about that cable car you were telling me about? Where do
I get it?” '

“Third and Hill. It’s called Angels Flight. Last car is at
12:20. If you miss that one you’ll have to walk up the con-
crete stairs. Good-bye.”

He lifted his hand to her, then ran across the street to
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beat the signal. Walking two blocks to Seventh, he crossed
again and went up to Broadway. A sleek gray Cadillac con-
vertible was at the corner; it halted briefly, went on a few
feet, and halted again. Then its hom peeped. Rocky walk-
ed over to the car, opened the door, and got in. “Hello,”
he said.

“Hello,” said Mary. She had the same outfit on she’d had
in the afternoon, and her trim little hat still sat jauntily on
her head. Her lips were a little redder now—an evening
shade. And she didn’t have her sunglasses on. In their ab-
sence her face had a soft, unreal look—but her quick smile
brought the look back to earth. “I circled the block twice
waiting for you,” she told him.

“Sorry.”

“That’s all right.” She touched the accelerator and the
big car purred contentedly and moved toward Eighth
Street. She slowed. “Would you mind driving? The first
place I want to go is Granite Dells. Hildegarde didn’t show
up at my place; so she’ll probably be out there.”

He nodded and ran his eye over the car approvingly. It
had a deluxe steering wheel. The instrument board was
chrome and black. The seat was red leather—a special con-
vertible job.

She smiled at him. “Hildegarde’s car. You can see how I
stand with her.”

He nodded. “With an in like that we shouldn’t have
any trouble finding her or in doing whatever we’re sup-
posed to do.”

Her smile turned a little cold. Then she was bringing the
big car to a stop in a red zone. She inhaled smoke, tapping
the ash from her cigarette into the chrome ash receiver.
“It’s not too easy to ind Hildegarde when she’s not ready
to be found. In many respects she’s quite a clever girl—al-
though some of the company she keeps is not so hot. Also,
I would like to turn this car 