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  Biographical Note


  HE TURNED tiptoeing from the refrigerator, the bottle of milk cold and slippery in his grasp. The little light shone out upon the dark floor, painted the long shadow of his legs against the kitchen wall. He moved with watchful care toward the table, but then he heard a sudden noise, and started, and the bottle fell rolling, with milk spreading like a ghostly lake.


  He waited trembling, a hand over his mouth. A shadow came in at the door, and he whimpered. A shape in a wrapper loomed over him; hands gripped his shoulders and the shaking started, so hard that it seemed his head must snap from his neck, and his senses swam.


  “You brat! You dirty horrible little brat!”


  One hand lifted from his shoulder and the slapping began. He tried to crouch, to protect his head. All of his insides knotted and drew small, his body trying to curl itself into the fetal cocoon. But he was yanked straight, a hand gripping his hair. The screams he had tried to contain burst free.


  He fell, and something kicked him. The spilled milk felt cold and clammy in his clothes. He was dragged through it, knowing where he was headed now, begging not to be put there.


  The musty closed-in smell reached out for him, and he tried to brace his legs at the sill; but this was useless. He was flung in and the closet door was slammed, the key turned. He was alone and it was very dark.


  After a while, when there were no more tears, he felt around for the folded bit of carpet, crawled upon it and curled himself, and shut his eyes. He sucked his thumb for a while, and finally went to sleep. There were coats on the rack above, and he was cold, but he had no thought of covering with them. They belonged to the others.


  The house creaked and whispered to itself, and the night wore away. When it was almost dawn there were soft steps in the hall outside the closet door, and a sharp, listening silence. The boy in the closet was unaware, far gone in dreams. When he awoke there would be again hunger, and the strange implacable anger that waited like a toying cat, and blows, and the unbelief with which he regarded his five-year-old world.


  But for this moment, there was peace.


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE SIGN on the door that let into the corridor said SADER AND SCARBOROUGH, PRIVATE DETECTIVES.


  Sader was in the inner office looking over some glossy photos of an automobile accident and its victims. He stood behind his desk, the photos laid out on it; he was a little stooped in posture, taking something from his height. He was smoking a cigarette. He was a lean man with hair that had once been red and now had grayed to rust, with intelligent eyes and an air of patience. When the bell pealed in the outer room he crushed the cigarette into an abalone-shell tray and went to answer. On his way he glanced at the clock. It was not quite nine-thirty, a misty morning in October, with dark skies threatening to rain.


  He opened the door. In the hall was a man in a weatherproof overcoat, muffler, brown felt hat, overshoes. He was about sixty, Sader thought. He had a snow-white mustache and eyes like two steel rivets. “You’re the detective?” he demanded, in Sader’s opinion rather louder than necessary. “Are you any good?”


  “I’m busy,” Sader said, losing the air of patience.


  “Busy?”


  “My partner’s on vacation and I have about all the work I can handle.”


  “Made you mad.” The pale lips parted in a grin. The dentist had fitted him with small, even teeth and in the rugged face they were ridiculous. “Makes you mad for someone to want to know if you’re any good?”


  Sader controlled what he wanted to say, stepped back. “Come in, please.”


  The old man paused in the outer office, reached under the overcoat and got out a wallet, extracted a business card and handed it to Sader. The card read:


  FRIMM, WATLEY AND STONE


  ARCHITECTS


  4900 Wilshire BoulevardLos Angeles, California


  Sader read the card and looked up. “You’re Mr. Frimm?”


  “I’m not any of them. They’re all dead. Started the firm in L.A. in eighteen seventy. My name is Gibbings. Hale Gibbings.”


  “You are an architect?”


  “Senior partner now.” Gibbings was looking around at the outer room, which was empty except for a water cooler and some filing cabinets. “Do we talk here or can we sit down?”


  “We can sit down.” Sader ushered him into the other office. Two big desks were placed back to back, there were several chairs and a thick rug and a leather couch. Sader quickly shuffled the accident photos into a stack and dropped them into a drawer. He placed Gibbings’ card in the exact center of the desk. Gibbings was seated on the couch. “Now. What can I do for you?”


  The old man opened the overcoat and stretched his legs—as if, Sader thought, the joints might be just a little rheumatic. He was staring at Sader with the steel-rivet eyes, no humor in his face. “How good are you, really? No, don’t get sore! I guess I should have said, what kind of an operator are you? I’ve got to have a certain kind of man. A certain touch. I need a weasel, an opportunist, somebody with the mind of a shakedown artist. A corner-cutter. Even ... you might say ... a kind of pimp.”


  Sader felt himself stiffen, and he was aware of a faint apprehension. Gibbings looked as cool as a floating hawk, but Sader didn’t like this beginning and he wondered if he should ask him to leave before anything more was said.


  “You look like you’ve been around.” Gibbings had taken out a pipe and was fussing with it. “At the same time that I need all these things,” he went on as if continuing his previous specification, “I need most of all an honest man. Yes ... a kind of crook, and yet honest.” He got a match lighted; it flared between his fingers. “Do you see what I mean?”


  “I’m afraid not, no, sir.”


  “How much of a—” He waved the pipe as if including Sader with the office furnishings. “—of a code, or ethics, or standard of behavior do you have to keep to, in these places? Do you have to account to anyone for what you do? Some licensing committee?”


  “Some private detectives get away with quite a bit, for quite a while,” Sader said. “I guess it depends on the individual. We are licensed by the state and we are expected to co-operate with other law-enforcement bodies. Does that answer your question?”


  “What about you? How do you run things?”


  “We don’t ordinarily do divorce work,” Sader told him. This didn’t seem to make the difference he had expected. “We do a lot of looking for missing people. Not skip-tracing, there are much bigger outfits doing that. We look for heirs, and people who have run away from law suits, and sometimes accident victims. We are occasionally called on by defense attorneys to find evidence for their clients. We—”


  Gibbings waved the pipe again. “No, what I mean is, are you a sharp boy? Do you push? Can you hound and harry and finagle?”


  “I guess you’d better tell me what it’s all about.”


  Gibbings frowned, then nodded. The pipe had an alfalfa-and-haymow smell, not at all unpleasant. “Well ... this is in confidence, of course.”


  “Of course.” Sader prepared himself to listen. “I might put in here, Mr. Gibbings, that I think you should be careful whom you select under these qualifications.”


  Gibbings grinned, showing the misplacedly small and even teeth. “I’ll be cautious ... even now, with you. The job I need a man for concerns a child. My daughter bore a child out of wedlock—silly phrase—five years ago. She was in love with a young man and before they could marry he was drafted into the Army and sent to Japan, where he died of a fever.” Gibbings paused and waited as if to see how Sader was taking it.


  Sader wondered fleetingly why it seemed so often to be dirty linen which was brought to him. Why couldn’t he be asked, once, to run down a missing masterpiece? A first edition Milton or a Van Gogh? Or a stolen Stradivarius? Something cultural and elevating. “And the baby?”


  “It was given out for adoption.”


  “Through a recognized adoption agency?”


  Gibbings shook his head, his expression one of sudden dour gloom. He began to feel around in an inside coat pocket. “This hasn’t a damned thing to do with that angle. The adoption was private, legal, all in order, a nice couple—I saw to that.” He had found an envelope. It looked tattered as if from a great deal of handling. Gibbings took a sheet of paper from it, handed it to Sader. “This came through the mail almost a week ago. At first I wasn’t inclined to do anything about it. But then I found that it was preying on my mind. Now I find it hard to get to sleep at night and my appetite’s getting finicky.”


  Sader swung around so the light shone on the page. There was no salutation; the body of the letter began abruptly about two inches below the top of the sheet. It was typewritten, the ribbon quite pale and the over-all appearance of the lettering spotty because of uneven pressure on the keys.


  You ought to try to do something about the child who was once your daughter’s own little baby. The people you gave him to are dead and he has been taken by a relative of theirs. He is treated just terrible in that house. He goes hungry most of the time, almost starving. He is whipped and spanked every day, sometimes several times a day, and for any old reason at all, or over nothing. They don’t send him to kindergarten. They don’t let him play with the other children. I wouldn’t bother you, but I really don’t think he is going to live much longer. I think he will die.


  I could tell you the address now and maybe you’d go there and maybe you wouldn’t. After all, you are the one who gave him away to strangers when he was little and helpless. So I won’t tell you the address, and if you care enough you can find it and do something about him.


  And if you show this letter to that woman you’ll just get me into trouble, too, and she can make plenty.


  “The perversity,” Gibbings declared, “the utterly pig-headed perversity of this creature, denying me the address—”


  Sader held up a hand, shutting him off. Sader went back through the letter, reading it under his breath to himself, pausing here and there to re-examine a phrase. Then he sat looking at the window. Finally he glanced again at Gibbings. “Of course you have done some preliminary work on your own, you tried to trace these people, find out if they were really dead and to whom they might have given the boy.”


  “Naturally I did what I could, I went as far as I was able. I found out that the man of the couple, the adopted father, was killed in an airplane crash. A big airliner. Fell in Colorado. They brought him back to L.A. for burial. Happened two years ago. The baby was three, then.”


  “Tell me about this couple.”


  Gibbings made an impatient gesture. “They were just an ordinary, decent young couple. The name was Champlain. French descent, I think. He was an engineer for an electronics research outfit, made good money, must have had a pretty good brain. She’d been a schoolteacher. They wanted a baby very badly and couldn’t have one.”


  “How did you contact them?”


  “I didn’t. They came to see me. Kit’s time was about up and I’d been thinking of asking the doctor about getting foster parents, or perhaps throwing a hint to my attorney. The Champlains said they had heard we might have a baby for adoption, and they wanted to offer their credentials, or whatever. They came to my office, during office hours, and they were very nice but businesslike, and I took to them both.”


  “You had them investigated?”


  Gibbings’ flow of words was stifled and he shifted his legs, moving about as if in discomfort. “Well, no. He had documents with him, their birth certificates and their marriage license, a lot of stuff about their house mortgage and the pink slips on their two cars, plus a couple of letters, one from a banker and one from a minister. You could see they were a nice little family, solid and decent and kindly.”


  “But not immortal.”


  Gibbings gave him a hard stare. “You’re a wisecracker, huh?”


  “Your answer to that one should have been that even real parents can’t be—everyone dies. You still haven’t said anything to account for the kind of man you say you’re looking for. The semi-crook.”


  “I’m coming to it.” Gibbings’ glance was flinty; he was obviously beginning to dislike Sader heartily. “Kit had a friend, a girl named Wanda Nevins, and from things which happened afterward I got the idea that she was the one who had sent the Champlains to me. She had told them about Kit’s coming baby, and I have no doubt that she charged them for the information. They were pretty desperate, and she was ... is ... the kind who wouldn’t give you the time of day without a price tag on it.”


  Sader looked at the old man thoughtfully. “It’s through her, then, that you think I’ll have to go to find the child.”


  “She knows,” Gibbings agreed.


  “She offered to tell you for a price?”


  Again the air of discomfort and self-reproach appeared on Gibbings’ seamed face. “I blew my stack. I haven’t any use for her or for her kind and I let her know it.”


  Sader had put the letter on the desk beside Gibbings’ card. He made a gesture toward it. “Had it occurred to you that she might be the one who sent you this?”


  “I thought about that angle, yes. But it isn’t the way Wanda would go about it if she wanted to get money out of me. She’s much more direct. Besides—well, she wouldn’t write that kind of letter, she wouldn’t express any sympathy or concern for the child. She’d be matter-of-fact. She’d say, so-and-so is happening and if you pay me I’ll see that it’s stopped.”


  “By calling the cops? Why doesn’t the writer of the letter do just that, by the way? We have laws for the protection of children.”


  “All I know is what’s in that letter,” Gibbings snapped. “And if you’re wondering why I didn’t go to the cops, a moment’s reflection might supply the answer.”


  “This involves something more important than your daughter’s reputation. You’re playing with a child’s life.”


  “If the letter is true. Which it might well not be. I’m pretty well known in Southern California, there must be a lot of people who think I’m carrying it around in suitcases. This could be a shakedown.”


  “You’ve already eliminated the one you would expect shake you down.”


  Gibbings’ mouth seemed hard and mean. “Do you want the job, or don’t you?”


  Sader opened a desk drawer, slapped a writing pad on the desk, took a pen from his coat pocket. “Let’s start with dates. The date the foster parents first came to see you. The date the baby was born. The date he was taken by the Champlains. And when Mr. Champlain died in the crash in Colorado.”


  Gibbings said, “There’s one more thing to keep straight, before this goes any further. At no time—” He stopped and seemed to think over how to word what he wanted to say. “—at no time during your investigation are you to imply that the child you are looking for is the child of my daughter. Or that he is related to me.”


  “You really must think it’s a shakedown,” Sader said, looking at him curiously.


  “Do you understand, Mr. Sader?”


  “Yes, I understand. I am trying to trace the adopted child of the Champlains. Previous antecedents unknown.”


  “That is correct, sir.”


  Sader thought, What a stiff-necked old buzzard he is, putting up an additional safeguard against ever having to claim his grandson.


  When Gibbings supplied the dates, Sader sat studying them. The Champlains had come to Gibbings’ office in late August. The child had been born a little more than two weeks later, the middle of September five years back. He had been taken from the private maternity hospital four days after birth. To Sader it seemed a hurried and casual way to dispose of a grandchild, illegitimate or not. “Did you ever see the child?” he asked, glancing up at Gibbings.


  The old man seemed intent on his pipe, which must have gone out. “Yes. Once. In the hospital nursery. I wanted to be sure that it was a normal baby, that there was nothing to prevent its adoption and complete family attachment to the Champlains.”


  “It was normal?”


  “Quite normal and ... a very good-looking baby.”


  “How old was your daughter?”


  Gibbings squinted into the bowl of the pipe. “That, Mr. Sader, has nothing to do with any of this.”


  Sader felt a sudden suspicion, of which he said nothing. Gibbings must be at least sixty. It was quite possible that this daughter didn’t fit into the rash-young-teenager-in-love pattern, at all. In fact, come to think of it, most probably not. “I’ll need addresses, now.”


  The Champlains had lived in West L.A. until the father’s death in the plane crash. Then Mrs. Champlain and the baby moved to Santa Monica. Why, Gibbings didn’t know. He had been able to trace them through a friend in the Motor Vehicle Department, who had looked up Mrs. Champlain’s changes of address through her driver’s license. The Santa Monica address was the last listed.


  “Mrs. Champlain is dead? You’re sure of this?”


  “I haven’t been able to verify it. The father’s death was mentioned in the papers at the time. I didn’t see it, or at least the story didn’t register if I did. A reporter friend looked it up in the newspaper morgue.”


  Sader was reading back through the notes he had made. “You said, that they brought you letters of recommendation from a banker and a minister.”


  “Don’t remember the banker. The minister was in a West L.A. church and I called them yesterday. The church says that he took a sabbatical leave more than three years ago and went back to some theological college in the South, and has stayed there since to teach.” Gibbings frowned. “Anyway, he wasn’t a personal friend. It’s through others, the people close to them—”


  Sader interrupted. “We may need that minister before we’re through. What’s the church?”


  “A little outfit. The Lakeside Chapel of St. John’s. Sort of interfaith bunch, don’t believe they stick to many of the fundamentals.”


  “Perhaps they have their own,” Sader suggested dryly.


  “You’ll be telling me next—” Gibbings tried to smile, and the effect was grim. “—telling me I’m not a Christian.”


  “Are you?”


  “If you knew it all ...” He shrugged the rest of it away. “Your best bet, take it from me, is to go to see Wanda Nevins. Don’t let her know I sent you. You’ll need every trick you ever learned. She lives down the coast, this side of Laguna Beach. She’s got a house overlooking the sea, a Cadillac convertible, and two boxer dogs.” Gibbings rose from the couch. “Don’t let any of them get you.” He slapped a small stack of money on the desk in front of Sader. “This ought to get you going.”


  He turned, buttoning the coat. He looked, Sader thought, like an old soldier who has seen too much of war.


  CHAPTER TWO


  THE MOMENT that Sader saw the place in Santa Monica, the last known address of Mrs. Champlain, he knew that this was a dead end ... and why. Gibbings should have told him.


  A new freeway was going through. An area of a dozen blocks or so had been condemned, the houses and shops were in the process of being moved or demolished. They sat with vacant windows under the darkly clouded sky. Some had been pried from their foundation and sat intact on timbers, ready for the rollers. On others the wreckers had been at work, steps were askew and doors and windows and all exterior fittings were gone. Here and there a tattered FOR SALE sign fluttered in the beach wind. Sader parked across the street and got out of the car. Three blocks east the end of the freeway from L.A. was a muddy mountainous nose thrust sniffing seaward.


  He went to the address Gibbings had given him. It was one of those being wrecked, a small stucco bungalow with a Spanish tile roof. The low picket fence around the front yard had been flattened, lay in splinters on the dead lawn. A couple of hibiscus were trying to live without water, and even showed a few starved buds. Sader went into the shaky porch and looked in through the doorless entry. Someone had taken the hardwood, leaving the rough planked floor. The plastered walls were cracked. He went inside.


  It didn’t smell like a house. The windows were gone, and the beach wind lent it a salty fragrance. Under the salt was the faint odor of broken wood. No one had slept here, cooked here, washed and ironed here, or kept a baby here for a long long time.


  It was as bare as a house could get. In the kitchen the sink had been ripped off the wall and taken away. The water heater lay on its side in the service porch, a trickle of rust like dried blood testifying to its uselessness. Who needed rusty water heaters? Sader looked for personal debris, for something left by the living tenants; and it seemed he would find nothing. The house had been scoured by human gleaners, and by time.


  He went into the front bedroom. The hibiscus crowded the vacant window. He looked into the closet. Everywhere in the house the flooring was gone, the subfloor exposed, and through the cracks between the planks he could see the dark underneath. The closet had lost its smell of clothing. If anything, there was a faint odor of earth. He went past a gutted bathroom to the back bedroom. This should have been the baby’s room, he thought. It was much smaller, a little box of a room. He looked into its closet, a veritable mousehole. Empty, too, to the cracked walls.


  He went past the fallen water heater to the rear porch.


  A broken screen door lay in the back yard, grass growing up through the wire mesh. There was nothing out there except a barrel, sitting crookedly beside an old incinerator. Sader picked his way through the yard, gathering foxtails in the cuffs of his pants, and looked into the incinerator, which proved to be clogged with ashes, and then into the barrel. In the bottom of the barrel, old newspapers had matted to the wood and on these sat a cardboard box. Sader picked it out.


  It had been wet, rained on maybe. The white paper covering was cracked and spotted. He pried up the lid. Because it was so light to hold, he thought it must be empty; but no, inside was a crushed mass of satiny color and the smell of lavender. He stirred what was in the box. A lot of ribbon, yellow and pink and orchid and blue, and some scraps of lace. A baby’s mitten, white, with a touch of pink at the wrist. A small locket on a chain, badly tarnished. Three pearl buttons. Some loose bits of lavender, from which the fragrance came.


  He put the lid on again, saw that there had been a firm’s name printed on it, almost blotted away by the water. He held it to the light and the last of the gilt print said Betty’s Baby Shop.


  He took the box with him to the house. He made a last inspection, peering into what was left of the kitchen cupboards. Then he returned to his car. He tossed the box in upon the seat, then paused on the curb to light a cigarette.


  There was no proof whatever that the box had belonged to Mrs. Champlain. Gibbings claimed not to have been able to find out if she had lived here until her supposed death, or even when the death had occurred; and even if he had settled these items, in the present state of the neighborhood the box could have come from almost anywhere. Still, Sader glanced in at it with a look of satisfaction.


  He looked at his wrist watch. It was almost noon.


  He drove back to Long Beach, checked the office. There was a wire from his partner. The wire said THEY STILL KNOW HOW TO LIVE IT UP IN SAN FRANCISCO. PLEASE CHECK SUPPLY OF ALKA-SELTZER AND BUY ME A NEW ICE BAG. BE HOME WEDNESDAY. DON’T TAKE ANY WOODEN BLONDS. Sader dropped the telegram into the waste basket, phoned his answering service, found out he hadn’t missed anything important, and went back down to his car.


  He drove south, down the coast. The gray sea was the color of the sky, with flecks of foam, and Catalina was a sleeping armadillo on the horizon. He thought about this job Gibbings had sent him on, and all the territory Gibbings hadn’t let him explore, everything that had to do with the daughter. The daughter didn’t know about the letter, had no inkling that her child wasn’t still with the Champlains—if she’d ever been allowed to know that. There was much under the surface and the old man wasn’t going to let him touch it. In spite of the erosion done his natural curiosity by time and by being in the detective business, Sader felt an interest in the daughter. He wondered what she looked like. Was she beautiful and dumb? Was she a plain Jane whose one misstep had had such unfortunate consequences? Did she resemble her father—God forbid? He wondered what had really happened to her. That story of being in love with the soldier, for instance, and the soldier having been killed before the marriage could take place ... Sader shook his head over it. It was as old as hell. He thought that a man with Gibbings’ intelligence should have done better.


  The old man should have been scarred and hurt by the experience, the scandal, but Sader thought not. Gibbings was a cold fish with an eye for his own interest.


  There had been no mention of the girl’s mother, Gibbings’ wife, an omission Sader figured was deliberate. Probably with the way Gibbings had run things, she didn’t even know there had been a baby.


  When he got into the outskirts of Laguna, Sader began to watch for the street Gibbings had given him. He found it. It climbed the steep hill to a terrace where houses sat looking out across the sea. They were pretty big places. Under the gray light their big glass windows were milky, secretive. He found Wanda Nevins’ number and parked beside the curb.


  At street level was a paved courtyard, in its center like a hole in a doughnut a raised area of earth from which sprouted some banana palms and papyrus. Sader went in, looked around for the door. Between the house and the garage was an open passage through which, far below, he could see the water. The air was fresh and salty.


  The door was set into the redwood wall. Sader put a thumb on the bell and waited. He heard radio music dimly, and then the noise of some movement inside. The door opened a little. “Miss Nevins?”


  She was surprisingly little, her black curly head barely topping the level of his shoulder. She had fair clear skin, the kind of skin the old-fashioned songs always compared to rose petals, and her tawny and insolent eyes looked directly into Sader’s face. She was barefooted, dressed in some brief kind of sun suit, a burnt-toast shade that pointed up the color of her eyes. “Who are you and what do you want?”


  “My name’s Sader. I’d like to talk to you, if I might.”


  She studied him. Her expression made Sader feel worn and dusty, and conscious of being gray. “What’s it all about?”


  “A confidential matter. I can’t very well explain standing out here. I promise not to take much of your time.”
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