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Dead Set

Phil screamed again and leaned against
Fortune to keep from falling over as he hopped on his good leg.
Fortune was unbalanced and started to go forward. He heard a sharp
intake of breath and threw up his hands. Too late. The force of
Leroy’s blind haymaker was increased by Fortune’s forward movement
and he took the punch full in the mouth. His teeth snapped together
and the sound ricocheted around inside his skull and he felt like
the inside of a TV set while a Western gunfight was in progress. He
collapsed on to the floor and the tiles burned the side of his
face.

‘He’s down,’ somebody said.

‘He crushed
my cojones. I ought to kill the bastard.’

‘Let Haswall see him first, Phil. Later
maybe.’
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Chapter One

THE HOUSE WAS on Topanga Canyon Road on a
man-made shelf hewn out of the side of the mountain. It had been
designed by an English architect who spent too many of his
formative years in Spain. But in that area of north-west Los
Angeles a mansion which combined the worst of mock Georgian with
incongruous Moorish trimmings could not be said to rate
particularly high in the oddity stakes: greater monstrosities had
been perpetrated in nearby Beverly Hills and tended to attract more
attention. For with the homes of so many movie stars close at hand,
the guides on the tourist buses seldom bothered to point to the
residence of Mervin P. Tranter.

Certainly Ross Paine had never noticed the
house before and he was Los Angeles born and bred: albeit seeing
the light of day at Long Beach and spending most of his adult life
working out of the central area. And he knew little of the man who
lived in the house and had invited him there.

He did know of the
man—“C-Cup
Tranter the Corset King” as certain sections of the press were wont
to describe him—because Paine had a vicarious interest in the
enormously rich, particularly those who had toiled long and hard to
amass their wealth. And, if all he had read was true, none had
worked longer or harder in pursuit of the big buck than the kid
from Bismarck, North Dakota who started out as a gofer in the
Chicago rag trade and wound up president of one of the country’s
leading garment store chains, branches coast to coast.

The invitation was gold blocked
and deckle edged and rested comfortably against Paine’s heart in
the inside pocket of his rather shabby jacket as he sipped the
Bourbon Lancer and watched Melody Tranter swim back and forth
across one of
the two circular indentations which formed the pool. Out here on
the wide paved patio behind the house, he felt comfortable for the
first time since he had parked the dusty Ford, among the Lincolns
and Cadillacs and foreign jobs gleaming with the elbow grease of
chauffeurs, under the tree-strung fairy lights on the gravel area
fronting the mansion. It had been disconcerting to have a
sour-faced butler look at him with distrust and demand to see his
invitation while other, more expensively attired guests were waved
through the oaken doorway with a warm greeting. The party was
spread through the entire ground floor of the house with upwards of
a hundred representatives of L.A.’s top layer of society catching
up on the latest gossip over cocktails and canapés. He was
immediately spotted as an outsider and by the time a white coated
waiter had condescended to supply him with a drink, Paine had
received the message loud and clear from several directions. And
since the host was not in evidence, he had escaped to the garden
and was puzzling over the significance of the oddly shaped pool
when the woman ran out of the cabana.

‘Hi!’ she called brightly and waved. ‘I’m Melody
Tranter.’

Her dive was graceful and she
entered the water like a knife with hardly any splash. The
submerged lights were switched on, turning the water deep blue and
her evenly tanned body, striped twice with the yellow of a bikini
and capped by the jet-black of shoulder length hair moved across this
background with an elegant, skillful ease. She crossed and
re-crossed one section of the pool, changing her stroke on each
occasion—crawl, back, breast, butterfly, then kicking to gain depth
for an underwater exhibition. At no time was there anything in her
attitude to suggest she was performing for an audience: she was
merely an expert swimmer intent upon enjoying herself.

Paine heard the buzz of
conversations from within the illuminated mansion and the noise was
like a physical barrier, shutting him outside. He found himself
envying the woman her simple pleasure: then she hauled herself from
the pool and his emotions flicked up into the higher gear of
lustful admiration. She was tall and slim and the pale
yellow light
filtering from the house accentuated the loveliness of her face and
body. He guessed her to be in the low twenties and she combined the
innocent charm of girlhood with the ripening bloom and hinted
mystery of an adult woman. She had large, widely spaced eyes, olive
black like her hair, high cheekbones and a full mouth above an
impishly dimpled chin. Her body was perhaps a shade out of
proportion, appearing short in relation to her long legs. But this
only added to the sensual effect, the shoulders falling in a sweep
of satin smooth skin to the gentle swells of her breasts, then the
line of her body narrowing in a dramatic taper to the waist, the
hips flaring to encompass the slight concave of her stomach before
the final, incredibly long drop of her legs.

As she came towards him,
dripping water on to the multicolored tiling, her walk was almost loping
and it was obvious she was well aware of her beauty. Her teeth
shone brightly in an easy smile, but lacked the sparkle of the
diamond on the third ringer of her left hand. A wide wedding band
on the same finger emphasized that if she was available, there were
strings.

‘Do you have a cigarette?’

He offered her the pack but she
shook her head and held out her hands. They gleamed with beads of
water. He took out a cigarette and she leaned forward slightly,
lips formed into a small “o”. He tried not to look at her breasts straining
against the bikini top: he had enough trouble trying to think pure
thoughts as he carefully inserted the filter tip of the cigarette
into her ready mouth.

‘You’d rather fight than change,’ she
said, looking at the pack.

His hand holding the lighter was trembling
slightly. The cigarette bobbed as she spoke and it seemed to take
an eternity for flame to meet tobacco.

‘There
are better things to fight for,’ he answered.

She straightened up. ‘Like maidens in
distress? If you consider yourself a knight on a white
charger.’

Paine was an inch over six feet tall and she
was a head shorter. She looked up into his eyes with an easy
frankness.

‘Any
maiden who comes to this town deserves to get in distress,’ he told
her, not sure if he was supposed to react to the pass: not even
sure if it was a pass.

Paine was thirty-eight and when
he was neither tired nor anxious knew he could pass for thirty. He
did not consider himself handsome but knew there was something
about the set of his features which appealed to women because,
although he had never had to fight off their attentions, neither
did he ever have difficulty in finding feminine company when he was
in need. His face was square with an almost Germanic sculpture that
was heightened by the crew cut of his prematurely
gray hair. His skin
was tanned an even brown from a life spent beneath the sun of
southern California—with time out for military service in the Far
East—faintly lined round his light blue eyes, flared nostrils and
generous mouth. It was not a rugged nor a clean cut face but fell
somewhere between the two. His build was broad and muscular, just
starting to thicken with the softness of what was essentially a
sedentary occupation.

‘Another L.A. knocker,’ she said, not
critically.

‘I have the right. I was
born here. I didn’t know Mr. Tranter had any children?’

‘He doesn’t.’ She smiled
through the blue haze of cigarette smoke. Then she glanced at her
hands, decided the warm evening air had dried them sufficiently and
took the king-size from her lips. It stuck and caused her an
instant of pain as she tore it free. ‘You made a mistake, Sir Knight.
Consider yourself lucky Mervin wasn’t around to hear it. I’ve been
taken for his daughter or daughter-in-law too many times before.
The day must be fast approaching when he’ll slug somebody for
reaching one of those conclusions.’ She ran a free hand through her
hair, pulling it back from her face and squeezing out water. She
wasn’t smiling anymore and her tone matched the bitterness of her
expression. ‘I’m his wife and he’s got the license to prove
it.’

Paine judged that she would consider a nod
of acknowledgement sufficient as an apology. She did, and smiled
brightly again. ‘Pretty dull party, uh?’

He shrugged. ‘The
in-crowd seems to be enjoying it.’

‘I didn’t think you were
one of them.’ She surveyed him from head to toe and then met his
eyes again. He sipped his drink, embarrassed by her scrutiny. ‘You
don’t look like you’re in ladies’ underwear.’ She laughed, throwing
back her head and spraying water. That was pretty corny, wasn’t
it?’ She half turned towards the pool and dropped the cigarette on
the tiles. It sizzled and changed color in one of the puddles formed by
her drips. ‘There’re some swim trunks in the cabin. Why don’t you
come in and cool off?’

She knew she had got to him and he guessed
it was a familiar experience for her.

‘I don’t
understand the pool,’ he told her. ‘I never like getting into
something I don’t understand.’

Melody Tranter laughed again then. ‘You have
to see it from the air or up in the mountains to appreciate it,’
she explained and began to point with a long finger as she
continued. ‘As you can see, the pool is fed by the open duct coming
in from the left. It enters one of the circular sections then goes
through the narrow outlet at the far side and into the second
section before flowing back into the filtration plant through the
other duct.’

She looked at him with wry
amusement and he blinked. Suddenly he had it. ‘It’s a goddamn bra!’
he exclaimed, ‘Complete with straps—the ducts.’

‘Correct, Sir
Knight,’ she complimented. ‘And each section is sunk in a
conical shape.’ Her eyes narrowed and left no doubt. ‘So now you
understand. You’ve got into a bra before?’

‘Never a wet one.’

Her nipples were distended
against the damp strip of her bikini top. ‘The goose bumps can be delicious,’
she answered, refusing to unlock her gaze from his for several more
seconds. Then she turned and padded to the edge of the pool. ‘If
you’re nervous, try the left cup first. That’s the shallow end.
Tranter Enterprises actually makes bras like that—for women with
one boob bigger than the other and not ashamed of it.’

This dive was not so smooth. She
had something else on her mind and thrashed furiously at the water
in an overarm crawl as if anxious to exercise impure thoughts out of her
system. Paine chose a different method, spinning on his heels and
striding back into the house, finding a waiter to request a refill.
He carried this into a corner of the living room and stood on the
edge of a group, not a part of it, listening to their conversation
about the disadvantage of having Europe as the center of the
fashion universe. He suffered a few strange glances in his
direction, but the group neither invited his comment nor edged away
from him.

He knew Tranter only from high-grain
newspaper halftones and discovered as he scanned the flushed,
animated features of the men around him that any one of half a
dozen could pass for the corset king on such slender evidence.
After a few moments had passed he dug the invitation card from his
pocket and examined the front:

MERVIN P. TRANTER

Cordially invites you
to an informal
gathering on the occasion of the unveiling of the latest collection
of Tranter Enterprise garments for the fashion-conscious woman

6.30 p.m. for 7 p.m.
at the Tranter
home

His name had been written in
flowing script in the top right hand corner of the card and on the
reverse, written in the same style was a short message:
Mr. Paine: I realize
this isn’t your scene, but I’d appreciate it if you’d come. There
is something I wish to discuss with you. Mervin P.
Tranter.

He read front and back three
times to kill time and discovered it was still only seven-twenty
and his fellow guests were continuing to free-load from drinks
waiters and food trolleys, showing no sign that they either
expected or wanted the business of the evening to commence. He
smoked a cigarette to try to calm his mounting irritation,
knowing he
could use Tranter’s business, particularly since it might be worth
a rich slice of the corset king’s millions, but telling himself
that there was a limit to his patience. He made a self-promise that
if he had to sit through some kind of fashion parade before getting
to see Tranter, he would seriously consider a walkout. Just then a
matronly female who seemed in dire need of one of Tranter
Enterprises’ products, glanced at Paine.

He smiled and talked quickly,
before her supercilious eyes could wander away. ‘Could you tell me
if Mr.
Tranter is in the room?’

Her manner was close to
condescension as she looked around her. ‘He isn’t here,’ she supplied. ‘I last
saw him in the sun lounge some fifteen minutes ago.’

Paine nodded his thanks and started across
the room, conscious of his lack of polish as he moved among the
sequined gowns and freshly pressed suits of the other guests. As he
emerged into the wide hallway he thought he saw Melody Tranter
disappear through an open door, the fullness of a long white dress
concealing the lines of her body, her hair still shiny with wetness
from the swim. But a fleeting glimpse of her profile showed him he
had made a mistake. It was another woman.

The butler, who was still admitting guests
via the pillar-flanked arch of the front entrance, told Paine the
sun lounge was in the south wing of the house, through the dining
and breakfast rooms. He followed the directions, having to weave
between other groups of animated guests. The lounge had a glass
roof with an interior roller blind that could be drawn across if
the sun’s heat became too intense. Tonight, moonlight tried to gain
admittance but was paled into nonexistence by the powerful beams of
a dozen spot lamps positioned to concentrate on to a long, narrow
platform covered with red velvet. This extended three quarters of
the length of the lounge, which ran along the entire side of the
house. Four rows of folding chairs were ranged on each side of the
walkway; their bentwood hardness alleviated by plush covered
cushions a sickly shade of green. At one end the walkway
disappeared behind red velvet curtains which masked off a quarter
of the lounge. A shrill hubbub of feminine talk emerged from behind
the curtains. Then a slim young man in cream pants and a calypso
shirt parted the curtains at the center to step out on to the
walkway. He had pretty, fag features with a matching blonde
pompadour. His voice completed the set.

‘Now listen, love, we aren’t ready
yet. You’ll all be called in time. Be a dear and leave us alone for
a few minutes.’

‘I’m looking for Mr. Tranter,’ Paine told him.

‘Well, he isn’t here,
dear.’

‘Just you girls, uh?’

He didn’t like that. ‘Jealous then?’

‘No, just sorry I haven’t got the
hormones for it.’

‘If you did have, dear, you wouldn’t
get a kick out of it.’

Paine nodded his acknowledgement of the
logic.

‘Please leave. We have a few last
minute details to attend to. I think Mervin went to the
library.’

‘Thanks.’ Paine turned.
‘I guess I’ll find my man.’

He had left the opening and the fag jumped
in, camping it up. ‘Oh, I should be so lucky as you, dear.’

Paine grinned for the first time
since leaving Melody Tranter and made his way back through the
breakfast room. He was halfway across the dining room, skirting the
big table heavy with drink glasses, when the shot sounded, muted by
the noise of the party. Nobody in this part of the house paid any
attention to the report and Paine had quickened his pace, was going
through groups without apology when the unmistakable sound of a
piercing scream cut across the conversation and others became aware
something was wrong. By the time he had reached the hallway he was
just one of a crowd pressing towards the rear of the house, from
where there came other, less strident screams and a
high-pitched wail.
The high flush of alcohol had been wiped from many of the faces and
replaced by the paleness of anxiety or shock.

Out on the patio a large crowd
had gathered around one section of the swimming pool, the first row
leaving a wide area between itself and the edge of the pool. They
were silent, except for one elderly woman who continued to
wail, and
made no objection as Paine elbowed his way through. Melody Tranter
was in the pool again, but she was no longer graceful. She was face
up, just beginning to sink gently through the blue tinted water,
which was deepening in color around her head with a plume of blood
oozing from a round hole in her left temple. Her arms and legs were
splayed wide, brazenly exhibiting her body: she was as naked as the
day she was born—more voluptuous, but just as hairless.

Paine turned away, feeling bile
rise into his mouth, cutting into his throat like acid. She
shouldn’t have died in such a way—nobody should. Even a tramp like
her.

‘She was always so proud of her hair,’
a woman close to Paine said in a hushed whisper.

‘Best he cut it off,’ a man responded
flatly.

‘It would have been the first thing to
catch light where she’s gone.’

‘Has somebody called the police?’
Paine asked, looking around the pale faces ranged before
him.

‘Yeah,’ a man said and stepped
forward. He was another close imitation of the fuzzy newspaper
cuts. ‘You’re Ross Paine, aren’t you?’

Paine nodded.

‘I’m Tranter. I’d
appreciate it if you would stay on for a while. I guess I’ll have
to talk to the police first. Then you.’

‘I’m used to waiting.’

‘What?…Oh, yeah. I guess so.’

Tranter turned away and Paine looked back at
the pool, the nausea gone. Through the blood-dark water he could
see Melody was at the bottom now, in the point of the cone and she
wasn’t bleeding any more. Nobody volunteered to go in and get
her.


Chapter Two

PAINE WAITED IN his car, chain smoking
until he ran out of cigarettes, then passing the time by watching
the departures of the other guests. The fag went at the wheel of a
bus, as big as a Greyhound, loaded with the still voluble models.
Nobody said anything to him: not even the two Homicide men who had
caught the squeal—maybe because he wasn’t seen, sitting low in the
dark interior of the Ford. The night air was almost as warm as the
day and the butler who came out to get him at a quarter of one
wasn’t wearing a jacket.

‘Mr.
Tranter will see you now, sir.’

Paine got out of the car and
followed the stately messenger back into the house which was now
almost in darkness except for two lights at the far end of the
hallway and a splash of color through an open door. The butler pointed in
that direction.

“Mr.
Tranter is in the library, sir.’ He padded off disconsolately, the
butler who by tradition could not have done it. He seemed guilty
because he was so innocent.

The library was
probably the most
English part of the house—wood paneling and glass-fronted cabinets
which should have housed leather-bound volumes nobody had ever
read. In fact, the shelves behind the glass were lined with
baize-covered boards and presentation cases displaying what at
first glance seemed to be gold and silver coins. But several of the
pieces were attached to variously colored ribbons and Paine soon
realized he was amid a collection of medals. Centerpiece of the
room’s furnishing was a large, leather-topped desk with a leather
armchair behind it but Tranter did not wait for his visitor here.
Instead, he stood with his back to a log fire blazing in the grate
of a high, wooden mantel surround. Above was the Monarch of the
Glen in an ornate frame.

‘It was decent of you to
wait, Paine,’ Tranter opened and waved to an overstuffed,
three-seater sofa set at right angles to the fireplace. ‘Sit down,
please. Would you like a drink?’

At sixty, Mervin P. Tranter was a rather
small bundle of quiet energy which seldom exploded and then only in
a controlled eruption with effect and aim firmly in mind. These
facts Paine had gleaned from newspaper features. He could see for
himself that the man was under five six and weighed probably a
hundred and forty pounds, of which perhaps eight pounds were fat.
He was not handsome but the odd combination of cherubic features
and a perpetual five o’clock shadow generated a certain appeal
which some women might find attractive. Balding to the extent that
there was a mere crescent of jet black hair arched above each ear,
and with piercing blue eyes that seemed able to penetrate into the
thoughts of others, Tranter looked like a man with a mission who
would not easily be swayed from his objective.

‘No thanks,’ Paine answered as
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