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  Chapter One


  She was a willowy girl wearing a skirt that was too short. At first glance her face held so much vivacity that Ballard thought she was feverish. Then he realized the glitter of
  her eyes came from contact lenses.


  I represent California Citizens Bank, Mrs. Schilling, and


  I dont know anything about it and I dont want to know anything about it, she snapped. With the expectancy gone from her face, she was just a skinny woman showing too
  much skinny leg from behind a realty-office desk.


  Your name is on the contract.


  I dont care whose name is on what, I told the other man from your company that the Bastard has the car. She said the Bastard as if it were her husbands legal name.
  Get out of here. Leave me alone.


  Ballard had just gotten the case on the 1972 Duster that day, because the man assigned to it had been unable to do anything with Mrs. Schilling.


  Your names on the contract.


  Leave me alone! she shrieked.


  A bald head was stuck around the edge of the interior door that led to the other office of the suite.


  Trouble, Joanne? it asked.


  Ballard sighed. No trouble. Im just leaving.


  The features assembled under the bald dome glared at him for a moment longer, then were withdrawn. Joanne Schillings mouth moved in triumph, as if she wanted to laugh and spit at the same
  time. Ballard was feeling a lot of sympathy for the Bastard. He paused in the outside doorway.


  I hope you remember I gave you a chance to cooperate when the bank socks you with a grand-theft warrant.


  Her mouth stopped moving. Her face became somber, then sullen. Is that on the level? Can they do that?


  Ballard didnt say anything. It was a trick he had learned from Dan Kearny. Make them come to you. It worked. An unexpected flush spread over her cheeks.


  The Bastard is sleeping with some . . . some spade chick. Jarred past that admission, she was suddenly eager to cooperate. She lives down south of Market in a little
  park-sort-of-area. South . . . South-something. I went down there once just . . . to see . . .


  South Park? asked Ballard, whose knowledge of the city was becoming mildly encyclopedic.


  Thats it! South Park.


  Since the Bastards given work address was on Howard Street, Ballard swung over to check it out on the way to South Park. It was early enough in the month so he could
  give a couple of consecutive hours to the Schilling Duster, especially after reading the crappy reports written on it. He didnt blame the client for yelling.


  Avery Printing had the second floor of an old concrete building from before the 06 quake which had been tricked out with new aluminum-sash windows and a vestibule with lots of
  nonfunctional glass. The thump and roar of presses filled Averys little reception area. The pudgy girl working the electric typewriter had dandruff, and pimples on her chin.


  Gee, Mr. Schilling doesnt really work here, he just sort of . . . She looked beyond Ballard and brightened. Oh! Mr. Avery . . .


  Avery was a heavy man in wash pants. Dark hair sprouted at the open neck of his white shirt. He had a smear of ink up one hairy forearm, and kept turning over Ballards Daniel Kearney
  Associates card (Branch Offices Throughout California, Affiliates in All Major American Cities) with blunt fingers while listening to Ballards pitch.


  Yeah, well, I know Bill Schilling, all right. Thing is, hes a sort of jobber, you get me?


  No, Ballard admitted.


  He gets printing jobs around town, then farms em out to small presses like us. Funny you wouldnt know, being a friend of his . . .


  Im just trying to buy his car. I only met the man once.


  Yeah, well, Ill tell him you was by when he comes in next.


  Ballard walked back to his car, a tall, well-conditioned blondish man in his mid-twenties, wearing a suit but no top-coat in San Franciscos mild mid-October sunshine. He wrote notes on
  the pink report carbon stapled face-out to the back of the Schilling assignment sheet, started to stick it up over the visor ready for a report, then remembered he still had South Park to check
  out.


  In the 1860s South Park, designed by an Englishman some ten years earlier as a copy of Londons Berkeley Square, was the residence of those wealthy and influential
  Southern gentlemen known as the Copperheads because of their virulent opposition to abolition. A century later, by one of those ironies of time, it had become an exclusively black slum.


  Not that Ballard knew any of this as he turned off Third Street. Driving slowly around the one-way oval of South Park Avenue, looking for the Duster, he thought only that it must have been a
  nice residential area once and that it was a pity industry had grown up around and in it.


  In the center of the startlingly green mini-park/playground, four blacks sat at one of the tables having lunch. At the far end of the oval, a one-legged black man wearing a GIANTS baseball cap crutched his way from the Home Market with a bottle of wine in a paper bag.


  The houses were old, weathered, with false fronts like the houses in western movies, except they were painted unexpectedly brightif fadedcolors. New paint couldnt hide the
  age of the Hotel Madrid. In a garage with the overhead door up, four middle-aged black men and two equally middle-aged black women were playing poker. An obvious whore drifted like a tattered
  butterfly from the Yellowrose Hotel, 84 Rooms, Day or Week. Ma and Pa businesses alternated with the houses or occupied their ground floors.


  But no Duster.


  Ballard pulled into the yellow zone in front of a For Lease import company to note that fact on the assignment sheet and sort through his other cases. Parked directly in front of his
  Plymouth was an immensely bright, immensely shiny 1973 Cadillac convertible with the top down. Fire-engine red. License 333 FFX.


  An elegantly slim Caucasian, the first besides himself Ballard had seen in South Park, strolled up to the Cadillac and got in. He moved like an athlete. He had beautifully wavy hair and the most
  exquisite tailoring Ballard had ever seen.


  Neither the suit nor the Cadillac fit the neighborhood.


  Come back tomorrow morning about three-thirty, Ballard thought. Schilling and his lady love would he home by then even if theyd been bar-hopping with coffee afterward. He could use an
  easy repo, hed knocked off only five cars since the first of the month. OBannon, the old pro, had already chalked up twelve on the Monthly Work Breakdown board.


  The man was getting out of the Caddy again. 333 FFX. Something flickered in the back of Ballards mind. He began searching through the Active files from his attach case as
  the elegant man walked by him again. Three 3s in the license. Older than he had looked from the back, a good ten years older than Ballard. Thin features almost classically handsome, clean-shaven,
  with a wide firm mouthonly the eyes betrayed his age. Dark eyes that should have been Latin and liquid, but instead were like alcohol on the skin. Ice eyes, without depths.


  Three 3s on the license plate? Not in his Active files. But dammit, Ballard had seen, somewhere . . . Skip list? This carried license numbers only, and only for the hot
  ones: cars driven by dead skips, embezzlers, absconders, out-and-out thieves. Every field agents dream was to knock one off the skip list. In three years with DKA, Ballard never had.


  Nothing with three 3s. But dammit . . .


  He suddenly grabbed the mike clipped to the dash, flipped on the radio and waited while it squeerged through warm-up. Office. That morning. Snooping OBannons In box,
  as they all did to see what assignments the others were getting.


  SF-6 calling KDM 366 Control.


  The voice of Kathy Onoda, DKAs Japanese office manager, said, This is KDM 366. Go ahead, SF-6.


  Kathy, will you check OBs In box and tell me if hes got an assignment on a 3-3-3-F-F-X?


  10-4. Checking, Larry.


  Ballard sat with the mike in his hand. It wouldnt be the right car, of course. This sort of thing happened to Kearny or OB or even old Ed Dorsey, but never to . . .


  Thats 3-3-3-F-F-X, a seventy-three Cad convert. Instructions . . . Her voice thinned with excitement. REPOSSESS ON SIGHT! Go gettem Bears!


  This was it. That always intense excitement, almost pure joy, when you faced the moment of action. Get out hot wire and pop keys. Lock up the Plymouth. Walk casually, as casually as the
  hard-eyed man had walked. No need for window picks, since the top was down.


  He pushed over the four little sateen pillows on the seat, slid in, began working with his set of filed-down keys, gently, gingerly, always exerting the slightest sideways pressure, checking the
  rear-view mirror for trouble. He hadnt forgotten those eyes.


  The key suddenly turned in his hand with that always unexpected ease, the radio came alive with classical music from KKHI, the starter gave a discreet stutter.


  Goddamn, he had it! Even Kearny would have to admire this one. As he swung left into Second, a white-haired dumpy old woman ran off the curb waving her hands. He accelerated, just
  stifling the exuberant urge to give her the finger. Goddamn! Neat and nasty, and best of all would be rubbing OBs nose in it tonight, when the red-headed investigator got back
  from working Marin County.


  Stopped by the light at Sixth, Ballard opened the glove box. Empty except for the Owners Manual. No personal property apart from the sateen pillows and an incongruous comic book on the
  front seat. He riffled the pages.


  The light changed. The cars behind the Caddy started honking. Ballard was staring at the comic book, open-mouthed.


  Interlarded between the four-color pages were crisp new hundred-dollar bills.


  


  


  Chapter Two


  Honeyed Dixie tones, rich with sexual implication, were coming from the office at the end of the hall.


  Shugah, you dont know what lovin means until youahve had me!


  Bart Heslip, lounged in his chair and listening with one knee cocked against the edge of the desk, abruptly turned almost plum-black features toward the open door. At the far end of the hall,
  Larry Ballard was just topping the interior stairs of the old converted Victorian. It had once been a specialty whorehouse; now it was the head offices of DKA.


  Baby, Ah heard you were, why do you think Ah called youah up? A very faint sheen of perspiration dotted the upper lip of the girl on the phone. She exclaimed delightedly,
  Shugah, youah pick the spot . . .


  Ballard paused in the open doorway, eyebrows raised in question. Heslip waggled his own.


  Fifty dollahs foah all night, lovah, crooned the girl on the phone. She gave a low throaty laugh that sent a chill down the spines of both detectives. Aftah one night with
  little old me, shugah, youah going to want it every night. Eight oclock? Phone booth behind the old Ocean Beach Amusement Pahk? Lovah, youah not . . . She paused, gave
  the throaty laugh again. Fahve-fouah and blond all ovah, baby. All right. Tonight. Ah can hardly wait.


  She lowered the receiver very gently, then clapped her hands explosively and spun her swivel chair toward Heslip with a hard joyous laugh totally unlike her earlier tone.


  Got that son of a bitch! she exclaimed.


  Buddha Head strikes again, said Heslip.


  Kathy Onoda was an angular twenty-eight, Heslips age, her almost classical Japanese features refined by illness and framed in a lustrous mane of gleaming jet hair. Not ill, she kept
  insisting, just run-down. Maybe so: office manager of DKA while raising two doll-like daughters and supporting a dead-beat husband who never seemed to graduate from Cal Berkeley.


  I just got here for the cartoon, said Ballard. Who?


  Gondolph, said Heslip.


  No shit? Beautiful! Want help tonight?


  Alex Gondolph had embezzled $7,000 from Fidelity Trust; Dan Kearny had given the assignment exclusively to Bart Heslip five days before, and had given the ex-professional boxer a week to turn
  him.


  Sure. Ill show you how its done.


  You cats have all the fun, complained Kathy. She looked at Ballard. What happened on that Caddy convert?


  With a dramatic flourish he laid five one-hundred dollar bills on the desk. Heslips eyes popped open. The black detectives sloping breadth of shoulder and depth of chest made him
  seem heavier than his 158 pounds. He had been with DKA for six years.


  Man, what


  Not payments. Personal property. The Caddys in the barn.


  I have a feeling youd better tell the Great White Father all about it, said Kathy weakly. Hes down in his cubbyhole.


  You walked into the middle of a payoff, rumbled Dan Kearny. He was a graying compact man in his mid-forties, with gray eyes turned bleak by over a quarter of a century spent
  probing the underbelly of society. Whats the name on the file?


  Chandra.


  Chandra what?


  Just Chandra. It came in that way from the clientKathy checked it. I dont even know if its a man or a woman.


  Sounds sort of exotic, mused Bart Heslip. Teeth flashed in his dark face; he seemed totally recovered from the concussion of half a year before. Like a belly dancer or
  something. Swirling veils


  Swirling hundred-dollar bills. Kearny reached forward to shake a Lucky from the pack on his desk. He frowned at Ballard through the first cloud of smoke. Write the money up
  as personal property, same as a box of tools in the trunk or something. Then well play it by ear. He changed subjects by looking back at Heslip. I hear Kathy smoked out
  Gondolph.


  It was beautiful, Dan! Bartender in that joint on Eddy Street said Gondolph can only make it with little blond cuddly southern whores. So Kathy just laid it all over the Tenderloin that
  shes little and blond and cuddly, in a Dixie accent you gotta use a spoon on, and this afternoon she got his phone number.


  You and Larry are both going on it tonight?


  Heslip nodded.


  Kearny scratched his massively pugnacious jaw. Good. Fidelitys bonding company wriggled out from under on a technicality, and I want to do a good job for them. Use the old
  citizens-arrest line: hes got to hand the money over to you tonight and show up at Fidelity in the morning, or blah blah blah.


  If he kicks up rough?


  Then take him in, youre legal rep for Fidelitybut thats the last resort. He stubbed out his cigarette. He said to Ballard, What are you doing on that
  Schilling car? The clients raising hell.


  The wife tells me hes got a girl friend down in South Park. Thats how I spotted the Chandra Caddy.


  Keep after it.


  Through the one-way glass door of his cubbyhole, Kearny watched them cross the garage to the field-agent cubicles against the far wall. He lit another cigarette.


  Chandra. A damned odd one even to someone like him whod started out knocking off cars for old man Walters down in L.A. as a teenager, five bucks a repo and pay your own transportation.
  Kearny had ridden out on a bicycle to grab his first hot car. Worked up to general manager of Walters Auto Detectives after the war, quit in 1964 to start Daniel Kearny Associates.


  He shook his head, remembering. OBannon in the field, teenage Kathy Onoda to answer the single telephone and set up files and skip-trace, Kearny to do all of those and hustle clients
  besides. Now DKA had nine California offices and a dozen field men in the Bay Area alone.


  On sudden impulse, he jabbed the intercom button. In a moment Kathys voice came through from the clerical offices above.


  Whos the client on that convertible Ballard just grabbed?


  Golden Gate Trust, Dan. Pete Gilmartin.


  He replaced the receiver, stabbed the button for an outside line, picked up, dialed the new assistant vice-president in charge of auto contracts at Golden Gate.


  Pete? Dan Kearny, hows it going? Listen, weve got that Caddy for you . . . Yeah, damned fast. Larry Ballard, one of our best men. Pete, what can you tell me about
  this Chandra . . .


  Chandra is a dancer, has her own studio up in North Beachon Grant at the corner of Edith Alley, I think it is, said Ed Dorsey.


  He came into Ballards already crowded cubicle. There was damned little about San Francisco old Ed didnt know; could give you cross streets for almost every hundred-block in the
  city. Past sixty, a white-haired, bumbling man wearing a topcoat and a snap-brim hat that took ten years off his age. Hed made and lost two sizable fortunes on the Pacific Coast Stock
  Exchange in his day.


  Heslip tipped Ballard a wink. He didnt dig old Ed too much. Rough as a cob on the phone, mush out in the field where it counted.


  Say, Ed, were going out after an embezzler tonight. Might get a bit sticky, man, we could sure use some extra muscle.


  Tonight? Dorsey had a pink face getting jowly, weak watery blue eyes lent bogus authority by stern-rimmed glasses. Dammit! Any other night, men, Id be right out there
  with you. But . . . ah . . . Ive got a meet set up tonight myself.


  When he was gone, Heslip snickered softly. If his wifell let him out alone after dark.


  They finished their reports a little before six, then walked down two blocks for Red Hot Doggies that somebody hadnt left in the infra-red oven long enough. A little after six, with the
  rush-hour traffic well thinned downtown, they rescued Ballards car from South Park and left it by the DKA office.


  Six-fifty. Time for Alex Gondolph, embezzler. Both investigators tensing up and hiding it from the other. Theyd both been threatened numerous times with everything from razors to shotguns
  to vehicular homicide, but embezzlers knew they faced a possible felony rap if somebody caught up with them. And the last time DKA had gone looking for an embezzler, Heslip had ended up in a
  coma . . .


  Schilling ought to park that Duster in South Park after the bars close, said Ballard, just to be using his mouth. He shot a look at Heslip, so cool behind the wheel. Maybe forty
  pro fights taught you to mask it all, so the other cat in the ring with you would never know what was going on in your head.


  Heslip yawned. If his old lady was telling the truth. Well take a look after we keep Kathys date with Gondolph.


  They drove out through the Richmond District that flanked that side of the park, then dropped over the steep incline to Forty-eighth Avenue and the Great Highway. Street-lights by turns
  illuminated and dropped into shadow Ballards unmemorably attractive features. Only unexpectedly watchful eyes lent the face distinction. He kept talking to quell the butterflies in his
  gut.


  You tell Corinne we were going after this cat tonight?


  No. Hell, you know how she is, Larry. She just doesnt like detecting, period. And since I was in the hospital . . .


  Whats going to happen when you marry her?


  One of us is gonna have to give, and it aint gonna be me. The Great Highway was split to pass on either side of the several acres of blacktop parking that Playland at the
  Beach had once needed. Heslip parked. He amended, Damned if I know whats gonna happen.


  The insistent sea wind slapped at them with salty hands. Seven-forty. Time to kill, so they crossed the highway to stand by the concrete sea wall and stare out at the dimly rolling breakers.


  Tides out, said Ballard.


  Heslip shivered. Both men wore topcoats, but the wind cut through the unlined gabardines. Hope I recognize the mother when I see him, he said unexpectedly.


  I doubt if therell be one whole hell of a lot of guys standing around that phone booth.


  You dont think hed be packing a gun? asked Heslip even more unexpectedly. Before Ballard could reply, he answered himself, Naw. No way. What time?


  Eight minutes.


  Yeah.


  Fronting the Great Highway was Playland, nearly dead, awaiting the high-rise development that would make it yet another memory in a city that lived on them. The only places still open were a pie
  shop, a Mexican caf, a pinball emporium. They went by the lank-haired groups of oriental teenagers desultorily spronging pinball machines, out the back door into the darkened midway
  and turned left, past a shivering sailor and his girl. The pay phone was at the far end by the old streetcar turn-around.


  Ballard stopped to light a cigarette he didnt want so he could ask, Is that him?


  By the booth was a short and rather tubby man. He had a round face and horn-rims and ears that stuck out from his head like clenched babys fists. No overcoat. Double-knit suit of a rather
  electric-yellow even in that dim light. It fit him the way the skin fits a half-peeled banana. Red shirt, a necktie wide enough to serve dinner on. Purple and gold. Boots thatBoots?
  With the trouser legs tucked into the tops of them.


  Sweet Jesus, muttered Heslip. Laughter instead of tension danced in his voice. No wonder he can only make it with hookers.


  They went past on either side, casually, then turned in on him with precision just as he raised his arm to check his watch. Two hard-faced men, one black and broad, the other white and tall,
  bearing him back against the open door of the booth with their hands stuffed menacingly in the pockets of their dark topcoats.


  She isnt coming, said the white one.


  Shes skinny, and a slant besides, said the black one.


  Who . . . what . . .


  Wheres the money? said the white one.


  Sweat stood on Gondolphs face. His eyes darted from one to the other. His skin had gone chalky. Youre . . . police? he managed to choke out.


  Wheres the money? said the black one.


  Gondolph blinked twice and vomited down the front of his suit.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  The intercom buzzed.


  Patrick Michael OBannon jerked spasmodically and steaming coffee cascaded down his leg. He yelped.


  The intercom buzzed again. OBannon regarded it with balefully bloodshot eyes. He set down the half-emptied cup with a slightly tremoring freckled right hand, flexed his fingers, picked up
  the phone. OBannon, he told the instrument, go ahead and surprise me.


  He listened, his leathery drinkers face sad as a bloodhounds this joyless morning. Why would Ballard be here? he asked finally. Ring his
  extension.


  He hung up. He missed. He hung up. From the doorway Ballards voice said, gently, That is my extension, OB. Youre in my cubicle.


  I . . . what? Oh!


  Your eyes look like theyre bleeding to death.


  You ought to see them from in here. The Great White Father and I closed up the place down on the corner of Franklin last night.


  What kind of shape is he in?


  OB managed to get coffee into his mouth instead of down his leg. I cant remember. He leaned back carefully in the old swivel chair. With any luck, hed be dead
  by noon. What happened with the embezzler last night?


  Ballard leaned his butt against the edge of the desk. One look at us, he uppy-chucked all over his necktie.


  Nervous stomach, said OB sagely.


  Despite the booze, he was the best field agent DKA had. He jerked a thumb at the gleaming red length of the Chandra Cadillac which almost blocked the door of the cubicle. The three garage stalls
  were reserved for hot ones that might get a little ouchy. That the one you hijacked from me yesterday?


  The intercom buzzed again. This time Ballard picked it up and spoke his name into it. Giselle Marcs voice was full of laughter. OB sounds like hes hung over. And la
  Chandra, your exotic dancer, has arrived to redeem her car. Im sending her down.


  He is. Whats so funny?


  The look on your face when she gets through with you.


  Larry Ballards face wore an almost savage look of frustration. Chandra, after a full twenty minutes, showed no sign of weakening.


  Why just Chandra? he broke in with a desperate abruptness. Why not Miss Chandra or Chandra-something or


  Chandra has style.


  Looked at dispassionately, Chandra had to be well over sixty. She had an old womans face and dumpy body. But Ballard had already learned that she was not a person you could look at
  dispassionately. Maybe he should have run over her when she had darted off the curb in front of the Caddy the day before.


  Style?


  Chandra is Sanskrit for She Outshines the Stars. Isnt that beautiful? She nodded to her own question. She had a low-register, almost harsh voice. Of
  course it is. Perfect for a dancer. Give me my car.


  I told you several times, Miss


  Just Chandra, damn you!


  Ballard gave a step back from the blue eyes blazing in the lined face, even though the top of her gray head came to just above the middle of his chest and showed him pink scalp around the part.
  Built like a peasant off the steppes of Russia or something, dumpy and shapeless in sweatshirt and Navy peacoat and blue jeansand what the hell was she doing driving a new Cadillac?
  He tried again.


  Chandra. No moneyno car. Savvy? No tickee, no washee. Thats it. Final. Over. Done. No more. A lays a play. You gotta redeem it, understand?
  R-e-d-e-e-m


  Give me my car.


  He threw up his hands in exasperation, then turned quickly from the obdurate little woman when he heard the glass door of Kearnys cubbyhole in the back of the garage slide open. Thank
  God, even if the Great White Father was nursing a hangover. Chandra was just like talking to the goddamn wall, she really was.


  Kearnys heavy-jawed face was a bit pale but otherwise he showed no signs of nocturnal carousing with OBannon. Ballard walked quickly back to him, the Caddys distributor
  rotor safely in his pocket.


  No mention of the five hundred bucks? asked Kearny.


  Nothing about the comic book, either.


  Kearny nodded. He had been studying Chandra as they talked. Odd mixture of age and youth. He knew that what Ballard took for dumpiness was a dancers thick, muscular body, and that the
  ankles were thickened with overdeveloped tendons, not age. He moved down the garage.


  Can I help you, maam?


  Kearnys basso was hard to argue against, but Chandra tried. That nasty child refuses to
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