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Also by Ross Macdonald


CHAPTER 1:     The house was in Santa Monica on a cross street between the boulevards, within earshot of the coast highway and rifleshot of the sea. The street was the kind that people had once been proud to live on, but in the last few years it had lost its claim to pride. The houses had too many stories, too few windows, not enough paint. Their history was easy to guess: they were one-family residences broken up into apartments and light-housekeeping rooms, or converted into tourist homes. Even the palms that lined the street looked as if they had seen their best days and were starting to lose their hair.

I parked in front of the number I had been given and leaned sideways in the seat to have a look at the house. The numerals, 1348, were made of rusted metal and tacked diagonally across one of the round porch pillars. A showcard above, printed black on white, offered ROOMS FOR TOURISTS. There were several rattan chairs and a faded green glider on the porch, which covered the width of the house. A second-story porch, with more rattan, was surrounded by a wooden railing that looked unsafe. The third story had Gothic-looking towers at each corner, fake battlements that time had taken and made ridiculous. The roller blinds were low over the windows on all three levels, so they stared at me sleepy-eyed.

The house didn’t look as if it had money in it, or ever would have again. I went in anyway, because I’d liked the woman’s voice on the telephone.

She came to the door in a hurry when I knocked. A tall woman in her fifties with worried vague dark eyes in a worried long face, a black crepe dress over a thick corseted body. A detective was an occasion in her life. Her iron-gray hair was set in a sharp new wave that smelt of the curling-iron, her nose and cheeks and chin were stark with powder. The light fell through the purple glass in the fanlight over the door and made her complexion livid.

The woman’s voice was her best feature, gentle and carefully modulated, in a low register: “I’m Mrs. Samuel Lawrence. You’re Mr. Archer, of course? You got here in no time at all.”

“The traffic’s not so bad between nine and ten.”

“Come in, Mr. Archer. Let me make you a cup of tea. I’m just having a midmorning snack myself. Since I’ve been doing all my own work, I find I need a bite between meals to sustain me.”

I stepped inside, and the screen door swung to languidly behind me. The hall was still and cool and smelt of wax. The floor was old parquetry, and its polished patterns glowed like jewels. A carpeted stairway climbed to the high dim ceiling. An ancient oak hatstand with polished brass hangers stood at the foot of the stairs. The contrast with the traffic I’d been fighting gave me a queer feeling, as if I’d stepped backward in time, or out of it entirely.

She led me to an open door at the rear. “This is my own little sitting-room, if you please. I reserve the front parlor for guests, though I must say they haven’t been using it lately. Of course it’s the off-season, I only have the three just now, my regular, and a lovely young couple from Oregon, honeymooners! If only Galley had married a man like that—but sit down, Mr. Archer.”

She pulled out a chair from the heavy refectory table in the middle of the room. It was a small room, and it was as crowded with coffee- and end-tables, chairs and hassocks and bookcases, as a second-hand furniture store. The horizontal surfaces were littered with gewgaws, shells and framed photographs, vases and pincushions and doilies. If the lady had come down in the world, she’d brought a lot down with her. My sensation of stepping into the past was getting too strong for comfort. The half-armed chair closed on me like a hand.

I took the present by the tail and dragged it into the room: “Galley,” I said. “Is she the daughter you mentioned?”

The question struck her like an accusation, disorganizing her charm. She didn’t like the look of the present at all. She faced it when she had to, with a face clouded by bewilderment and shame. “Yes. My daughter Galatea. It’s why I phoned you, as I said.” Her gaze wandered, and lighted on the teapot that stood on the table. “You must let me pour you some tea before we get down to business. It’s freshly made.”

Her hand on the teapot was cracked and grained by dirty work, but she poured with an air. I said I took mine straight. The tea tasted like a clear dark dripping from the past. My grandmother came back with it, in crisp black funeral silks, and I looked out of the window to dispel her. I could see the Santa Monica pier from where I sat, and beyond it the sea and the sky like the two curved halves of a blue Easter egg.

“Nice view you have from here.”

She smiled over her teacup. “Yes. I bought it for the view. I shouldn’t really say I’ve bought it. It’s mortgaged, after all.”

I finished my tea and set the thin white cup in the thin white saucer. “Well, Mrs. Lawrence, let’s have it. What happened to your daughter?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s what upsets me so. She simply disappeared a couple of months ago—”

“From here?”

“No, not from here. Galley hasn’t lived at home in recent years, though she always came to visit me at least once a month. She was working in Pacific Point, a special-duty nurse in the hospital there. I always hoped for something better for Galley—my husband Dr. Lawrence was a medical man, and a very well respected one, too—but she wanted to be a nurse and she seemed to be very happy in the work—”

She was veering away from the present fact again. “When did she disappear?”

“Last December, a few days before Christmas.” This was the middle of March, which made it about three months. “Galley always came home for Christmas. We never failed to decorate a tree. Last Christmas for the first time I spent Christmas by myself. Even her card came a day late.” And the vague eyes swam with self-pity.

“If you’ve heard from her, I wouldn’t call it a disappearance. Can I have a look at the card?”

“Of course.” She took a black leather volume of Swedenborg out of the bookcase, opened it, and drew out a large square envelope which she handed to me as if it contained a check. “But she has disappeared, Mr. Archer. I haven’t seen her since early in December. None of her friends has seen her since the first of the year.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-four. She’ll be twenty-five next month, April the 9th, if she’s alive.” She bowed her face in her hands, having brought herself to tears.

“She’ll probably have many happy returns,” I said. “A twenty-five-year-old registered nurse can look after herself.”

“You don’t know Galley,” the damp voice said from the hidden face. “She’s always been so fascinating to men, and she’s never realized how evil men can be. I’ve tried to unknow the error, but it does no good. I keep thinking of the Black Dahlia, all the young girls that have been stolen away and destroyed by evil men.” The wide gold wedding band on the hand over her face gleamed dully like a despairing hope.

I took out the card, which was large and expensive, decorated with a sparkling mica snow scene. Inside it said:


TO MOTHER ON CHRISTMAS DAY

Though my boat has left the harbor
In the sea of life so wide,
I think with cheer of Mother Dear
Each joyous Christmastide.



It was subscribed in green ink by a bold and passionate hand: “Much love, Galley.” The envelope had been mailed in San Francisco on December 24.

“Did—does your daughter have friends in San Francisco?”

“Not that I know of.” The woman showed me her face, with tear-tracks in the powder. She blew her nose discreetly in a piece of pink Kleenex. “The last few years, since she graduated, I didn’t really know her friends.”

“Do you think she’s in San Francisco?”

“I don’t know. She came back from there, you see. She didn’t come to me, but the man who runs the apartments down there, a Mr. Raisch, saw her. She had a small furnished apartment in Pacific Point, and about the end of December she turned up there and moved out, took away all her things. There was a man with her.”

“What sort of a man?”

“Mr. Raisch didn’t say. There seemed to be some kind of secret about the man—something sinister.”

“Is that a fact, or only your impression?”

“My impression. I suppose I’ve been too open to impression, lately. I can’t tell you what my life has been these last few weeks. I’ve gone down to Pacific Point on the bus half a dozen times, whenever I could get away. I’ve talked to the nurses that knew her at the hospital. She hasn’t been near the hospital since before Christmas, when she finished her last case. It was a man named Speed who had been shot in the stomach. The police came to question him, and he nearly died. The people at the hospital seemed to think that this Speed person was a gangster. That’s one of the things that frightens me. I’ve hardly slept a wink for weeks and weeks.” There were deep bluish hollows under her eyes, pitiable and ugly in the morning light from the window.

“Actually, though,” I said, “You’ve got nothing concrete to be afraid about.”

“My only daughter is gone—”

“Girls leave home all the time. It tears the hearts out of their mothers, but they don’t know it. They don’t find out till their own kids grow up and do it to them. She probably ran off and married this man that was with her at the apartment.”

“That’s what Mr. Raisch thought. Still Galley wouldn’t marry without letting me know. Besides, I’ve checked the registrations in Pacific Point, and Los Angeles as well, and there is no record of a marriage.”

“That doesn’t prove a thing. You can fly to New York or Hawaii in a day.” I took a cigarette from a pack in my pocket and automatically asked her: “Mind if I smoke?”

Her face froze, as if I had suggested an obscenity. “Smoke if you must, sir. I know what a hold the nicotine habit has on its victims. Dr. Lawrence was a smoker for years, until he finally broke free, with God’s help.”

I replaced the cigarette in my pocket and stood up to leave. Even with a million dollars, she wouldn’t have been the kind of woman I wanted to work for. And she probably didn’t have two nickels to rub against each other. As for the daughter, ten to one she’d simply decided to have a life of her own.

I put it less bluntly to her: “I think you should take it to Missing Persons, Mrs. Lawrence. I don’t think you have anything to worry about, but it you have, they can do more for you than I can. It would be a waste of money to hire me. I charge fifty a day and expenses. The police do everything free.”

Her answer surprised me: “I expected to pay you well. And I am not going to go to the police.”

“Why not? Missing daughters are their specialty. They’ve got a national system set up to find them.”

Grim bony lines came out in her face, and her eyes weren’t vague any more. “If Galley is living in sin with some man, it’s nobody’s business but my own.”

“Aren’t you jumping to conclusions?”

“I tell you you don’t know Galley. Men have been after her since high school, like flies to honey. She’s a good girl, Mr. Archer, I know how good. But I was a handsome girl myself when I was young, and I’ve seen the pitfalls of the flesh. I want to know what has happened to my daughter.”

I stood by the table and lit my cigarette and dropped the match on the tea tray. She didn’t say a word. After a stretching moment of silence, she reached from her chair and took a framed photograph from the top of the bookcase. “Look at her, you’ll understand what I mean.”

I took the picture from her hand. There was something slightly shady about the transaction, a faint implication that she was offering her daughter’s beauty as part payment on my services. Or maybe I was having impressions. I had one when I looked at the girl’s face. It was passionate and bold like her handwriting. Even in a white nurse’s cap and a high chaste collar she was a girl you saw once and never forgot.

“It was her graduation picture, taken three years ago, but she still looks exactly the same. Isn’t she pretty?”

Pretty was hardly the word. With her fierce curled lips, black eyes and clean angry bones she must have stood out in her graduating class like a chicken hawk in a flock of pullets.

“If you want to spend fifty dollars,” I said, “I’ll go down to Pacific Point today and see what I can find out. Write down her last address and the name of whoever you talked to at the hospital.”

With the caution of a pheasant hen returning to her nest, she went to an old-fashioned sewing machine by the window, lifted the closed top and removed a worn black purse from its hiding place. Opening the tarnished clasp, she rummaged in the purse and counted five reluctant tens onto the table.

Dropping my ashes in my empty teacup, I noticed the arrangement of the leaves. My grandmother would have said it meant money and a dark stranger. The stranger could have been male or female, vertical or horizontal, depending on how you looked at the bottom of the cup.


CHAPTER 2:     I drove south through Long Beach to Pacific Point. Crossing the mesa that flanked it to the northwest, you could see the town spread out, from the natural harbor half-enclosed by the curving finger of land that gave the place its name, to the houses on the ridge above the fogline. It rose from sea level in a gentle slope, divided neatly into social tiers, like something a sociologist had built to prove a theory. Tourists and transients lived in hotels and motels along the waterfront. Behind them a belt of slums lay ten blocks deep, where the darker half of the population lived and died. On the other side of the tracks—the tracks were there—the business section wore its old Spanish façades like icing on a stale cake. The people who worked in the stores and offices inhabited the grid of fifty-foot lots that covered the next ten blocks. On the slopes above them the owners and managers enjoyed their patios and barbecue pits. And along the top of the ridge lived the really wealthy, who had bought their pieds-à-terre in Pacific Point because it reminded them of Juan-les-Pins.

The wife of a client of mine had taken an overdose of sleeping pills in a Pacific Point hotel, so I knew where the hospital was. I made a left turn off the highway and drove through empty afternoon streets to the hospital building. It was a rambling place of bilious yellow plaster, and the sight of it depressed me. My client’s wife had died of the sleeping pills. All that he really wanted was a divorce.

After a good deal of palaver I found myself in the basement waiting-room of the hospital’s X-ray department, talking to a plump young thing in white nylon. Her arms and shoulders glowed a pleasant pink through this progressive fabric, and her straw-blond hair was cut sleek and short. Her name was Audrey Graham, and she didn’t mind talking at all. I told her the truth—that I was a detective looking for Galley Lawrence because her mother was worried—which was a refreshing change from my usual approach.

“I never did know Galley really well,” she said. “Sure, we were in the same class at Los Angeles General and graduated together and all. But you know how some girls are, introverted like. I’m more of an extrovert myself. I like meeting people, in a nice way, you know what I mean. Are you really a detective? I never met a private detective before.”

“Yeah,” I said. “The introverted kind. Mrs. Lawrence said you were Galley’s roommate.”

“Just for a while, last year. She got a chance at this apartment and I went in on the rent, but after a couple of months I found a place of my own. We agreed to disagree, you know what I mean.”

“Not exactly.”

She perched on the edge of the receptionist’s desk and swung one round silk leg. “Well, I mean we got along all right but we didn’t live the same. She ran around a lot and came in all hours of the day and night and it wasn’t so happy-making, me with a regular job, I mean, and a steady boy friend. When Galley was on a case she was spit-and-polish but in between she liked to break loose a bit, and she was crazy for men—I’ve never been myself. I mean, a girl has a right to her own life and she can do what she pleases as far as I’m concerned, only she shouldn’t try to attract a boy that’s going with somebody else.”

She colored slowly, aware that she’d given herself away. The round eyes in the rosy face were ice-blue, cold with memory. If Audrey Graham was Galley’s best friend, Galley had no friends.

“Where did you live with her, and when?”

“August and September, I guess it was—I had my vacation in July. Galley found this little place in Acacia Court, one bedroom. It had twin beds, but that didn’t work out either.” She’d embarrassed herself again, and the flush rose higher, to the roots of the straw-colored hair.

“What kind of men did she run around with?”

“All kinds. She had no discrimination, you know what I mean.” The refrain was getting on my nerves. “My boy friend is going to college under the G.I. and you’d think a girl who thinks she’s something special because her father was a doctor, or so she claimed—you’d think she’d watch out who she went out with. Of course she had a couple of doctors on the string but that was married stuff and I never could see it myself. She had boys from the Safeway, a law clerk, a fellow that said he was a writer but I never heard of him, even one that looked like a Mexican once. Italian, anyway.”

“Know any of their names?”

“I mostly knew them by their first names, when I knew them. I wouldn’t want to tell you the doctors’ names. If you want my honest opinion, Galley just got sick of this town and ran off with one of her men. Las Vegas or someplace. She was always talking about seeing the world. She set a high opinion on herself. She blew her money on clothes she couldn’t afford and half the time she was eating off of me.”

There were footsteps in the hall, and the girl slid off the desk. A tall man in a white tunic looked in at the door. His eyes were masked by wide red spectacles. ‘The pyelogram’s on the table, Audrey, be ready in five minutes.” He turned to me. “Are you the barium enema for tomorrow?” I told him that I wasn’t, and he went away.

“You can be glad you’re not,” the girl said. “I’m afraid I have to go now.”

“He said five minutes. What about this man Speed, the bullet in the stomach Galley nursed?”

“Oh, that was Herman Speed. He had peritonitis from lead poisoning or something, she didn’t go out with him. He was on Ward C for three weeks last December, and then he left town. I heard he was run out of town. He promoted the wrestling down at the Arena and there was an editorial in the paper about how he was shot in a gang war or something. I wouldn’t know. I didn’t read it myself, one of the doctors told me.”

“She didn’t leave town with him?”

“No, she was still in town after he left. I saw her one night with this Mexican-looking guy, I forget his name. Turpentine or something. I think he worked for Speed. He came to see him a couple of times when he was on Ward C. Tarantula, or something?”

“That’s a kind of spider.”

“Yeah. Well, Galley was no fly. Anybody she went with, she had a darn good reason. I’ll say one thing for her, she knew how to have a good time. But what she saw in this guy that worked for Speed—I wouldn’t trust a Mexican or Italian, they have no respect for women.”

I was getting a little tired of her opinions, and she was repeating herself. I got out of my chair and stood up. “Thanks very much, Miss Graham.”

“Don’t mention it. If you need any more information, I get off here at half past four.”

“I may see you then. By the way, did you tell Mrs. Lawrence what you told me?”

“No, of course I didn’t. I wouldn’t ruin a girl’s reputation with her own mother. I don’t mean that Galley had a really bad reputation or I wouldn’t of lived with her. But you know what I mean.”


CHAPTER 3:     Acacia Court was within easy walking distance of the hospital, on a quiet middle-class street across from a school-ground. It probably wasn’t so quiet when school was out. The court consisted of ten small stucco bungalows ranged five on each side of a gravel driveway that led to the garages at the rear. The first bungalow had a wooden office sign over the door, with a cardboard NO VACANCY sign attached to it. There were two acacia trees in the front yard, blanketed with yellow chenille-like blossoms.

When I got out of my car a mockingbird swooped from one of the trees and dived for my head. I gave him a hard look and he flew up to a telephone wire and sat there swinging back and forth and laughing at me. The laughter actually came from a red-faced man in dungarees who was sitting in a deck-chair under the tree. His mirth brought on some sort of an attack, probably asthmatic. He coughed and choked and wheezed, and the chair creaked under his weight and his face got redder. When it was over he removed a dirty straw hat and wiped his bare red pate with a handkerchief.

“Excuse me. The little devil does it all the time. He’s my aerial defense. I think it’s your hair they want, to build a nest. He drives the nurses crazy.”

I stepped in under the shade of the tree. “Are you Mr. Raisch?”

“That’s my name. I told them they better wear hats but they never do. Back where I was brought up, in Little Egypt, a lady never went out without a hat, and some of these girls don’t even own one. You wanted to see me? I got no vacancy.” He jerked a large gray thumb at the sign over the door. “Anyway I just take mostly girls from the hospital and a few married couples.”

I told him I wasn’t a prospective tenant, but that was all I had a chance to tell him.

“I can afford to pick and choose,” he said. “My place doesn’t look like much from the outside, maybe, but she’s in absolutely tiptop shape. Redecorated the whole thing with my own two hands last year, put in new linoleum, fixed up the plumbing. And I didn’t raise the rents a red cent. No wonder they come to me. What did you want to see me about? I don’t need a thing if you’re selling.”

“I’m looking for Galley Lawrence. Remember her?”

“I should say I do.” His blue eyes had narrowed and were appraising me. “I’m not so old and dried up that I’d forget a pretty girl like that one. Even if she had a hump on her back and one glass eye I wouldn’t disremember her. I don’t get the chance; seems that every few days somebody comes around asking after Galley. What do you want with her?”

“I want to talk with her. What did the others want?”

“Well, her mother was here a couple of times. You’d think I was in the white-slave traffic the way that biddy talked to me, and all I did was rent her daughter a home. Then there was all her young men calling up—I practically had to have my phone disconnected back around the first of the year. You one of her young men?”

“No.” But I was grateful for the adjective.

“Let’s see, you’re from L.A., ain’t you?” The eyes were still appraising me. “You got an L.A. license on your car. These other customers were from L.A., the ones from the pinball company. You work for the pinball company?”

“Not me.”

“You’re carrying a gun. Or maybe you got a tumor under your armpit.”

I told him I was a private detective, and why I was looking for Galley. “Do you carry a gun if you work for the pinball company?”

“These customers did, the thin one anyway. He let me know he had a gun, he thought he’d throw a scare into me. I didn’t tell him I was handling firearms before his dam dropped him on the curb and kicked him into the gutter. He wanted to think he was smooth and sharp and I let him go on thinking it.”

“You’re fairly sharp yourself.”

The flattery pleased him, and his big red face relaxed into smiles again. He felt the need to express himself some more. “I didn’t get where I am by sitting on my rump waiting for the cash to grow on trees. No sir, I been in every one of the forty-eight states and I watered every one of them with my good sweat. I lost a fortune in Florida and that’s the last time anybody put anything over on me.”

I sat down tentatively in the canvas camp-chair beside his, and offered him a cigarette.

He waved it away. “Not for me. Asthma and heart condition. But you go right ahead. The old biddy must be really anxious, hiring detectives and all.”

I was beginning to think she had reason to be anxious. “You said the pinball boys tried to scare you. Any particular reason?”

“They thought I might know where Galley Lawrence was. Her and this slob she went away with, some kind of a dago or wop. They said his name was Tarantine, and I told them it sounded like something you put on your hair. The lean one wanted to make something out of that, but the short one thought it was funny. He said this Tarantine was in his hair.”

“Did he explain what he meant?”

“He didn’t say very much. Seems that this Tarantine ran off with the collection money, something like that. They wanted to know if Galley left a forwarding address, but she didn’t. I told them try the police and that was another laugh for the little short one. The lean one said they’d handle it themselves. That’s when he showed me the gun, a little black automatic. I told them maybe I should try the police, and the short one made him put it away again.”

“Who were they?”

“Pinball merchants, they said. They looked like thugs to me. They didn’t leave their calling cards but I wouldn’t forget them if I saw them again. The one with the automatic, the one that worked for the other one, he was as thin as a rake. When he turned sideways he cast no shadow. Front-ways he had his shoulders built out so his jacket hung on him like a scarecrow. He had a jail complexion, or a lunger’s, and little pinhead eyes and he talked like he thought he was tough. Take his gun away and I could break him in two, even at my age. And I’m old enough to qualify for the pension, if I needed it.”

“But you don’t.”

“No sir. I’m a product of individual enterprise. The other one, the boss, was really tough. He walked into my office like he owned it, only when he saw he couldn’t push me around he tried to be friendly-like. I’d just as soon make friends with a scorpion. One of these poolroom cowboys that made his way in the rackets and was trying to dress like a gentleman. Panama hat, cream gabardine double-breasted suit, hand-painted tie, waxy yellow shoes, and he rode up here in a car as long as a fire truck. A black limousine, and I thought the undertaker was coming for me for sure.”

“You expecting the undertaker?”

“Any day now, son.” He started to laugh, and then decided against it. “But it’ll take more than an L.A. thief with a innertube on his waistline to kiss me off, I can tell you. The little man was hard, though. He had his own shoulders and you could see on his face that he’d taken his share of beatings. He had a way of looking at you, soft and steady-like, that chilled you off some. And the way he talked about this Tarantine, the man was as good as dead.”

“What about Galley Lawrence?”

He shrugged his heavy collapsing shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess the idea was if they found her this Tarantine would be tagging along. I didn’t even tell them I knew him by sight.”

“You didn’t tell Mrs. Lawrence either. Did you?”

“Sure I did. Twice. I didn’t like the lady but she had a right to know. I told her when Galley moved out this Tarantine carted her stuff away in his automobile. That was on December the 30th. She was away for a week or ten days and when she came back she said she wanted out. I could have soaked her thirty days’ notice but I thought what the hell, I had people waiting. She drove away with Tarantine and I haven’t seen her since. Didn’t even tell me where she was going—”

“Mrs. Lawrence didn’t know Tarantine’s name.”

“Neither did I, till the pinball merchants told me. They only came here two days ago, Saturday it was, and Mrs. Lawrence hasn’t been here for weeks. I thought she gave up.”

“She didn’t. Can you tell me anything else about Tarantine?”

“I can tell you his fortune, maybe, and I don’t need a Ouija board. Folsom or San Quentin, if the long and the short of it don’t catch him first. He’s one of these pretty-boy wops, curly black hair that the women want to run their fingers through. Hollywood clothes, fast roadster, poolroom brains. You know the type. You’d think a girl like Galley would show better taste.”

“Think she married him?”

“How the hell would I know? I’ve seen pretty young girls like her take up with coyotes and live on carrion for the rest of their lives. I hope she didn’t.”

“You said he drove a roadster.”

“That’s right. Prewar Packard with bronze paint and white sidewalls. She hopped into the front seat and tooted away and that was the last of Galley Lawrence. If you find her, you let me know. I liked the girl.”

“Why?”

“She was full of vim and vigor. I like a girl with personality. I’ve got a lot of personality myself and when I see somebody else that has it my heart goes out to them.”

Thanking him, I retreated to the sidewalk. His loud optimistic voice followed me: “But you can’t get by on personality alone, I learned that in the depression. They say there’s another one coming but I don’t worry. I’m sitting pretty, ready for anything.”

I called back: “You forgot the hydrogen bomb.”

“The hell I did,” he yelled triumphantly. “I got the bomb outwitted. The doctor says my heart won’t last two years.”


CHAPTER 4:     It took me half an hour to find the Point Arena, though I had a hazy notion where it was. It stood in the lower depths of town, near the railroad tracks. Beyond the tracks the packing-case shanties of a small hobo jungle leaned in the corner of a dusty field. One of the huts had a roof of beaten gas-tins which gleamed like fish scales in the sun. A man lay still as a lizard in its dooryard.

From the outside the arena looked like an old freight warehouse, except for a kind of box-office at the street entrance, the size of a telephone booth. A dingy yellow billboard over the closed box-office window announced: WRESTLING EVERY TUES., GENERAL .80, RESERVED 1.20, RINGSIDE 1.50, CHILDREN .25. A door to the right of the window was standing open, and I went in.

The corridor was so dark, after the bright sun, that I could barely see. The only light came from a window high in the left wall. At least it served as a window; it was a square hole cut in the unpainted boards and covered with heavy chicken-wire. Stretching up on my toes I could see into the cubicle on the other side. It contained two straight chairs, a scarred desk bare of everything but a telephone, and an heirloom brass spittoon. The walls were decorated with calendar nudes, telephone numbers scrawled in pencil, publicity photographs of Lord Albert Trompington-Whist the Pride of the British Empire, Basher Baron Flores from the Azores, and other scions of the European aristocracy.

Somewhere out of sight a punching-bag was rat-tat-tatting on a board. I stepped through a doorless aperture opposite the door I’d come in by, and found myself in the main hall. It was comparatively small, with seats for maybe a thousand rising on four sides to the girders that held up the roof. An ingot of lead-gray light from a skylight fell through the moted air onto the empty roped square on the central platform. Still no people, but you could tell that people had been there. The same air had hung for months in the windowless building, absorbing the smells of human sweat and breath, roasted peanuts and beer, white and brown cigarettes, Ben Hur perfume and bay rum and hair oil and tired feet. A social researcher with a good nose could have written a Ph.D. thesis about that air.

The punching-bag kept up an underbeat to the symphony of odors, tum-tee-tum, tum-tee-tum, tum-tee-tum-tee-tum-tee-tum. I moved toward a door with a push-bar marked EXIT, and the beat sounded louder. The door opened into an alley that led to the rear of the building. A colored boy was working on a bag fastened to the corner of the wall. On the other side of the alley a Negro woman was watching him across a board fence. Her black arms rested on the top of the fence and her chin was laid on her arms. Her great dark eyes had swallowed the rest of her face, and looked as if they were ready to swallow the boy.

“Who runs this place?”

He went on beating the bag with his left, his back to me and the woman. He was naked to the waist; the rest of him was covered by a pair of faded khakis, and pitiful canvas sneakers that showed half his bare black toes. He switched to his right without breaking the drumming rhythm. The full sun was on him, and the sweat stood out on his back and made it glisten.

He was light-heavy, I guessed, but he didn’t look more than eighteen, in spite of the G.I. pants. With his height and heavy bone-structure, he’d grow up into a heavyweight. The woman looked as if she could hardly wait.

After a while she called to him: “The gentleman asked something, Simmie.” All gentlemen were white; all whites were gentlemen.

He dropped his arms and turned slowly. The taut muscles of his chest and stomach stood out in detailed relief like moulded iron sculpture. The head was narrow and long, with a slanting forehead, small eyes, broad nose, thick mouth. He breathed through the nose. “You want me?”

“I wondered who runs this place.”

“I’m the janitor. You want something?”

“I’d like to talk to the boss. Is he around?”

“Not today. Mr. Tarantine is out of town.”

“What about Mr. Speed? Isn’t Herman Speed the boss around here?”

“Not any more he isn’t. Mr. Tarantine been running things since the beginning of the year. Before that.”

“What happened to Herman?” The surprise in my voice sounded hollow. “He leave town?”

“Yeah. Mr. Speed left town.” He wasted no words.

“He got shot,” the woman said. “Somebody riddled his guts. It broke his health. It was a crying shame, too, he was a fine big man.”

“Shut up, Violet,” the boy said. “You don’t know nothing about it.”

“Shut up yourself,” she answered in ready repartee.

“Who shot him?” I asked her.

“Nobody knows. Maybe he knows, but he wouldn’t tell the police, he was real tight-mouthed.”

“I said shut up,” the boy repeated. “You’re wasting the gentleman’s time.”

I said: “Where’s Tarantine?”

“Nobody knows that either,” the woman said. “He left town last week and nobody seen him since. Looks as if they left young Simmie here to put on the shows all by himself.” She laughed throatily. “Maybe if you talked to Mrs. Tarantine, she might know where he is. She just lives down the road a few blocks from here.”

The boy jumped for the fence on silent feet, but the woman was already out of his reach. “Stay on your own side, Simmie, I given you fair warning. Trim’s in his room.”

“You’re trying to get me in trouble, been trying to get me in trouble all winter long. Ain’t you? Why don’t you get out of my sight and stay out of my sight?”

She wiggled her heavy body disdainfully, and disappeared around the corner of the buildings: warped plyboard cubicles laid end to end like miniature ten-foot boxcars and fronting on another alley. There were dark faces at some of the windows in the row and after a while the woman appeared at one of them.

The boy was talking by then. I’d broken through his reserve by praising his muscles and asking about his fights. He had beaten the local talent, he said, and was grooming himself for his professional debut. He called it that. Unfortunately they hadn’t had fights in Pacific Point since he started to get his growth. Mr. Tarantine was going to try and get him on a card at San Diego one of these weeks. I suggested that Mr. Tarantine was a pretty good friend of his, and he agreed.

“I hear he married a beautiful wife.”

“Mr. Tarantine got no wife.”

“I thought Violet said something about a Mrs. Tarantine.”

“That’s the old lady. Violet don’t know nothing.” He cast a wicked glance across the fence at the woman in the window.

“What does she think about the trouble he’s in?”

“There isn’t any trouble,” the boy said. “Mr. Tarantine is a smart man. He doesn’t get into trouble.”

“I heard there was some trouble about the pinball collections.”

“That’s crap. He doesn’t collect on the pinball machines anymore. That was last year, when Mr. Speed was here. Are you a policeman, mister?” His face had closed up hard.

“I’m opening a place on the south side. I want a machine put in.”

“Look it up in the phone book, mister. It’s under Western Variety.”

I thanked him. The drumming of the bag began again before I was out of earshot. After a while he’d be a fighting machine hired out for twenty or twenty-five dollars to take it and dish it out. If he was really good, he might be airborne for ten years, sleeping with yellower flesh than Violet, eating thick steaks for breakfast, dishing it out. Then drop back onto a ghetto street-corner with the brains scrambled in his skull.
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