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The Will to Kill







ONE

I RAN DOWN THE STREET.

It was a beautiful, sunny day, and no one was chasing me—that is, no
one I knew about. But I ran down the street as though all hell was at my
heels. And maybe it was.

When you're running, and everybody else is walking, people look funny
to you. They look as if they’re all moving in slow motion. Some of them
seem almost frozen—particularly the ones who actually stop and stare
after you.

You'd think that they’d never seen a man running before. You'd think
that they were shocked at the very idea of anyone who dared to move
fast, who hurried to get somewhere or to get away from somewhere else.

Well—which was it? Was I runningto or from? I didn’t know. I honestly
didn’t know. But was that any reason for them all to stare at me, as though
I was a thief, or a murderer?

My heart began to pound as I turned the corner and ran up the block.

Thief or murderer. Was | either, or both? I didn’t know. I just knew that
I was running, had to keep running. And now my heart and my feet were
pounding in rhythm: rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief . . .

I concentrated on the rhythm. Another part of me took over, guided
me across the street, down the other side, to the store front. Another part
of me brought the rhythm to an end before a small door. Then I stopped
and I knew where I was, who [ was.
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This was my store. This was my name on the door.

TOM KENDALL
STAMPS—COINS—SECOND HAND BOOKS—MAGAZINES

Yes, I was Tom Kendall, all right. I was the tall, crewcut character with
the puzzled brown eyes staring at my own reflection in the window pane.

I was Tom Kendall, I was alive and breathing in the city of Empire on
this fine day of August 25th.

But where had I been last night?

I took another look at the mug in the mirrored window surface. Yes, it
was good old Tom to the life; good old Tom, badly in need of a shave.
Badly in need of food, rest, and a few answers. I could see it in those big
brown eyes of his. My eyes. They’d been open for a long time and they’d
seen things.

What had they seen last night?

I couldn’t remember.

Oh, I could remember plenty of nights before the last one. I could
remember the night I left college. I could remember the night before I
joined up, the night before I n-arried Marie, the night before I shipped
out, the night before I cracked up, the night before Marie died.

I could even remember the night before last. But that was the kicker.
It was always the night before something big happened. The big things
themselves were lost and forgotten.

I nodded at myself in the mirror. “Come on, you sad-looking bum. I'll
buy you a shave and a cup of coffee.”

The coffee came first, over at Nick’s.

“Hello, Tom,” he said. “The usual?”

“Sure.” He poured it black and edged the sugar nearer to me.

“Boy, I didn’t expect to see you around this early,” Nick told me. “Not
after last night.”

“Was [—pretty high?”

“Not high at all, far’s I could tell. Whattsa matter, don’t you remember?
You was in here and you musta had four-five cups, just like that. You and
this frienda yours, you know, whatsis-name.”

I nodded, but I didn’t know whatsisname. That’s what I wanted to find
out.

“Big fellow?” I asked.

“Naw. Whattsa matter'th you today? The skinny guy, one you allus
argue with. Boy, you sure was fannin’ the breeze.”

Art. It must have been Art. I breathed a little easier as the coffee went
down. I could call him later anc find out—not ask any direct questions,
of course, but find out what had happened. If anything. Art didn’t know
about the forgetting; that is, I'd never told him and I didn’t think he
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suspected. If he had notions he kept them to himself. Even your best friends
won’t tell you—

“Fill ‘er up!” I said.

Nick poured for me again, and I glanced down below the counter while
he wasn’t looking. My coat was all right. A bit rumpled, but nothing torn.
And no bloodstains. That was a relief, too. I'd found several times in the
past—I could remember that only too clearly. Maybe I'd gotten into some
fights. Maybe I'd gotten into—

But that I couldn’t remember, didn’t even want to think about.

I stood up, laid a quarter on the counter, and went out. Nick was busy
with the early morning stenographer crowd, so I didn’t say good-by.

That stenographer crowd. “Gimme a cuppa coffee ‘n a cruller.” Then
out with the cigarettes. Day after day, week after week, month after
month, year after year. Never a change.

Up until recently, I never drank coffee in the morning. I preferred cocoa,
or hot chocolate. And I wouldn’t be caught dead with a cruller in my hand.
“Cruller.” There was a word for you. Whatever became of the good old
American breakfast of ham and eggs?

Went up to ninety cents, I told myself. And I suppose that was the
answer, or part of the answer. The rest of the answer was the course of
least resistance. You go into a one-arm joint or a counter place, and the
first thing they do in the morning is slap a cup of coffee in front of you.
If you tell them you don’t want it, didn’t order it, they look at you as
though you were a freak. And it’s the same with the cruller and the
cigarettes.

Up until about a year and a half ago, up until the crackup and getting
out of the hospital, I'd been willing to let them think I was a freak—any-
thing, just as long as I didn’t have to sear my sensitive stomach lining with
rancid coffee, greasy doughnuts and acrid cigarettes.

But I didn’t want to be a freak any more. I didn’t want to be different.
So I conformed all down the line, and I was all right—except that I
couldn’t remember what happened last night.

Last night.

Ilay back in the barber chair, and George put on the hot towels. I tried
opening my eyes, and everything was dark and hot . . . dark and hot . . .
and the chair was way back so I was off-balance. It felt a little bit like the
restraint, like the hydro-therapy, and I wanted to get up and run out of
the place.

But I had to conform. Conform and conform. Doctor Greene had told
me I was all right. Hell, I had my discharge certificate. Everything was
down there in the black and white.

Only there was no white now, only black. Dark and hot. Like restraint,
like hydro-therapy, like something else. Something else I couldn’t remem-
ber. I wanted to remember, but I was afraid.

What was it?
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George took the towels off and cranked me up, and then he went at
me with the razor. Razor and tongue. Neither of them were too sharp,
either.

“How’s business?” As if he cared.

“Oh, so-so.”

“See you got the front painted.”

“Yeah, last week. Getting pretty shabby.”

“Soak you much for it?”

“Hundred and fifty.”

“Boy, that’s the racket! I should of been a painter, that’s the line I should
of went in for.”

Maybe he was right; he certainly wasn’t much of a barber.

As for his conversation, I could answer it in my sleep. Talking was
almost like that, with me, because I kept trying to remember.

Then the hot towels went on again, and then he was working me over
with the razor once more, and then—

“Oops! Sorry!”

The edge of the razor cut my chin. The edge of the razor, and it was
bright and gleaming, and so was the blood, only the razor was silver and
the blood was red. Red blood, Jimmy’s and Sam’s and Marie’s—

“NO!”

I threw off the towels and the cloth and stood up.

“But it’s nothing, Mr. Kendall, only a little cut. Here let me put
something on it—what’s the matter?”

I turned away from the mirror so that I couldn’t see the razor or the
blood on my face, and then it was all right again.

“Sorry,” I said. “Guess I've got the shakes. Bad hangover—you know.”

“Brother, do I ever? Take like last Sattiday night, me’n my uncle Steve,
we—" He halted. “Boy, you had me scared for a minute, though. The look
on your face!”

I grinned. “Not much of a face, is it? But I hate to have anyone spoil
my manly beauty. No, it’s all right, George, I don’t need any tonic. The
bleeding’s stopped.”

I tossed him half a buck and left.

Does the bleeding ever stop?

Fine questions to ask myself, and the day hardly begun. Such a nice
day, too. My watch registered five to nine. The mail must have been
delivered already.

Sure enough, after I opened the door I scooped it up from the floor.
Eleven pieces. | walked over, switched on the overhead light and then the
light above my desk. I sat down and looked over the morning’s loot.

Light bill. A memo from a jobber in New Jersey—special offer on
Coronations. Old stuff, and I was overstocked. Coronation sets hadn’t
gone as well as had been expected.

Nine other letters. Five were returning approvals, with payments. I
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counted up the money-orders and the checks. Eighteen dollars. Not too
bad. And here were four new requests. I checked the files to make sure
they were new, then put the letters on the other desk.

Then the door opened and Kit came in.

Kit came in, and for the first time I truly realized that it was a beautiful
day. Oh, it wasn'’t the sunshine and the sudden singing of birds; it wasn’t
the blue sky and the balmy breeze.

It was hair the color of fresh honey, and eyes that slanted upward with
the oriental inclination of the true Norwegian. It was the swaggering
stride of long, slim legs, the rounding upthrust of a sweater that was just
tight enough, the tantalizing tan of neck and throat and bare arms. Kit
made my days for me—and some of my nights, too.

Coming in this way, the least I could do was tell her about it.

“I love you,” I said.

The oriental eyes gave me a long-lashed look. She smiled that smile of
hers—the one da Vinci almost captured in his Mona Lisa. Then she spoke.

“Go to hell,” said Kit.






TWO

IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN the start of a very interesting conversation, but it
wasn'’t. Because Ferguson came in just then, and he wanted me to stock
up on a new album line.

I'd just gotten rid of him and was going over to Kit’s desk, where she
was sorting approvals for the mail, and in walked two amateur
numismaticians, aged ten and twelve, with their inevitable, “Hey, Mister,
what’ll ya give me for an Indian head penny?”

Kit took them over immediately, but by this time I was trying to find a
copy of the April, 1943, Astounding. The science-fiction fans were out in
force today, because right on the heels of this request came Doctor Kleiner,
to paw over that new stock of British prozines I'd gotten in. Then
somebody wanted to see what I had in 19th Century Newfoundland—it
turned out to be a twenty-dollar sale before I got through—and Kit sold
a bunch of pocket books, and a copy of The Golden Bough, of all things.

It went on like that all morning, with the cash register ringing merrily,
and then it was time for lunch.

Nora came in with her little tray. “What’ll it be, folks? I got ham, egg
salad, peanut butter, cheese—"

“Two hams,” I said. “What about you, Kit?”

“I'm not hungry.”

. “Egg salad for the lady,” I told Nora. “And a coke. Make mine a root
eer.”
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Nora set the stuff down on the desk, and I paid her. “Ain’t it a grand
day?” she asked. .

“It was.” She wasn’t really listening for my answer, so she said nothing
as she waddled out.

Kit observed the silence and contributed to it, heavily. [ unwrapped the
sandwiches and brought over two paper cups for the drinks.

“There’s salt in the drawer, if you want some,” I said.

“I know.” Kit ate daintily, like the cat she was—the soft, sleek, supple
feline with the slanted eyes.

“Pretty hot,” I said.

“I don’t notice it.”

“Hot in here, I mean. Down here.”

“Down where?”

“In hell. Where you told me to go this morning. I've been here ever
since.”

“Well, fry there.”

“Now, Kit. Come on, what’s it all about?”

“You know what it’s all about.”

Typical woman’s answer. And it was typical, too, that she carefully
finished her sandwich before she started to sniffle.

I suppose my reaction was also standard. I went over and put my arms
around her shoulders, standing behind her chair. She shrugged a little,
but not too much.

“Come on,” I said. “Tell me.”

“As if you didn’t know. After last night . . .”

There it was again. Last night. Had I seen Kit last night? And if so, when
and where? To say nothing of what. Nights with Kit could be so interest-
ing: nothing I'd want to forget.

“What about last night?” Not a very brilliant approach, but I didn’t feel
brilliant. I just felt confused and lonely, and as though I wanted to hold
Kit very tight for a very long time.

“Oh, what’s the sense of talking about it any more? I meant what I said,
Tom. We've had a lot together, we’ve had so much—but it isn’t enough.
It can’t be enough, not for any woman. It isn’t that I'm a prude or anything
like that. But dammit, I love you, and I want to get married.”

So that wasiit. A little, a very little, was beginning to come back to me.
Not enough really to add up, but I could guess at a bit more. Last night
wouldn’t be the first time we’d gotten onto that subject.

“You know how I feel about you,” I said. “And you know how I feel
about the business. Everything I could beg, borrow or steal—the G.I. loan,
every penny I had—went into this thing. I'm almost clear, now, after a
year and a half. In a little whi'e we’ll be in the black, and then we can
really get rolling.

“After all, Kit, I know something about marriage.” I wished I hadn’t said
that, but it popped out. I went on hastily. “Takes a lot of moola to set up
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housekeeping. All that furniture and appliances, and a car, and a decent
place to live. Isn’t it worth waiting for a while longer? Why, we can get a
down payment on one of those homes they’re putting up out in Longwood,
we can do it in another year at the most; and—"

But she was crying again, really crying this time. When Kit cried, her
eyes never seemed to get red and swollen. She cried like a little kid, with
her fists clenched and her mouth screwed up as though she was more
angry than hurt.

“Please, honey,” I said.

She turned around and pushed my hands away. She had stopped crying
quite suddenly.

“What’s the matter with you?” she said, quietly. “Can’t you stick to the
truth once you come out with it? Or was that just another lie, too?”

I didn’t know what to say, so I waited.

Kit stood up. “Everything you say you've said a dozen times before. And
I always believed you. Even last night I did, until you went on and told
me the rest. So why do you come back with the same old line today, when
I know the real reason?”

So I'd told her. Told her the real reason. That was bad.

“Do you think I'd forget, overnight? Loving you the way I do, worrying
about you the way I do? And do you think I'd care? I'd marry you today,
if you'd have me. But no. You've got to be noble, you've got to be
self-sacrificing, you've got to be the martyr, the hero! Except that you
expect me to go on this way, without marriage. It’s just as apt to happen
whether I'm wearing a wedding ring or not, if what you told me is true.

“So don’t give me any more of that ‘I love you’ line, Tom. If you really
loved me, you wouldn’t be afraid. Because that’s the real reason, isn’t it?
You're afraid, Tom. Not of what you told me—you're just afraid to get
married, to start over again and lead a normal life. Don’t you see, I want
to help you. But I can’t unless I can be with you and—"

This time, when she broke down, she wasn’t angry. It was grief that
made her quiver against me, grief that sent her shoulders snug against
mine, pressed her close to cling for comfort.

But it was something else that made her break away once more, break
away and stare up at me for a long moment.

“I can’t take any more,” she said, quietly. “I've tried, and I want
to—believe me, I want to—but I can’t. [ know you really think that what
you told me is true, even though you were cleared. But that only makes
it worse. Because it means that nothing I can say or do will ever make
you change your mind.

“No, Tom. A year won't help, two years won’t help. Not as long as you
believe what you do. If doctors couldn’t change your mind for you, I
wouldn’t have a chance. So I'd better go.”

“You're leaving?”

“Right now.” And she walked over and picked up her purse. I stared at
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her because I couldn’t believe it was happemng thls way. Kit, who loved
me, just walking out.

I thought of a million things to say, but none of them were any good.
Nothing was any good. She was walkmg out on me, leaving me alone in
the dark.

She was moving toward the door, and the sunlight was captured in her
hair, and every golden inch of her I knew, and loved, and—

Kit stopped and turned around. She looked at me, sighed. “I know,”
she said. “I know I'm a heel. Walking out on you when you need me. When
you need someone to take care of you during your blackouts, so it won’t
happen again—if it ever did happen.”

I had told her, then. Everything.

“But it’s your fault, too, Tom. If you loved me as much as you say you
do, you'd go to another doctor. To ten doctors. You'd get rid of your
trouble, somehow, and be a whole man again—for me.”

I could only nod. She was right, of course. She was so right. And I
knew, of course, that she was giving me another chance. Another chance,
now, to tell her that I'd do just that. I'd go to a psychiatrist, and I'd find
out the truth, and then Kit and I would get married. It was all so simple,
so easy. Except that the blackcuts weren’t as bad as really knowing, really
being sure. If I was sure, then nothing and no one, not even Kit, could
help me.

So she waited for my answer, and there was only one answer I could
give her.

“Good-by, Kit,” I said.

“Good-by.” She turned away. She said the rest very softly as she went
out the door, so softly I almost didn’t hear her.

“I still don’t think you really killed your wife,” said Kit. “And what’s
more, [ don’t care.”

I cared. I cared a lot. It’s a habit you get into—caring. Some people
seem to cultivate it and others don’t.

There’s the old story about the man attending his wife’s funeral. He
breaks down at the church, he breaks down at the cemetery, he sobs and
sobs uncontrollably all the way home.

His best friend, who accompanies him, tries to cheer him up. “Look,”
he says, “it isn’t that bad. Why, in six months or so, you'll get over all this
sorrow, forget all about it. I'll bet before a year is out you're likely to meet
anew girl, get interested in her, take her out, even marry her. Then you'll
be sleeping with her just as if—

“Sure, I know,” wails the guy. “But what about tonight?”

Every time I hear that story, it reminds me of some people I know. The
lucky, lucky people; the ones who don’t seem to care. But I'm not that
way. And I wasn’t that way when Kit walked out of the door, out of my
life. I wasn’t that way when Marie died.
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Sitting in the store, that afternoon, I'd think about it, when the
customers weren’t bothering me for Zanzibar #156, unused
(watermarked multiple Crown and Script CA) or Galaxy, June, 1952.

It was no use fooling myself. I'd loved Marie just as much as I now loved
Kit. Kit was tall and blonde, Marie was—had been—short and dark. Kit
was forthright, Marie shy and reticent. But she’d loved me, and we were
both scarcely past the fumbling-discovery age, and I was going in for a
hitch and people had just begun to find out there was a place called Korea.

And so we were married and lived happily ever after—for about two
weeks. Then she followed me to boot camp, and she followed me to
embarkation, and then her letters followed me.

After I went to the hospital, after the long time when [ wasn’t reading
anything, I had the stack of her letters to catch up on. Thirty-seven of
them, one hundred and ninety-two pages. I know, because I counted
them. I even counted the words, the number of times she wrote, “I love
you.”

ThenI counted the weeks, and the days, and the hours, and the minutes
until I was discharged and we were together again. We had our first dinner
at the Top of the Mark. And we spent our first night in a cabin outside of
Redwood City. Those things I could remember, now.

But I couldn’t remember my first blackout with her, nor any of the
others, including the last. I could remember what went on between,
though.

She didn’t know what was the matter with me, of course, any more
than I did. She tried to understand. She tried not to question me—ask
where I'd been, or why—and it helped. Because I asked myself those
questions, often enough. She never complained, no matter how bad I got,
and that helped, too.

The trouble is, it didn’t help enough. It didn’t help to prevent her from
having those crying spells, and from sitting up nights worrying, wonder-
ing where I was and how [ was.

That was when we were still on the Coast, and I had this job over in
Oakland. Just a working stiff, and on the intermediate shift, but the job
was enough to keep us going. Or it would have been, if anything could
have kept us going.

But instead of complaining she cried, and perhaps that had something
to do with it. There were times when I wondered if she was ready to crack
up, if she was even closer to it than I was. All that seemed to happen to
me were these blackouts—temporary amnesia. But her melancholia was
chronic, acute.

I managed to check up on myself, from time to time. Actually, what I
did during those periods of blankness wasn’t startling or unusual in the
least. I'd go off for a few drinks, take a bus ride thirty or forty miles up
the line, or just wander around by myself. I never, to my knowledge, got
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into any trouble or created a disturbance. Others who were with me didn’t
even realize that I'd gone under. Apparently it was just a secondary
reaction to a severe concussion—service disability.

[ didn’t wonder then, but I wondered now: what had happened to Marie
during those times? I'd go out and get lost in a city. Marie would stay
home and get lost in her own mind. That’s melancholia.

If it hadn’t been for Art Hughes, I don’t know what either of us would
have done. Art Hughes: plant supervisor, Gershwin enthusiast, best friend
of the family. I knew him in all three roles, but it was the latter one I
admired the most, and came to lean on.

It was Art who went out, many’s the night, and located me somewhere
in town, or beyond town. It was Art who sat there and cheered Marie up,
talked her out of her depression, slipped on the Iturbi duo-piano version
of the Rhapsody, or the Levant variations on I Got Rhythm, or old George
himself doing the Preludes.

Art was trying to help. I know Marie tried, and I tried too. But it didn’t
work out in the end. Nothing worked out to prevent the final blackout.

This one started like all the others. I was walking down the street, after
the shift was over, heading for the two o’clock bus and hoping I wouldn’t
miss it. The next one wouldn’t be around for another hour. I wanted to
get home (yes I did, I wanted to very badly) because Marie had been
crying when I left. She had been crying yesterday, too, and when I'd asked
her what was wrong she wouldn’t tell me. Or couldn’t.

I remember [ was thinking again for the tenth time that perhaps I should
persuade her to see a doctor. She’d been to a g.p. just two weeks ago, but
I wanted her to see a specialist. If she could only get hold of a good
psychiatrist, a top man like Greene—although he was a neurologist,
really—perhaps he’d find the answer. As it was, she was all tightened up
inside, tightened up and ready to explode.

Explode. That was the last thing I remember thinking about. Then,
without any warning, the roof fell in, the curtain came down, and I was
lost. “I” was lost. Not the person that walked, talked, ate, drank, func-
tioned on the surface level. I'm talking about the real “I"—the observed
Observer.

But “I” was lost, and the blackout came. The fugue. Fugue and
variations.

Usually, coming out of it was simple. There’d be a moment of panic—
always the panic, upon realization of who I was ahd where [ was, together
with wondering where I'd been, where I was now. Then I'd gradually
reorient myself and get ready to pick up the pieces and go home. So far
there had never been any pieces. So far, I'd never snapped out of it and
found myself at home.

Only this time—

This time I came out of it standing in our bedroom in the apartment.
Standing there in the moonlight with the scissors glinting in my hand.
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Standing over the body of Marie and looking at the place where those
same scissors had cut her throat . . .






THREE

IT WAS ALMOST five o‘clock. Kit had been gone now for about four hours,
and it seemed like only a minute. Only a minute, but long enough for me
to live it through all over again with Marie. Long enough for me to deal
with Mr. Simpson and his copy of the Decameron, with Buzzy Foster who
wanted some of those new airmails in blocks, with the fat woman who
collected Planet Stories but ripped off all the covers from her purchases.

It seemed like only a minute, and I wondered if it would always seem
that way, if a part of me would always be standing near the counter telling
Kit good-by.

That’s when I decided I was going out to get drunk. I watched the
minute hand edge up to eleven, then go past it to twelve. Two more
minutes and I'd close. I picked up the outgoing mail—some more approval
requests had come in during the afternoon and I had a respectable
pile—and then the door opened and he came in.

Sherlock Holmes would have loved my business. Dealing as I did in
stamps, coins, magazines and second-hand books, I got an odd assortment
of customers. After a time, [ was able to size them up and make a pretty
reasonable snap judgement. One look usually told me what the newcomer
was seeking. I could even refine it down to categories within categories.
That is, if my customer was a stamp collector, I could peg him as
U.S.—general, strictly airmail, a completist, or a professional philatelist
specializing in British Guiana only. In books, I could separate the “just
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looking, thank you” browser from the obscurantist; the Proust addict from
the furtive individual in quest of “them there Jack Woodford books, hey.”

So when my late client arrived, I gave him the benefit of all my
experienced appraisal—and drew a blank.

Oh, not because he wasn’t a type. He was as typical as they come; except
that his type didn’t make a practice of coming into my shop. There was
nothing for them here.

The man was porcine: hog-fat, hog-jowled, with pork-bristles on his
neck and chin, little pig-eyes set in folds of fat on either side of his blunt
muzzle. He wore a bright blue suit that was designed to drape; on him,
it merely bulged. A long-collared maroon shirt bunched up around his
thick neck, and it is almost unnecessary to add that a nude was portrayed
on his hand-painted tie. He was almost a self-caricature; the fake “hood,”
the Central Casting mobster. Actually, he was probably a petty gambler—
the real dealers don’t dare to dress that way any more.

“Say,” he said. “Got a minute?”

“Certainly.”

He lumbered over and tested one of my chairs to the uttermost. It
creaked when he sat down, but did not collapse.

“You sell stamps?” ,

Good Lord, don’t tell me I'd slipped up after all! Maybe I was looking
at my golden opportunity to unload one of those Coronation sets! I
ventured a bright smile.

“That’s right. Something you're particularly interested in?” I turned
around, thankful I hadn’t yet locked the safe.

“No, not me. I was just wondering. You ever buy stamps, too?”

“You mean collections?”

“Uh-yeah. I guess so. I mean, books full of ‘em.”

“You have an album you wish to dispose of?”

“Right. A album.”

“Might I take a look?”

“Here .”

He hefted the album up onto the table. It was a green Gibbons—British
album for British colonies, the kind only a specialist would own. I riffled
through the pages, fast.

What I saw interested me greatly. There was almost a complete
Barbados here, mint. Ditto for most of the West Indies. Strong early
Canadian. Most of the Cape triangles in excellent condition—used, no
forgeries. Early Labuan, excellent showing of high-value Rhodesia with-
out revenue cancellations, nice St. Helena.

“Would you mind telling me how much you want for this collection,
Mr.—?”

“Calgary. Joe Calgary.” He shrugged. “I figure it’s worth mebbe a fast
two hunnert.”

A fast two hunnert wouldn’t have touched his Canadians. I closed the
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book. “I suppose it’s fairly complete,” I said. “You have the 1839
Mauritius?”

“Oh—sure.”

“And the 1940 Tanganyika?”

“All them there. Diden’ you see?”

I nodded again. There is, of course, no 1839 Mauritius and no 1940
Tanganyika, either. Any more than there was the faintest possibility that
this man owned the collection.

“Well, whaddya say? Is it a deal?”

I hesitated. “Could you tell me just how many countries are represented
in your collection?”

“Countries? Uh—I dunno. I mean, it ain’t reallymy album, see? It's—it’s
my brother’s. He saves ‘em. Onny he needs some dough kind of fast like.
You know how it is, and I figured—"

I stood up. “I understand. But unfortunately, I'm rather heavily over-
stocked right now. I'd suggest you try elsewhere, or return the album to
your brother and let him try. He could probably answer more of the
questions that will be asked. On second thought, I recommend that—give
it back to your brother.”

He got it, all right. He stood up, slammed the book against his side,
and moved off without another word. His heels crunched against the
floor, then clicked against the sidewalk outside as he slammed the door.

I stood there, watching a good thousand dollars’ profit disappear. It
was a wonderful collection; I could have used it a dozen times over, and
it was hot. I wondered where he’d stolen it.

Then Isighed, shrugged, and locked the safe—almost before the sound
of his heels and the echo of his door slam died in the distance.

The sound of his heels.. . .

I glanced down at my own shoes. Better get a pair of cleats put on, I
thought. Then maybe I could hear myself walk. Next time I went off the
deep end, I'd at least have a familiar sound to keep me company.

The deep end. I was going to get drunk, I reminded myself. All right.
But first the cleats, and then something to eat.

Fratney was still open, and his boy put the cleats on for me. Then I
went over to Rourke’s and had a steak. Big, manly deal. Cleats on the
shoes, big blood-rare steak for dinner, and then a night on the town.

A night on the town? Why not? Anything was better than the memories
I had, the memories I'd lost, the sound of voices I wanted to remember,
the sight of faces I wanted to forget.

Walking down the street, after the steak, I ran into Blind Bill. He was
standing on the corner at Oak, the way he always is at that hour of the
evening. I dropped a dime in his hat and took a pencil.

“Thanks, Mr. Kendall,” he said.

“Thought the cleats would fool you,” I said.
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“It isn’t the sound,” Bill told me. “It’s the rhythm Everybody’s got his
own rhythm.”

“Guess you're right,” I said, and moved on. He probably was right at
that. Everybody’s got rhythm. I got rhythm. Wonder what Art Hughes’
friend Gershwin would say to that? And what about Art Hughes? He might
be up at Swanee’s now. He’d come to town last month, transferred to the
branch plant, and I'd seen him just twice—both times in Swanee’s. Art
had explained he had a room just around the corner. I'd promised to look
him up but hadn’t because I'd been spending my time with Kit.

That is, I had until last night. If Nick at the cafeteria was right, I'd seen
Art some time during the evening—probably after my visit with Kit. And
now I could see him again—tonight and every night, just like old times .
.. old times before Kit, and the sight of Kit.

I wondered whether Blind Bill ever had to worry about the sight of
faces he wanted to forget. Then I came to Swanee’s and stopped wonder-
ing.

Let’s put it this way. Swanee’s came to me. It was that kind of a place:
big and brassy and forthright, a gaudy whore of a place, hanging over the
window sill and shouting down into the street. The big neon lights blazed
before your eyes while you were still a block away. Half a block and you
could hear the booming of the juke box; a few feet more and you caught
the overtones of conversation, punctuated by the clink and tinkle of
glasses. Then the air from the joint came swooping right out to hit you,
hit you and scoop you up and carry you in.

Up until a year and a half ago, I'd have run a mile to get away from
such a hangout. It was the kind of a bar where the early-morning coffee
drinkers go when their work is done.

But I'd learned to conform, and when you conform you go to places
like Swanee’s where the lights are bright and the music is loud—so loud
you can’t hear yourself think.

There must be fifty thousand places like Swanee’s scattered all over the
country, and they all have the same atmosphere. When you go in, you
can’t hear yourself think, and that’s the big secret of their success: nobody
wants to hear himself think any more. If you drink enough coffee in the
morning, if you drink enough of the beer or the hard stuff at night, you
never hear yourself think. In time you even get so you stop thinking, and
you don’t hear that, either.

I walked in, moving right up to the bar. The place was already
half-filled, and so were its occupants. Only eight o‘clock, but some people
like to stop thinking early. I chose the far end of the bar—away from the
television set—because although I wanted to stop thinking I still wished
to maintain the illusion that I was alive.

The oldest of the three bartenders came right over.

“What'll it be?”

“0Old Overholt. Water on the side.” I didn’t ask for the brand name
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because I was a snob; it’s just that in the Middle West nobody seems to
drink rye and the bartenders always do a double-take if you ask for it.
Funny thing, they drink a lot of rye in the East, but once you get as far as
Illinois, it’s bourbon all the way. ‘

I glanced to my right, down the side of the bar, but I couldn’t see Art
Hughes. My drink came, I disposed of it, ordered another. A foursome
came in and sat down on the vacant stools to my left. They craned their
necks to see the television set. Some drama was on, but nobody could
hope to hear it above the juke-box jangle, which was probably just as well.

I picked up my drink and moved all the way to the right, way down to
the corner. And there I sat, for all of thirty seconds, before I felt the hand
on my shoulder.

“Art!” I said.

“So you remembered.” He grinned at me, shyly. “I wasn’t sure you
would.”

Apparently I had seen him last night, then, and made a date. But [
wanted to know more.

“Sit down,” I invited. “What'll it be?”

“Ale will do.” Art, in addition to being a Gershwin fan, was an ale
drinker and a pipe smoker. Which was all right with me, as long as he
didn’t take up ice fishing and expect me to go along.

The ale came, and I ordered another shot for myself to keep him
company. We sat back and relaxed a bit. At least I did; I'd always found
it simple to relax with Art around. He was the easy-going type. Tonight,
though, I sensed a difference, or thought I did. He kept making rings on
the bar with the wet bottom of his glass.

“Hard day?” I asked, just for something to say.

“The usual. And you?” He put a lot into the question, or was I just
imagining things?

“Nothing special.”

“Nothing?”

He really was after something. I downed my shot. “No. Why should
there be?”

“No reason.” He finished his ale, glanced at his watch as I signaled to
the bartender. “Hey, wait,” he said. “I've got to be running along.”

“Time for a quick one, though,” I assured him, and wondered what
gave here. “Got a date lined up or something?”

“Well, no. But I've got to clean the place up, and—"

I didn’t bother to listen to the rest of it. Art was always a poor liar; not
that he lied very much that I could recall. But why was he in such a hurry
to leave? I didn’t think it was a girl; Art never ran around with anyone
but the ghost of Gershwin. Those pipe-smoking ale drinkers are all alike.
Marie had always tried to fix up a date for Art, and he’d always backed
down. I could remember that easily enough.

So it wasn't a girl, and yet he wanted to leave. Why? And whatever the
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reason, if he wanted t6 leave, why had he bothered to show up in the first
place? .

Ihdecided on the direct approach. “Look,” I said. “Was I very bad last
night?” )

That made him blink for a moment. “Bad? No, Tom, you weren’t bad.
Of course, you got pretty excited, you said some pretty wild things for a
guy who hadn’t been drinking—but then, you must have had a rugged
session with her.”

I was right. I'd seen Kit, then come over here and found Art.

“You can say that again,” I told him. “Matter of fact, I guess I was so
excited I don’t even remember half of what I was talking about.”

“Is that the real reason?” His lips asked the question, but he kept his
eyes on his glass.

“Sure. What else would there be?”

“Well, you know what you told me. Or don’t you remember?” Suddenly
he looked up at me without blinking. “Say, you didn’t have one of them
last night, too, while you were telling me about it?”

“One of what?”

“The blackouts. The amnesia, the spells.”

I hesitated, then nodded. “That’s right,” I admitted. “As long as you
know that much, you might as well know the rest.”

Art drank, paused, drank again. He set his glass down. “I'm sorry, Tom,”
he said. “But as long as you're leveling with me, I'll level with you. I've
known about those blackouts for a long, long time.”

“How long? Since it happened? I mean, was it in the papers?” Funny
I'd never thought of it being in the papers; then again, it must have been.
There must have been a lot of stuff about me and Marie. Only I'd cracked
and they hadn'’t let me look at the papers—and when I finally got out, I
didn’t want to. Sure, that was it: he’d read it in the papers. He and a
million others.

“No, Tom,” he told me. “Even before that. Marie talked to me about it.”

“I see.” I grinned at him and put my hand on his shoulder. “And you
never let on. That was nice of you, boy—didn’t want to embarrass me.”

He drew back, almost but not quite imperceptibly. “That’s all right.
Here, let me buy you one—and then I'll really have to cut and run.”

Cut and run.1didn’t like that phrase. Marie had been cut and the blood
had run.

When the drinks came, I said, “Tell me something, Art. Last night, did
I do a lot of talking about—Marie?”

Again he turned away. He was pouring his drink and his hand slipped
a little. I watched the puddle form at the side of his glass. I had plenty of
time to watch it before he renlied, and then his voice was so low I could
scarcely hear it over the juke box.

“No, it wasn’t Marie,” he said. “It was this girl of yours. This Kit.”

“I talked about Kit, eh? And I was pretty upset?”
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“Yes, Tom. You don’t remember, do you?”

“Not a moment. Not a moment until this morning, around eight-thirty.
Then I snapped right out of it, just like that.” I snapped my fingers.

“Tom.” He was almost mumbling now. “Tom, you're all right now,
aren’t you? I mean you can remember what we’re talking about.”

“Of course I'm all right. Good Lord, I'm not crazy or anything like that.
You know I've been given a clean bill of health. It’s just these spells—"

“Sure, Tom. But I wanted to be certain you could remember. Because
I've got a piece of advice for you. Go see a doctor, Tom. See one soon.
Tomorrow.”

“Now look here,” I said. “It can’t be that bad. So I had a little blackout
last night, and I talked a little wild because Kit quarreled with me. Is that
anything to make a production number out of?”

“No. But I wish you’'d see a doctor. Just for a checkup.” He stood up.
“Now I've got to shove.”

I stood up, too. “Oh, just like that, is it?” [ said. “You've got to shove.
Three, almost four years I've known you, and you’re shoving. No ‘see you
tomorrow,’ or ‘see you next week,’ or even ‘see you around.’ Just that
you’ve got to shove. What’s the matter, am I poison or something?”

“You know better than that, Tom.”

“It’s getting so that I'm not sure what [ know any more,” I murmured.
“I thought I was sure of myself, but that was years ago. Now I get
blackouts. Then I thought I was sure of Kit, and she walks out on me. All
through everything, though, I've always been sure of you. The way you
stuck by me when Marie had those spells, the way we used to get together
night after night. . . Why, even when I was in the hospital they told me
you’d come around and asked if I needed any money or anything. Art,
you've been my best friend. Don’t I deserve a better deal than this ‘got to
shove’ routine?”

A novelty card salesman once pinned a sign on my store wall, next to

.the safe. It read THE MORE YOU EXPLAIN, THE MORE I DON'T UNDER-
STAND IT. I thought of that sign now, watching Art Hughes’ face as I
talked.

The more I said, the more he edged away. Was I just imagining things,
or was he really scared? Was Art afraid of me?

“All right,” I sighed. “I give up. Go shove.”

He started to walk away, then stopped. Kit’s routine. “How about it,
Tom?” he asked. “You’ll see a doctor?”

“Maybe,” I countered. “If you'll answer me just one question.”

“Go ahead.”

“You don'’t like being around me very much after last night. That’s
obvious, and you needn’t try to deny it. But even so, you came in here
hoping to see me. Why?”

He shrugged. “Ijust had to find out.”

“Find out what?”
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“Find out how everything went today.”

“But why?” :

“Because of what you said last night. After you talked about Marie, and
the way she died, you began talking about this Kit, and your quarrel.”

“Go on,” I said in a flat voice, “I want to hear what I said.”

“Well, it was only talk. I know that now. And if you'd just go and see
a doctor—"

“What did I say? What did I say about Kit?”

Art Hughes took a deep breath. “You said that if Kit ever tried to walk
out on you now, you'd kill her.”



FOUR

I SUPPOSE I SAT THERE at the bar for a long, long time after Art Hughes
went away. I sat there thinking about a lot of things—first about him,
then about Kit, then about Marie. But mostly about Marie. About Marie,
and what had happened after she died.

I'd come to standing there, standing over her with the scissors in my
hand. She was dead. I didn'’t need to feel her pulse or anything like
that—not after taking one look at her throat. So I called the cops, and
they asked me a lot of questions, and then the photographers shot off a
lot of flash-bulbs in my eyes, and they took me down to headquarters and
booked me.

I don’t blame them. Even today, I don’t blame them at all for what they
did. They find a woman with her throat cut, and her husband calls up and
tells them about it. Then when they ask him where he was and what he
was doing, he says he can’t remember. His prints are on the scissors and
the neighbors say his wife was always crying. He talks about amnesia and
blackouts, and when they get him down in front of the D.A. he can’t even
answer simple questions.

So he’s probably trying to fake it for an insanity plea. So they talk
tougher and they say they’ll throw the book at him. So he cries and goes
all to pieces and doesn’t even ask for a lawyer. And the next morning, he’s
in a daze: can’t even remember his own name, or so he says.

Cops don’t care for that kind of reaction. I can understand that now. I
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couldn’t then; I couldn’t understand anything. For a while there I guess I
didn’t even remember Marie was dead. The first thing I do recall was that
[ was crying her name when I really snapped out of it.

"By this time [ was already in Veteran’s Hospital and Doc Greene was
taking care of me. ‘

Doc Greene was the boy I had to thank for everything. He’d spotted my
picture and name in the paper the morning after it all happened. He’d
hopped over to headquarters, backed up my story, got the coroner to look
for Marie’s prints on the scissors, too. He practically took over the case:
he pointed out the suicide angle, the melancholia. He figured out just how
you’d have to hold the scissors to make such incisions; it added up, pretty
much, to the fact that I or anyone else would have to be a contortionist
to do the job. It wasn’t impossible, but it was very difficult.

And then, to clinch it all, he managed to trace back part of my route.
I'd been in a tavern way over on the other side of town, from two-thirty
until three-thirty. I must have walked home, because there was no bus
running where I could have made a connection and been home before
five. And as close as the coroner could figure out, Marie had died any time
between midnight and four in the morning.

Besides, he knew my record; he’d taken care of me over there, in Korea.
He made quite a witness at the inquest. I just sat there, still in a daze.

The important thing was, Doc Greene had cleared me. He stampeded
them into a suicide verdict. And it would have been very hard for me to
have made it home by four in the morning, very difficult for me to do the
job.

But not impossible. And suicide—

That’s what I kept telling him, even after a lot of sessions, even after
there was no relapse, no need for restraint. “Suicide,” I'd say, over and
over again. “It just doesn’t add up, Doc. Marie loved me. She wouldn’t kill
herself when she loved me.”

Then was the time he told me about melancholia. Involutional melan-
cholia. It sounded possible, and yet . . .

So when I was almost ready to be discharged, he told me the rest.
They’d found out something during the autopsy.

“She was going to have a baby,” he said. And pregnant women, in her
mental condition, frequently are impelled to self-destruction. “I'm sorry,
Tom, but it all adds up.”

It all added up. But what did it add up to? Maybe it made me a double
murderer. I didn’t know.

I do know that Doc Greene helped me a lot after I got out. He helped
me when I decided to leave town and needed a loan from the VA to open
my store. He even wrote to me, for a while, until he was transferred back
to the West Coast. I know he helped me as much as one man can ever
help another.
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But I didn’t know for sure how Marie had died and even now, a year
and a half after I got out of the hospital, I still couldn’t be sure.

[ wasn’t sure about that, or about Kit, or about Art. I wasn’t sure about
anything, except that I couldn’t stand this being alone much longer.
Sitting alone here in the corner of the bar, nursing my fourth—fifth?—
drink.

It’s never good to sit alone at the end of the bar. I had a theory about
this, too; a very simple theory which I'd never dared put to the test.

I believe that if a man walked into a strange tavern, some ordinary
neighborhood place, every night at eight p.m. and ordered one drink—sat
down at the end of the bar—drank it, then walked out—and if he came
back the next night and the next and did the same thing, without saying
a word to anyone except to give his order—I believe if a man did this for
two weeks straight, he’d be killed.

It wouldn’t be four nights before some of the regular customers would
be asking the bartender who the creep was, after he walked out. It
wouldn'’t be six nights before they’d be openly murmuring while he was
still sitting there, minding his own business. By the tenth night they’d
have him figured out as a queer, a Communist, a lunatic. By the twelfth,
somebody would go up to him and try to get him into a conversation. If
he didn’t respond, by the fourteenth night the neighborhood bully and
loudmouth would gather his cronies, wait for the man to come in, and
then walk over and ask him what the hell he was doing in here anyway,
coming sneaking around like that. If the man answered, the bully would
hit him. If the man didn’t answer, the bully would hit him. And the sight
of blood would be enough to bring on the second blow. They'd all wade
in, and they’d kill him.

No, it’s not good to sit alone. Not good at all, and not safe. If you sit
alone, you might be killed. Or perhaps you might be the one who’d be
contemplating killing.

Marie had died. And I'd threatened to murder Kit. So I moved away
from the end of the bar, into the crowd.

I slid onto a stool in the center of the mob, in the center of the bibulous,
babbling Babel. And it was a Babel they were building, getting higher and
higher with every drink.

It was hard to distinguish voices in this crowd. It was harder still, once
a voice was isolated, to comprehend words and phrases. But the noise
itself was comforting, it was human and familiar.

Then one voice became familiar, and its words were familiar too.

“. .. awright, so gimme twenty bucks for the album. Twenny bucks for
Chrissake, this here dealer said it was worth maybe two hunnert . . .”

Mr. Calgary. Sure enough, there he was, as big as life. Bigger than life,
seen this close up. Because he was only two stools away from me, down
the bar. Separating us was the little redhead. I looked at her as she looked
at Calgary.
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She was tugging him by the sleeve now, saying, “Come on, Joe. Come
on, now, cut it out. He doesn’t want to buy anything: Joe, comeon, you're
embarrassing me!” .

I suppose, on occasion, the rhino birds tug at their rhinoceros—and
with just about the same results.

Joe Calgary clutched the album in one hand. The other hand was locked
on the oldest bartender’s tie. “Twenny bucks is all,” he said. “You gotcha
self a real deal, buddy. If it wasn’t  had a bad day with the nags and all,
[ would’n even of let you smell of it. But I wanna show Trixie here a little
action, so how’s about it? Twenny bucks . . .”

“Shut up, Joe, will you shut up and let the guy alone?”

“. .. worth easy two hunnert. Come on, fork over, be wise for a
change . ..”

“Take your hands off me. I told you I don’t want to buy any album.”

“Then how’s for lendin’ me the twenny? Until tomorrow night, see?
Take the goddamn album for secur’ty. That’s it, you lend me twenny now,
huh?”

“Let go of me!”

“Joe, lay off the guy—"

“Oh, want to get smart, huh? Awright, you got it comin’, buddy.”

Then everything went into presto vivace. The bartender yanked himself
free, signaling desperately to his companions behind the bar. The little
redhead banged at Joe Calgary’s thick neck with her handbag. Joe Calgary
reached out and hit the bartender in the side of the face with the Gibbons
album. It represented over a thousand dollars in profit, it weighed more
than six pounds, and it drew blood.

The other two bartenders came up on the run, but I was closer. Close
enough to swing Joe Calgary around and clout my fist into his face. I
didn’t aim for anything in particular. With a face that big to hit, you didn’t
have to aim.

I landed solidly, solidly enough to hurt my knuckles. Joe Calgary just
grunted, spat, and looked at me. I saw the light of dawning recognition,
followed by another light. It kindled like a sudden glare, and then Joe
Calgary struck back.

He didn’t strike with his fist. Instead, his hand went away for a moment,
disappeared under his coat. When it came out, I saw the fist. It was curled
around the handle of a knife.

The knife ripped down. I ducked and my stool clattered to the floor.
Coming up, I hit him in the stomach. He wheezed, and then I heard the
song of the knife. I tried to get out of the way, but it wasn’t necessary.
Something cracked above my head, the knife clattered to the floor beside
me, and then I stood up.

One of the other bartenders had hit Joe Calgary over the wrist with a
sap. Nothing had broken, apparently, but a sap can hurt even a Joe
Calgary when properly applied.
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He stood there, turning white, then red. The oldest bartender said, “You
all right, Mister? Want I should call copper on this guy?”

I shook my head. “No. I'm okay. Just tell him to pick up his toys and
beat it.” ‘

Calgary winced as he stooped over. He had the knife in his hand again,
but the bartender was waiting with the sap. “You heard what he said,”
the bartender told him. “Now beat it before somebody changes their
mind.”

“Come on, Joe,” said the little redhead.

That did it. He couldn’t touch me or the bartender. But she was
available, and he noticed her for the first time. “You lousy little tramp!”
he muttered. “You hadda have a big night, huh? I'll give you a big night,
you dirty little two-bit—"

The sap whistled. “Out,” said the bartender. “On your way. Now!”

Joe Calgary backed away, twisting the knife in his big hand. “I'll get
you,” he said. “I'll fix you good for this. You hear me? I'll get you.”

He wasn't talking to the bartender, or to me. He was talking to the
redhead. That is, he thought he was. Actually he was talking to the whole
world—to his fat old sloppy Ma and drunken Pa, and the dopey teacher
and the crummy truant officer, and all the kids on the playground who
were cleaner and smarter and nicer than he was.

But the redhead thought he meant her, too, and she shivered.

Even after Calgary trailed out, after the excited murmur of voices
subsided and broke up into individual units of gabble, even after I'd sat
down again, the little redhead still sat shivering.

“Thanks, Mister.” The oldest bartender leaned toward me. “I mean
about taking him off me. And about not yelling copper. Gives the place a
bad name, you know.”

“I knOW.Y)

“How about a drink, now? On the house?”

“Good idea.” I meant it, too. I was shivering, but inside. Not because
of Calgary—because of the knife. It was very sharp, that knife. Sharp as
a razor, sharp as a scissors.

I pushed away the thought, grabbed the one next to it and hung on:
little shivering redhead.

“What about a drink for Trixie, here, too?” I asked. “No reason why she
should be cheated out of her evening.”

“Sure, whatever you say. Overholt was yours? And Trixie—bourbon
and white for a wash?”

Trixie nodded. Her trembling subsided measurably as she turned her
head and smiled. “Much obliged,” she said. Then, “Hey, how’d you know
my name?”

“Isn’t that what he called you?”

“Sure. You were listening.”

“If I hadn’t listened, I couldn’t have done anything.”



28 ROBERT BLOCH

“That’s right. I mean, ‘thanks. Say, you weren't afraid of that big slob
at all, not even when he pulled a shiv on you.”

“Not much.” Not much was right. I'd.almost passed out, but then she
didn’t have to know all my secrets. Or did she?

“You all alone‘?”

“Up until now.”

This made her give out with a real smile. The drinks came, and she
raised her glass in fingers that shook only slightly.

“Here’s to you, Mister.”

“Tom Kendall’s the name. And here’s to you, Trixie.” We drank. And
the bartender popped up like a slightly decrepit, benevolent Jack-in-the-
box.

“You folks ready for another? It’s all on the house tonight.”

I looked at Trixie. She looked at me. Then she made the one feminine
gesture I've learned to recognize—the gesture that means you're in like
Flynn. She put her right hand up to her neck and smoothed her hair. And
this time her hand didn’t shake at all.

“There’s a booth vacant over there in the back,” she said.

I nodded. The nod took in the booth, the suggestion, and Trixie herself.
Although, upon close inspectir.n, Trixie deserved considerably more than
a mere nod.

Oh, she wore one of those green dresses that her type of redhead
inevitably wears; her shoes were a clashing crimson, and her bag was
much too large and pseudoalligatorish.

But there was nothing pseudo about her red hair, or her pale, un-
freckled face, or her smoke-gray eyes with the little green lights around
the pupils. Her mouth was full and generous beneath the lipstick, and she
walked with a complete awareness of what she so demurely displayed.
She was much too good for a Joe Calgary. For that matter, she was
probably much too good for me. I'm not talking about taste in clothes, or
formal education, or even current moral standards. I'm talking about the
woman.

And in the booth it was the woman I responded to. The woman, and
the drinks on the house, and the mood of the moment which—surpris-
ingly enough—wasn’t despair any more. Sure, I'd lost a lot today. A
thousand bucks’ profit, a girl, a friend. I'd even lost my memory a while
back. But old W. C. Handy had it right when he wrote those lines about
ared-headed woman .

We talked a bit. Turned out she was a part-time model at a downtown
style shop. Turned out I was a stamp and book dealer. Turned out I mustn’t
judge her by that Joe Calgary, why she scarcely knew him, and why she
ever said sne’d go out with him in the first place she didn’t know. Turned
out [ was explaining why guys like Calgary liked to carry knives.

That must have come several drinks later, because I was using words
like “psychology.”
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“Got to understand his psychology,” I told her. “He’s the bluffer type.
Always making a threat or a fist and hoping that’s enough—hoping the
other guy will back down on account of his size.”

“But he threatened me, you heard him:” She was really frightened, and
no mistake. So I went on, improvising my reassurance.

“Take my word for it. I've read up a little bit about the psychopathic
killer, and I'd swear he’s not the type at all. Your real knife artist, your
actual murderer, would never display his weapon. And he’d never
threaten anyone openly. He’s just smile, and go away, and lurk some-
where waiting in the dark. Waiting in the dark, in the fog, in the night.
Waiting silently and then striking silently. Like Jack the Ripper.”

“I know about him,” Trixie said, pathetically proud because she’d
recognized a phrase, a name she could understand. “I saw this movie
once; it was all about him and how he used to cut up these women. I was
so scared I almost didn’t stay to see the end.”

“But it was only a movie, Trixie.”

“I know. Wasn't there a real Jack the Ripper, though?”

“Yes. There was. But that was in London, almost seventy years ago. In
1888, to be exact.”

“Gosh, you know all about those things, don’t you?”

“Not much, really. But as I say, I've read a bit. About the Ripper and
Haarman, and the other butchers.”

“Were there a lot of them? I mean, are there still people like that
running around loose?”

“Once in a great while. You don’t hear too much about them, and as I
say, they’re usually very cautious and secretive. That's why they carry
knives, I suppose—because a knife is silent.”

All at once I didn’t want to talk about the Ripper any more, or knives,
or silence. I didn’t want silence. [ wanted voices not sharp but soft, and
the slow, growing intimate warmth of possession.

What did Trixie want? I don’t know. Perhaps she wanted to show her
gratitude. Maybe she wanted someone to hold her and make her forget
about the threats. It might be that she wanted the warmth of possession
herself, or even that she wanted me.

I don’t know. But I do know that she smiled, and made that gesture of
hand to hair, and then she said, “Look, honey, it’s awful noisy in here,
don’t you think? I mean, my place is only about four blocks away, and if
you don’t mind drinking bourbon instead of that rye—"

Well, I didn’t mind in the least. I followed her out of the booth. After I
said goodnight to the oldest bartender, I took her arm and we walked to
the door together. Her arm was soft and yielding beneath my fingers. Her
hip brushed mine, and it felt soft and yielding, too. Softness always yields
in the end.

Going down the street her high heels clattered in counterpoint to the
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clatter of my cleats. It was almost eleven, but Blind Bill still stood on the
corner. Still stood, stood still, Blind Bill . . . I was getting tight.

Tight as a tick, and tick-tick went my watch as I held it up to my ear.
Then I wound it, to make sure it was tight too. Both of us tight together.
Me and my watch. Me and Trixie, tight together. That’s the way it should
be, that’s the way it would be.

[ felt sorry as we passed Blind Bill on that corner. I was going to call
out to him, but Trixie tugged at my arm and whispered, “Come on, let’s
go. He gives me the creeps just to look at him,” So I went on. What could
[ say, anyway? What can you say to a poor blind moocher late at night as
you pass him with a pretty redhead?

There were no pretty little redheads with apartments for Blind Bill. And
I couldn’t help it or do anything about it. So we walked along, in rhythm
with her feet and heart and pulse-beat, and my hand squeezed her arm.
After a moment her arm went around me because we were coming to a
dark place. Or because she liked having her arm around me. Or both.

Then we got to her place. It was on the street floor, front, in one of
those little six-family units over behind the park.

Inside she turned on the light, humming a little, because she was glad
to be home. She pulled down the shades, still humming, because after all
a girl’s got her reputation to think of. She went out to the kitchen and I
could hear her hum for amoment more. Then silence. No sounds of bottle
or glasses, either.

I got up from the sofa and walked out there, down the hall. To get to
the kitchen I had to pass the entrance to her bedroom. And—surprise—
she wasn't in the kitchen, hadn’t gone there at all! She was just standing
in the doorway to the bedroom, and I guess she’'d stopped humming
because she never hummed while she took off her clothes.

She smiled at me in the semi-darkness.

“You still want that drink?” she asked . . .

We had the drink, later. Much later, we had another. Perhaps even
another, but everything was so confused. The light was on, the light was
off, she was laughing, she was crying, I was laughing, I was crying. Why
was [ crying? Because I couldn’t remember, and it was hard to remember
now if her hair was black like Marie’s, or blonde like Kit’s, or red like
Trixie’s. That was her name, Trixie, and she was afraid. Afraid of whom—
me? She didn’t have to be afraid of me. She had to be afraid of Joe Calgary
and somebody named Jack. Jack the Ripper, who knew a lot of girls like
Trixie; Jack the Ripper, who never got caught.

I must have told her about Jack again, or maybe I just thought I did
and I was really telling it to myself, inside my head. It was dark inside my
head now, and dark outside. Better to stay inside, to sleep there and hide
there and lurk there in the night and the fog where all is silent including
the knife. If I really went inside, really went to sleep, I'd forget about the
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knife. Trixie was warm, and the knife was cold. Take her warmth, cut out
the cold. Cut it out. Cut—it—out!
Then I was screaming “Cut it out!” over and over again, and [ was wide
awake this time, wide awake at last and able to see in the early morning light.
I was able to sit up in bed and see Trixie lying there on the floor, red
hair haloing her head and red blood for a necklace about her throat . . .






FIVE

THE FIRST THING [ wanted to do was run. Yesterday had started that way
for me—running. Then I shook my head, because there was nowhere to
run to. Nowhere in the world.

Marie gone, Kit gone, Art gone, and now Trixie was gone, too. I'd be
going next myself, and I needn’t bother to run.

I sat up and put my feet down on the other side of the bed. For a long
moment I poised there, halfway to getting up, blinking and shaking my
head, trying to clear it, trying to think, to remember.

We’d had a lot to drink. And thenI passed out, or thought I passed out,
and I had these nightmares. They were bad, but they were nothing
compared to the one I had now. And this one was real.

Once again I forced myself to look. The nightmare lay sprawled, almost
spread-eagled, on the floor. The hair was red, but more of an orange now
that there was something with which to compare it.

And there was something for comparison, plenty for that and to spare.

I don’t like to think about it, much less describe it, even now. But I saw.
Saw that it wasn’t only her throat. It was her shoulders, and her chest,
and her stomach—and whoever had done it hadn’t just meant to kill her.

Whoever had done it—

I got up and almost bumped into the mirror. I almost bumped into the
sight of my own face, staring there.
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“You,” I whispered. “You, Tom Kendall. You know who you are this
morning. And you know, today, that you didn’t do it. Not this. Not to her.”

As soon as I said it, I felt that it was true. Sure, I'd spent the night here
and I was drunk. I'd passed out and I had fantasies.

But I remember everything—everything except for the time when I
slept. The time when I slept and she died. Could it be that I did it in my
sleep?

“No,” I told myself. “No, you didn’t.”

And I believed it. Yes, I believed it. But would anyone else?

I forced myself to walk around the bed, kneel beside her. I didn’t touch
her. I didn’t want to touch her. But I had to look for something. I had to
look for the knife: the knife, the razor, the weapon—the silent weapon—
the weapon that came in the night, came through the door or the window

There was no knife on the floor. There was no knife in the hall, or the
front room. There was no knife in the bathroom, and when I opened the
kitchen drawer I found only a ten-cent paring knife with a small blade.

I went back to the front room. The door was locked—and from the
inside. I went over to the window. The shade flapped. I pulled it up, and
there was the opening—halfway to the top!

I tried to remember now; had she opened that wmdow‘? Or closed it?
Or merely pulled down the blinds?

No answer. I couldn’t find an answer.

I went back into the bedroom, and the old running urge came up again,
strong. I looked at my watch. Six-thirty. It was still early. The front hall
and the streets would still be deserted.

Now was my chance. Now was my chance to dress and get out of here,
fast. That was my only chance.

I put on my clothes. The urge was getting stronger and stronger. I could
hardly wait to lace up my shoes, hardly manage to tie the bows. Then I
was on my feet and once again I nearly bumped into the mirror. I looked
at myself and I shook my head.

I walked down the hall to the bathroom and turned on the cold-water
faucet in the bowl. I let it run for a moment and then I stuck my right
wrist under it. I took away my right hand and stuck my left wrist under
it. Then I stooped and ducked my head, until the water was icing along
the back of my neck.

I found a towel, dried off. Then I turned and 'walked back down the
hall. It took me a thousand years, but I made it. I sat there staring for
another century or so, and at last I picked up the phone.

“Hello,” I said, and it took a year for every word to form. “Hello, get
me the poiice. Yeah, that’s right, the police. I want to report a murder.”

Modern science is wonderful. The phone got me the police, all right; it
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got me the police in about two minutes flat. More police than I could
handle.

But I wasn’t handling the police. They were handling me. The four men
from the squad car just hung around downstairs, trying to keep off the
crowd which their presence attracted. The man from the coroner’s office
and the photographer came later, and they checked and measured and
dusted and tested and shot off flash-bulbs. Two detectives cased the place
thoroughly. And I sat in the kitchen with Lieutenant Cohen.

Yes, Cohen—not Murphy or Reilly or Kelly or O’'Brien. And he didn’t
keep his hat on in the house. He didn’t even wear a gray suit; it was blue,
and not blue serge but brighter. He was short and stocky, and red-
headed—dark red, not bright like Trixie’s hair. He wore a small mustache
and he wasn’t much older than I was. He might have been a very good
Homicide man, but he’d never get a job on a TV crime show.

He sat me down at the table and flipped open a notebook. His fountain
pen leaked a little, and he shook it carefully onto the first page, then tore
the page out.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked. “Or would you rather wait for a
formal statement? You know, of course—"

“—that anything you say may be held against you.” I nodded. “All right,
I'll tell you what happened.”

So I gave him my name and age and address and then I told him. He
sat there writing notes, telegram-fashion, but he didn’t interrupt or say
anything. Once in a while he chewed at his mustache to see whether it
would come off. It didn’t.

I don’t know what I'd expected, but it was something different. I
thought he’d break in, ask for details, follow up points in my story and
try to break them down. I thought he’d nod, or chain smoke, or stare at
me.

But he just wrote everything down: starting with me going into
Swanee’s and ending with the time I got dressed and then changed my
mind and called the police.

When 1 finished he sat back, shook his head, and chewed at his
mustache once more. Then, “Henley!” he called. “Come in here for a
minute.”

Henley was another one of the Homicide men. He came in from the
bedroom.

“What’s the story?” asked Lieutenant Cohen.

Henley looked at me, shrugged, looked away. “Nothing definite yet.
She’s mugged and we got prints. Lots of prints. Corr is on his way back
to the lab. We should get the dope tonight sometime.”

Cohen nodded. “All right. Make sure you got prints from the front room
window—the open one, on the right.”

“Already dusted.”
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“Tell Flint to take this name and address and check on it.” He gave
Henley my name and address.

“Got it.” .

“And one more thing.” Cohen turned to me. “Mr. Kendall, will you
please give this man a description of Joe Calgary? The more complete the
better, of course. And see if you can describe his knife.”

I told Henley about Joe Calgary and his knife.

When I finished, Lieutenant Cohen stood up and gave Henley a push.
“Get on it, now,” he said. “Send out a pickup right away. No charge. If
you find him, and he hasn’t got the knife on him, Bronson’ll make out a
search warrant for you. Go up to his place and get it. One other thing—I
want you to go down to Swanee’s bar. Talk to the night bartenders, the
customers. Get the story, and anything you can on this Trixie. Her habits,
her friends, who she’s come in with. The works.”

Henley nodded and went out with the other man from Homicide.

“Guess that’s all,” Lieutenant Cohen told me. “Now let’s go downtown.”

We went downtown. It was anticlimax. Everything had been anticli-
mactic since I'd called the police.

They booked me on suspicion, and I met Bronson who turned out to
be an assistant D.A. I told the whole story all over again in the presence
of a stenographer. [ was calm, quiet, cooperative.

They brought me a cup of coffee while I talked, and when it was all
over they took me out down the hall to a cell.

That’s when the photographers from the paper tried to rush me. And
that’s when I stopped being calm, quiet and cooperative.

At first I only shielded my eyes when the flashes went off. Then a little
guy stuck his camera right through the bars in the corridor and tried to
pop a bulb in front of my face.

“Cut it out!” I yelled. “Cut—it—out!” That’s what I'd been yelling when
I woke up, when all the knives were flashing just like the light flashed
now. “Cut it out. It’s just like the other time. Cut it out!”

Then I calmed down, but somehow I felt everything was different. It
wasn’t that anybody had pressured me. ButI got this feeling that I'd been
through all this before. And why did it have to happen all over again?
How many times would it happen over again? And why, why, why . ..

Ilay on my bunk in the cell and closed my eyes. When I did that I could
still see little yellow rings from the flash- bulbs And I still kept asking
myself: why, why, why ..

Then I slept, really slept That was the only good part, the sleeping.
When I woke up it was late afternoon and Lieutenant Cohen was tapping
on the bars.

“Sorry to disturb you,” he said. “But someone would like to see you. If
you don’t mind. This is Mr. Howard, the District Attorney.”

“Hello, Mr. Kendall.” Mr. Howard stepped out of the shadows and
nodded at me. “Can [ come in for a minute?”
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“Make yourself at home,” I told him.

“Will you need me?” Cohen asked.

“I don’t think so.” Cohen went away, and the District Attorney unlocked
the cell door and came in. He sat down on the chair and I got a good look
at him. He was black-browed, bald, and he wore rimless glasses. When
he smiled I got a look at some expensive bridgework. At least I thought
it was bridgework and I was right.

“Sorry I wasn’t around this morning,” he began. “But I had an appoint-
ment with the dentist.”

“Hurt you?” I asked.

“It was mur—" He stopped suddenly, then chuckled. “Better watch my
language around here,” he said.

“I don’t mind.” And I didn’t. He seemed nice. But then, they all seemed
nice. Cohen and Henley and Bronson and all the rest of them. I was willing
to bet that the guy in charge of the electric chair was ever so charming,
too—but I didn’t want to meet him.

I snapped my attention back to what Howard was saying.

“I read the statement you gave to Mr. Bronson,” he told me. “It seems
quite complete.”

“Told him everything I know,” I said.

“Mr. Bronson didn’t try to ask a lot of questions, did he? I mean, he
wasn't—"

“Nobody pushed me around. This Lieutenant Cohen seems to be a
pretty good guy, too.”

“Thanks. I'm glad to hear that, Mr. Kendall.”

“The name’s Tom.” I stood up. “Seeing that you're asking, there’s only
one thing really bothering me. Everyone is a little too polite. It makes me
nervous.”

“Sorry. It’s just our policy.” Howard took off his glasses and polished
them. “Anything else make you nervous, Tom?”

“Why—no. I guess not.”

“What about the photographers?”

“Oh, you mean this morning, in the hall. Well, you know how it is. The
way they come at you, and the idea of getting your picture in the papers.
That’s enough to make anybody nervous.”

“Is that all?”

“What do you mean?”

Howard put his glasses on again. “When the photographers tried to
take your picture, you yelled something. Something about it being just
like the other time. What other time, Tom?”

The cell was cool, but I began to get wet under the arms.

(lwhy_”

“Look, Tom. You're in here on a serious charge. If it’s upheld, I'm the
man who’s going to have to prosecute that charge in court. How I do it
will depend a lot on just what you’re willing to tell me now.” He smiled,
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and the new bridgework glistened in the single shaft of sunlight from the
window. The teeth were false. And the smile? And the words?

He sighed. “Don’t get the idea that this is some movie you're seeing,”
he said. “I'm not a fighting D.A., and I'm not up for re-election for three
years yet. I can play it the hard way if I have to, but I don’t like it. So let’s
not hold anything back.”

My hands were sweating, too. I rubbed the palms against the side of
the cot as I sat down again. He watched me all the time he talked.

“You gave a pretty good statement, Tom,” he said. “I know, because
I've read a lot of them. I think I can tell when a man is telling the truth.
And you told the truth so far—but not the whole truth.”

“What more do you want?”

“Everything, Tom. Everything. What do you suppose we were doing
while you slept? We had your name, address, previous background.
Naturally, we checked. And the first thing we ran into was that—other
time.”

“Newspaper files?”

“Teletype from the Coast. Photostats of all the documents will reach us
by tomorrow afternoon. But meanwhile it would help if you told about it
yourself. All of it.” ,

He had me. He had me cold. [ was sweating but I wanted to shiver. But
I talked, then. I told him everything. About Marie, the blackouts, the
inquest, and the hospital.

“Good,” he said, when I finished. “It checks, so far. By the way, Tom,
you'll notice I didn’t write anything down. And there are no witnesses.”

“It wouldn’t matter,” I told him. “Come to think of it, [ don’t see why I
was so panicked. After all, it was on the record, and I've been cleared. I'll
be cleared this time, too. Just as soon as you find Calgary and that knife
of his.”

Howard stood up. “Just got a report on that, too,” he said. “We haven’t
picked up Calgary yet, but we did go through his room. Nothing there.
So we checked on his movements. After he left Swanee’s we traced him
to another place down the street. Dick’s. He sold his knife to a bartender
there, for three dollars.”

Now it was my turn to stand up. “You got it? You really got it?”

“Here it is.”

The District Attorney reached into his inner coat pocket and brought
out a tissue-wrapped parcel. He undid it slowly, carefully.

“We checked it for prints already,” he observed. “And they’re all the
same. They may or may not be Calgary’s, but they’re certainly not
yours—so that’s a matter of record.”

I breathed a little easier, thea. “What about blood?” I asked. “Did you
find any bloodstains?”

Howard nodded. “Yes. Some of them may be recent.”
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“And there’s some way, isn't there, of telling whether it would be the
same type of blood as Trixie’s?”

“That’s difficult to say, but I believe there is a method.”

“You have the coroner working on it, haven’t you, or the boys in your lab?”

“No.” .

“Well for heaven’s sake, man—I don’t want to tell you your business,
but it’s important to me. Get on it!”

“It won’t be necessary.”

I stared at him. He stared right back as he spoke.

“You see, the first thing we did was to take the knife to the coroner and
show it to him. He checked the wounds on Trixie’s body. Look at this
blade, Tom. It’s big and broad. This isn’t the knife that cut Trixie Fisher’s
throat.”

“Youre—sure?”

“Positive.” He stood close enough so that I could see the saliva form on
his bridgework. “The weapon that killed Trixie, the weapon that ripped
her up, was longer and thinner and pointed. Do you know what a poniard
is, Tom?”

“Yes, I do. It’s a French dagger, something like an Italian stiletto. Matter
of fact, I've got a wall case down at the shop and I think there’s one up
there. I sell them for curios from time to—"

I stopped. I was saying too much, or not enough. “But wait a minute,
I've had some of those pieces up ever since the place opened and all I've
ever sold was a dirk and a Malay kris.”

“You know a lot about knives, don’t you, Tom? Quite an expert.”

“Just because I told you a poniard is like a stiletto? Look, Mr. How-
ard—go down to my store, take my key, go in and see for yourself. That
poniard and the other pieces, I never bothered to dust them off. You can
see for yourself that nothing has been disturbed for a year and a half—"

The District Attorney sighed. “The boys have already been there, Tom.
They found your wall case. It holds a German hunting knife, a Bowie, two
Filipino stabbing knives and an Arab dagger. But no poniard.”

“Maybe I was mistaken,” I said. “Maybe I sold it. I might have forgotten.
A man can’t keep track of knives and everything he—"

“You'll find it’s very important to keep track of knives,” Mr. Howard
answered. “Very important. The boys do. They checked your wall case
thoroughly, because they thought it was so important. Some of the
weapons were dusty, as you say, but the case itself was clean. The lock,
for example, was quite immaculate even though it had been recently
broken. Whoever took that poniard out wanted it in an awful hurry, I
might say.”

“Somebody stole it?” I asked.

Mr. Howard unlocked the cell door and stepped outside. He closed the
door again and smiled as it clanged.

“That’s one theory,” he said. “Personally, I have another. Would you



40 ROBERT BLOCH

like to help me out, Tom? Would you like to tell me what you did with
the knife after you ripped her?”



SIX

IT MUST HAVE BEEN ABOUT AN HOUR later when the guard came by. [ was
lying on my bunk watching the shaft of sunlight as it turned from white
to gold, from gold to red, from red to dusty rose. I watched it fade,
wondering why everything had faded for me today.

“Visitor,” said the guard. He unlocked the door, and the sun started to
shine again.

“Kit!”

“Darling—the minute I read the papers—"

Her arms were around me tight. She was ready to kiss me, but I broke
away.

“The papers. Are they pretty bad?”

“I could get you one. If you want to read it.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to read it.”

“But you'll tell me about it. About what happened.”

“Sit down,” I said. I sat down in the shadows, so she couldn’t see my
face. “Yes, I'll tell you about it.”

And once again I told my story. I'd told it so many times I thought it
would be easy by now. But it wasn'’t easy. Not the part about Trixie, about
sitting in the booth and going home with her. That wasn'’t easy at all. By
the time I got to the end, I was barely whispering. Anyhow, I told her.

She stood up and put her arms around me. That’s a natural gesture
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when you want to comfort somebody, or when you love somebody. Which
was it this time? )

She kissed me, and I found out in a hurry. Not too much of a hurry,
really. She took her time.

“Then you're not angry? I mean, you understand about—what I did? I
thought you’d walk out on me forever, and I had a lot to drink, and—Kit,
I'm sorry. She was a nice girl, really she was.”

“Don’t talk any more,” Kit said. “Don’t talk any more.”

We didn’t talk for quite a while then.

“Lady, your time’s up.” The guard tapped the bars with his key chain.

“All right.” She dabbed at her mouth. “Tom, I'll see you tomorrow. And
your lawyer will be here after supper.”

“My lawyer?”

“Of course. The papers said you didn’t name an attorney. So I went
right around to Anthony Mingo, and he promised to come up after office
hours.”

“Anthony Mingo? He’s pretty big, isn’t he? How come you thought of—"

“Don’t worry. He’s a friend of mine. As a matter of fact, we were almost
engaged, once. But that was a long, long time ago.” Kit smiled at me and
I smiled back.

“Lady,” said the guard.

“Coming.” She turned to me. “One thing more, Tom. I'll need the
combination.”

“What combination?”

“To your wall safe, silly. I never gave you back my key. But if I'm going
to run the place while you're here, I have to get at the stamps.”

I could have kissed her. In fact, I did, until the guard came right into
the cell and took Kit away.

Then they turned on the lights and brought me my supper and I found
out I could eat. I was still eating when Lieutenant Cohen showed up.

“Hello, Kendall,” he said.

It wasn’t anything in his face, it wasn’t anything in his tone of voice.
But the way he switched from “Mr. Kendall” to just “Kendall” told me
where I stood.

“Hi,” I called. “Just eating. Want to join me?”

“No, thanks. You got company coming. I thought I'd just stop by
beforehand and see if you’d thought of anything more you could tell us.
The District Attorney said he had a talk with you.”

“That’s right. And I told him everything I know. I was hoping you might
have news for me. Did you find Joe Calgary yet?”

Cohen shook his head. “Don’t worry, he’ll turn up. Right now we'’re
more interested in a certain por.iard.”

“That’s probably turn up, too,” I answered.

“Feel pretty good, eh, Kendall?”

“Lots better, thank you.”
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“Nice-looking girl you've got there. Saw her in the office down the hall.”

“Well, don’t go getting any ideas.”

“A wife and four kids, and I need ideas?” He chuckled, then stepped
closer to the bars. “Look, Kendall. This is off the record and I shouldn’t
be telling you this, but I'm going to anyway. Howard’s out to nail you. He
was pretty sore about the way that interview went this afternoon. Don’t
let him fool you. He talks soft but he carries quite a big stick. If this case
ever goes to court with him feeling that way, he’ll get them to throw the
book at you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I'll remember that.”

“It would help you a lot more right now if you could remember a few
other things,” Lieutenant Cohen told me. He took an after-dinner nibble
at his mustache. “The more cooperation you show, the better it'll look in
the records. You did fine this morning, you did fine right up until you
talked to Howard. So why spoil it? If you could just tell me where that
poniard is—"

“Sorry,” I said.

“You will be,” he answered, and walked away.

Then the guard brought in Anthony Mingo.

We shook hands. We sat down. He opened his briefcase and took out
some note paper and asked me to tell him my story.

This time I found it quite easy, easy enough so that I could study and
observe Anthony Mingo during all the time that I told it.

Anthony Mingo was dainty. Not delicate, not effeminate, but dainty.
He was slight of stature rather than short; he was well-proportioned but
small-boned. He had curly graying hair and a complexion like old china.
His porcelain-blue eyes and thin pink lips seemed painted on, and his skin
itself had this patina of daintily-preserved elegance. He looked like a doll;
he looked like an elderly little boy in a fawn-colored, form-fitting summer
suit.

His gestures, when he made them, were quick but controlled. Every so
often, during the course of my story, his head moved forward to catch, or
punctuate, or emphasize a point. Always it moved quickly; always it
halted quite suddenly, without a jerk. The control was perfect every time.
And I noticed that, although he sat with his right leg crossed over the left,
itdidn’t swing back and forth, or move enough to disturb the sharp crease
in the trousers. No waste motion here. And no waste emotion, either, in
those painted eyes.

I kept watching them, after a time, waiting for some reaction. None
came, until I finished what I had to say.

“That’s all,” I concluded. “You know my background. You know what
happened with Trixie, and what I told the police and the D.A. this
afternoon. What do you think?”

“What do I think?” And the emotion came into the eyes now, the
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emotion I hadn’t suspected “Why, my dear boy, I think it’s perfectly
fascinating! Have you seen the papers?”

I shook my head.

“They’re havmg a field day, I assure you a positive field day' Forgive
me. I know it’s not something to be treated lightly. But it’s absolutely
delicious the way the press has handled this affair. The knife and sex
angle, of course—it’s only to be expected. But I wish the reporters would
get together and agree which form to use. One of them compares you to
Giles de Retz and the other insists on using Gilles de Rais. Not that it
matters.”

I stood up. “Look, Mr. Mingo. I've had a long, hard day. Tomorrow
won’t be easier. So if you don’t mind, please go away and be fascinated
somewhere else.”

He raised a delicate hand. Not too far, just far enough. “A thousand
apologies, Mr. Kendall! I've been singularly lacking in good taste, as well
as in tact. And I apologize, abjectly.”

He registered abjectness. Precise, correct abjectness. “Do not misun-
derstand. If I forbear to show sympathy, it is because sympathy is not my
province in this matter. I find it best for my clients that I remain objective.
And at times my somewhat in~ne evidence of humor helps me to maintain
that objectivity.”

They were all good two-dollar words, but I hadn’t yet heard one I could
buy.

“I asked you what you thought,” I said.

“Please, Mr. Kendall. Katherine warned me that I might find you a trifle
overwrought—"

“Katherine?”

“Miss Munson.”

Funny, I never called her Katherine or Miss Munson. And he’d almost
been engaged to her, once. I wondered about that. But right now, it could
wait.

“Well, I'm not overwrought,” I told him. “I'm just overtired. It’s only
that I hoped you might have a few ideas.”

“l do, my dear boy. Indeed I do. But before I say anything, I was
wondering if you had any theory?”

I paced the floor for a moment, if you can call four steps forward and
back a pacing job. “Of course I have a theory. It was Calgary all right. Who
else? So he didn’t use the same knife. He used the poniard.”

“Your poniard?”

“The one from my store, yes. Look, I told you about how frightened
Trixie was. She knew Calgary, that’s why. Oh, I gave her a snow job that
Calgary wasn’t dangerous, but I only did it to cheer her up, get her mind
off it. I didn’t believe my own line about him not being the Ripper type—"

“Jack the Ripper?” A new emotion came into those baby-blue eyes.
“What do you know about him?”



THE WILL TO KIiLL 45

“Not too much. I've got some books down at the store.”

“I should very much like to see them some time in the future. I
happen—but no matter. Go on with your theory. You say you felt this
man Calgary might be dangerous?” :

“Felt?” I snorted. “He came at me with a knife, didn’t he? And he wasn’t
faking. He hated my guts. Trixie was his girl, and I went home with her.
So the way I figure it is this. He hung around some tavern down the street,
maybe took on a load, waiting for us to come out. Then he followed, just
to make sure where we were going. After that he went around te my
store—he knew where it was, been there in the afternoon and probably
noticed the knives on the wall. He broke in, got the poniard, listened
outside the window of Trixie’s place until he knew it was safe, and then—"
I gestured and let my hands fall.

“Very good as far as it goes,” Mingo commented. “But it doesn’t go quite
far enough. For example, why didn’t he kill you at the same time? And if
not, if he wanted to be certain of establishing your guilt, why didn’t he
leave the poniard in the body?”

“Ask Calgary,” I said. “That’s your job. Find the man and ask him.”

“That’s a job for the police, and as I understand it they are looking for
Mr. Calgary at the moment.”

Anthony Mingo leaned forward. “Rest assured that I shall investigate
fully,” he said. “There may be half a dozen other suspects, once the details
of Trixie Fisher’s circumstances are established. Women of her class have
a propensity for acquiring numerous jealous friends. In a crime of this
nature, a crime of passion, the old adage must properly be reversed.
Cherchez le homme, my boy. Cherchez le homme.”

We were getting bilingual already, and there still wasn’t a word I could
hang onto for comfort.

“Tomorrow should bring us some of those answers,” Mingo continued.
“I'll do all I can to find out about your Mr. Calgary and any other
acquaintances of the deceased. But there’s one other aspect of this case
which frankly worries me.”

“And that is?”

“Your past record. That and the blackouts. You told me a good deal, I
know, and Katherine volunteered some information this afternoon. But
in this particular circumstance I'd feel better if we had some expert
psychiatric opinion to go by.”

“In other words you think I might be crazy.”

“Far from it, my dear boy. You impress me as being remarkably sane,
quite well-balanced considering the situation as it stands. But there’s
always the element of doubt, and the way the press has chosen to exploit
this case—the Ripper angle—may cause us a bit of difficulty.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Wait a minute. Why didn’t I think of it before?
Give me a sheet of that paper and your pen.”

I scribbled out a name and address and handed it to him.
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“Doc Greene,” I said. “There’s your man. Nathaniel Greene. I told you
about him. He’s the guy who had my case in the service and at the hospital
after Marie died. He helped then and he can help now. He’s out on the
Coast. Call him up—long-distance—tonight, now. It’s still early enough
out there.” '

Anthony Mingo tapped his chin with the slip of paper. “Excellent, my
boy!” he declared. “Excellent! I'll do that. And you’ll have my report in
the morning.”

Then he went away and I went back to my cot, feeling neither better
nor worse, except that [ wanted some sleep.

But I didn’t get any sleep. Not yet. Because they came for me again.

This time it was Lieutenant Cohen an the D.A., and neither of them
said a word as they marched me along the corridor.

We went into a room I guessed must be the line-up room, because there
were big charts on the wall and many lights.

“Stand up there on the platform, please,” Cohen said. So I stood up
there on the platform.

I stood waiting for the bright lights to hit me, stood there sweating and
ready to squint. But there were no bright lights, only the single overhead
bulb. And in a moment, a patrlman walked over to the wall and snapped
off the switch. I was standing in the dark. I couldn’t see anything, but I
could hear.

I could hear the D.A. bring this man in, and I could hear a sort of tapping
or clicking sound for a moment. Then only voices.

“You say you knew her?” The District Attorney’s whisper.

“Sure. I could recognize her anyplace. Went by once or twice every
night with some guy or other. Always picking them up. But what could
you expect from such a floozie?”

“And it was about eleven, you say, that she passed?”

“More or less. Clocks don’t mean much to me.”

“She was alone?”

“I think so.”

“Think?”

“Well, it was her heels I heard. I'd swear to that. Way she clattered
along, it would take an army to march with her before I'd notice.”

The voice was familiar, and when it came to that part about hearing
the heels, I remembered. Blind Bill was out there. They’d picked up Blind
Bill! ’

“And then you went into the park, you say?”

“Sure. Around midnight they start going home from the bars. I get lots
of handouts that time, so I stay up late. Doesn’t matter to me what time
of day I sleep, you know.”

“l know. And you came out of the park near her apartment?”

“Must have, about one, I'd say. That’s when I heard him come along.”

“And you’d recognize the sound again?”
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“Pretty certain to. He walked right by me, and then he stopped. Stopped
and waited for me to pass. [ went around the corner, but I couldn’t hear
anything so I got kind of nosey and sort of cocked an ear. Sure enough,
about a minute later, he started walking—only back along the way he’d
come. I guess he stopped right in front of her front window, then. I heard
it ease up, a little, and figured he was climbing in. Well, it wasn’t any of
my business, you might say, so I just kept on going.”

I wanted to call out, then. I wanted to call out to Bill and tell him he
was mistaken, there had been two sets of footsteps when Trixie and I
passed him at eleven.

But Lieutenant Cohen was suddenly beside me in the dark, and he
nudged me in the ribs and he said, “Get ready, now.”

And down below, the D.A. said, “You really think you can identify him,
eh?” And Bill said, “I'll try,” and then the D.A. called “Ready up there?”
and Lieutenant Cohen nudged me again and whispered, “Walk across the
platform.”

I walked across the platform in the dark.

The room was silent, and the cleats on my heels sounded like nails
being driven into a coffin—my coffin.

“That’s it!” Blind Bill yelled. “That’s the man! I'd recognize that sound
anywhere. Same rhythm. You got your killer now—I'd swear to it!”

They nailed the lid down on my coffin and took me away.






SEVEN

THEY WOULDN'T GIVE ME PILLS, or drugs, or drinks, or anything that might
have helped me to sleep. They just left me to sit there in the dark, sit there
and listen to the noises outside my cell and inside my head.

Perhaps I could have slept if it weren’t for those noises. I heard
somebody laughing down the hall. I heard myself asking why Blind Bill
had lied. I heard somebody cough in the corridor. I heard Blind Bill say
the cleats had come by all alone, late at night. I heard the jangle of a
guard’s keys. I heard Blind Bill identify me.

Why did he say that? What possible reason could he have for lying?

The voices asked the questions inside my head, and there were noises,
noises everywhere and not a spot of silence. Except for the red spot. The
spot of blood on the knife. Because a knife is silent . . .

After a long while the noises and the questions went away, and I just
thought about the knife, dreamt about the knife.

Then in the morning the noises came back again, as the dawn came up
like thunder. The noises clattered down the hall with my breakfast.

There was a mirror in my cell, but they wouldn’t give me a razor to
shave myself with. I didn’t even ask why, because I knew. A knife is silent.

I sat there after breakfast, waiting. Who would it be this time? The D.A.,
Cohen, Mingo, Kit? Nobody came.

Finally I made some noise myself, rattled the bars until the guard came
along. I gave him a quarter and asked for the morning paper.
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When he brought it I didn’t want it. Not after I read the story, read the
headlines and the second-page “features.” They had me strapped into the
chair already. Tom Kendall, the Sex Slayer.

I couldn’t finish reading. Actually, I didn’t have to. Because a little
before noon, somebody arrived.

It was Anthony Mingo. The guard let him in and he nodded at me. “My
dear boy, you look tired! Sleep poorly?”

“Insomnia,” I said. “Or somethingI ate.”

“Don’t be bitter. Did anything—happen—Ilast night after I left?”

“Sit down and I'll tell you about it,” I said. He did, and I did.

Mr. Mingo pursed his lips ever so delicately. “That doesn’t sound too
good,” he observed. “But it explains a number of things. I saw this blind
man down in Howard’s office as I came in. And the bartenders from this
place you mention, Swanee’s. Bronson tells me that they’re going to bring
in the deceased’s former roommate, a Miss Joan Schuyler. Would you
know her, by any chance?”

“Never heard of her.”

“Oh, they’re thorough, and no mistake. Which is all to the good, from
our standpoint. Who knows what they may find out or turn up? Often a
very slim lead may be the determining—"

I didn’t want a lecture on criminology. “Skip it,” I said. “What about
Doc Greene? Did you get hold of him? What'd he say?”

The lips unpursed, parted. “I meant to tell you. I tried to reach Doctor
Greene at the hospital last night. They told me there that he’d been
transferred to active duty once again. He’s in Korea.”

And I was back in my coffin. The nails were in tight, the cleats were in
tight—

“Wait a minute!” [ stood up. “The cleats! I had them put on yesterday,
after Joe Calgary left my store. Because he was wearing them, too!”

“SO?”

“Don’t you understand? I couldn’t figure out why Blind Bill was lying
last night. Only this means he wasn’t lying. He did hear somebody walking
with cleats in front of Trixie’s apartment. It was Calgary coming in.” [ was
shaking. “Get hold of Blind Bill and tell him, will you? Or tell the D.A.,,
tell Cohen. They've got to find Calgary now, unless they're already
brought him in—"

Mr. Mingo smiled. “He’s not booked. I checked. And today I shall
proceed upon a little private investigation of my own. I'll report back
tomorrow morning, when you're formally charged.”

“Formally charged?”

“Er—you must realize, under the circumstances, that unless something
unexpected turns up within the next twenty-four hours, you’ll have to
stand trial.”

“But the cleats, and Calgary—"

“Mr. Calgary is a suspect, yes. But you are the man they’re holding.
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Now, Mr. Kendall, if you’ll excuse me, our time is limited and every
moment counts.”

“Sure,” I said. “Every moment counts.”

He went out then, and I started counting moments. The moments until
lunch came. And after lunch, the moments until Cohen came.

“Just stopped by to bring you a message,” he said.

“Singing telegram?”

“No. Just good luck. From a pal of yours. Art Hughes.”

“Art Hughes—what’s he got to do with this?”

“Just checking. He was with you in Swanee’s, remember? Said he saw
you the night before, too—when you blacked out. Guess you talked pretty
wild and he told you to see a doctor. That right?”

“Right,” I said.

“Anyway, he wanted to see you, of course. But that’s out. So he said to
give you his regards and to wish you all the luck in the world.”

Which I needed, and which wasn’t enough. They had Art Hughes now,
and he could tell them all about me and Marie and my threats against Kit.
Good Lord, I'd forgotten that part! And if Kit heard, why then—

“What’s the matter, Kendall? You look a bit pale.”

“I need fresh air,” I said. “Either let me out or go away.”

He went away.

The afternoon was long, long enough for me to wonder whether or not
they’d found Joe Calgary, or the poniard. I sat and wondered about all
sorts of people and things.

[ wondered what Mr. Mingo was doing, and where he expected to
collect his fee. I wondered about Kit, and the store. Did she notice the
lock had been forced on the door, and on the knife cabinet too? Yes, and
I wondered about Doc Greene, over there in Korea.

It got dark, and I had supper. Still nobody came, and I wondered some
more. Where was Lieutenant Cohen? Had they found any more friends
of Trixie’s, like this Joan Schuyler they were going to bring in for
questioning? Was Art Hughes over at Swanee’s talking about my sad case
with the oldest bartender? What were the hot-shot reporters dreaming
up to write about me tonight? And where was District Attorney Howard,
the man who didn’t have to fight for re-election?

I got one answer, anyway. The guard came along, unlocked my door,
and let Howard in.

“Good evening,” he said.

“Matter of opinion.”

“Sorry to have neglected you. We've been quite busy.”

“I can well imagine.”

“I doubt if you can, actually.” He glanced at his watch. “Getting late, I
see. Has Lieutenant Cohen been here?”

“Not recently. You expect him tonight or something?”

“Hardly. He’s out on a case.”
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“Another? I thought your boys only handle one a531gnment atatime.”

“Usually. Thisisa b1t—1rregular

“Look,” I said. “Just because we’re on opposite 31des of the fence, that
doesn’t mean I don’t want to help. I'came across something today that
might interest you. It’s about Blind Bill identifying me last night. I wish
you'd listen because I think it’s important.”

“Go ahead,” he said.

I went ahead. When I finished, I watched his face. He smiled and I got
a glimpse of how his bridgework looked under artificial light. “That
sounds reasonable. And we’'ll check into that, you may be sure, when we
get a chance to talk to Calgary.”

“Still haven'’t found him? You’ve had them out looking—"

“All day. And tonight there’s a general alarm out. We want him worse
than you do, now.”

“Now?” I was beginning to hope, a little, as a thought occurred to me.
“This girl friend of Trixie’s, the one who used to room with her. You were
going to question her. Did she say anything that might help to pin the
murder on Joe Calgary?”

“Not a word. We didn’t even talk to her, but she gave us a pretty good
lead.”

“How come?”

“You can hear all about it downstairs, Mr. Kendall,” said the District
Attorney. “After you're released.”

“Released? You mean, you're letting me go?”

“Well, we could hold you as a material witness. And of course, we’ll
want you for one when the case comes up. But I don’t think you’ll run.”

“I won'’t,” I assured him. “You’ll probably have a tail on me anyway.”

That made him smile, and we were both smiling as we walked down
the corridor.

“Please,” I said. “I can’t wait. What's all this about? What kind of a lead
did Joan Schuyler furnish if you didn’t even talk to her? Didn’t you try?”

“We tried,” said Howard, and he wasn’t smiling now. “We tried, but we
were too late. When we finally located her around eight tonight, she
couldn’t talk. She was dead.”

“Dead?”

“Murdered. The same way Trixie was murdered. And apparently by the
same weapon. Maybe it was your poniard, maybe not. But you didn’t do
it, and we did find that stamp album Calgary carried. It was on the floor
in her room. That'’s enough for us.”

“Soyou're letting me go,”  murmured. “Even though I couldn’t possibly
be mixed up in this second killing, aren’t you taking a pretty big chance?”

“Perhaps. But I'm inclined to trust you, Mr. Kendall. Besides, you're
taking a bigger chance than we are. There’s a Ripper loose in the city,
somewhere—and who knows? Next time he might come looking for you.”



EIGHT

KIT WAS WAITING for me in the office, and so was Anthony Mingo. “Tom,
I'm so glad,” she said, and kissed me.

Mingo didn’t kiss me, but he said, “Wonderful news, my dear boy.”

Then they gave me back my wallet and identification; I signed a receipt,
and shook hands with Howard.

“I'd appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to the reporters,” he
suggested. “They’ll probably be around tomorrow. Under the circum-
stances, the less anyone says the better.”

“There’s nothing to tell them, anyway.”

“I know.” Howard showed me what those black eyebrows looked like
when they formed a frown. “That’s just the trouble with this whole case.
Nothing to tell them, and they keep blowing up the Ripper angle. I don’t
like to think about the general reaction when Miss Schuyler’s death hits
the headlines tomorrow morning.”

“Three years until election,” I reminded him. It wasn’t kind, and I
regretted it.

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it. I'm talking about the fear
psychology—women staying off the streets, locking their kids in the
basement. That sort of thing. A panic is easy to start and hard to stop or
control.”

“You're so right,” Mr. Mingo observed. “When Jack the Ripper was—
you might say—carving himself a career in London, the carpenters and
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cabinetmakers went from house to-house, selling locks and window
reinforcements. Things reached such a state of tension that the women
of the East End sent a petition to the Queen. There was some talk of
sending the army into Whitechapel.”

“I doubt if we've reached that stage here,” the District Attorney in-
formed him. “And while [ admire your encyclopedic knowledge, I suggest
that the less you display in this particular instance, the better. You know
what happens whenever we get this sort of a case, Mingo. The news seems
to stir up every psychopath in town. Which reminds me.” Howard glanced
at his watch. “I'm due for the show-up. I've issued orders to bring in
everyone with a previous record in affairs like this, and the boys have
been busy. So if you'll excuse me—" He hesitated and turned to me. “Mr.
Kendall, would you care to join me? It might be that you’ll recognize
someone or something that would help give us a lead.”

I shook my head. “No, thank you. I may not have a lot of friends, but
I've chosen them pretty carefully. And none of them are pathological
degenerates.”

“Thank you, darling,” said Kit, sweetly.

“Right now [ want out of here,” [ went on.

“Can’t say that [ blame you.,” Howard observed. “But will you keep your
eyes open during the next few days and report anything unusual? People
who try to contact you, people who say things that might have a bearing
on the case?”

I nodded.

“And keep in touch with us, will you? Call me, or Lieutenant Cohen.”

“Of course I will.”

“And remember one thing more. No heroics. None of this boy-detective
stuff, going out on your own and hunting down the killer while I just sit
in my office here and twiddle my thumbs. That’s all right for the comic
books, but we have a solid law-enforcement agency in this town. Under-
stand?”

“You needn’t worry. The farther away I stay from the whole business,
the happier I'll be. And my happiness will be complete when you pick up
Joe Calgary. Take my word for it, he’s your Ripper.”

[ left him with this nugget, this brilliant example of my deductive
powers, and went out into the night with Kit and Anthony Mingo.

Mr. Mingo had a car. It was a Lancia with delicate lines, but big enough
so that the three of us could occupy the front seat.

“I'd like a word with you, my dear boy,” he said, as we drove away.
“But I appreciate how you must feel. Perhaps tomorrow, after a good
night’s sleep, you might favor me with a visit at the office?”

“Anything you say.”

“I'll drop you off at your place, now.”

“Fine.”

Kit held my arm tight. “I'still can’t quite believe it,” she told me. “Wasn’t
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it lucky that—" She paused, and her fingers dug deeper into my elbow.
“No, I don’t mean it, not about that poor girl. Tom, what’s happening?
Two murders in a row like that—it’s frightening.”

“Not when you consider precedent, Katherine.” Anthony Mingo talked
as he drove. “For example, I recall the Black Dahlia murders, out on the
Coast. In that series—"

“I don’t want to hear about any more murders tonight. Please, Tony,
you promised.”

I looked at Kit. Then I remembered she had almost been engaged to
him once, whatever that meant. Even so, I couldn’t quite swallow the
“Tony.” Anthony Mingo, whatever place he occupied in my life now or in
the future, would never be “Tony” to me.

Kit was upset. I didn’t want to disturb her any further, but there was
one thing I had to know. I tried to make it sound casual.

“How did things go at the store today?” I asked. “Any trouble?”

“No. We did thirty-seven in the stamps on walk-ins and about thirty on
approvals. Nine on books, nothing in coins. Reeber brought in those
magazines you ordered—a complete file of Fantasy and Science Fiction,
in good condition.”

“Fine,” I said. “Anything else.”

She drew in her breath suddenly, and cat claws raked my arm. “I—I
forgot! The most important thing of all, and I forgot. Somebody broke
into the store the other night. The glass was splintered all around the lock,
but—"

“Nothing was stolen,” I finished for her. “Nothing that you could see.
Yes, I know about that, Kit. Somebody broke in and took that poniard,
that French dagger. Cohen’s already checked on it, so don’t worry.”

“I do worry, darling. I can’t help it. I'll worry all night until I see you in
the morning.”

I had an answer for that, but not in front of Mr. Mingo. After all, he

-had been almost engaged to her, once.

But when we pulled up in front of my apartment, [ opened the door
and said, “Come on up for a while, Kit. It’s still early and I want to talk to
you about those approvals.” I leaned over and nodded at Mingo. “It’s all
right. It'l] see that she gets home safely.”

Kit sat there in the car.

I reached for her arm. She moved away. She didn’t pull away, just
moved. But the withdrawal was unmistakable.

“Please, Tom. Not tonight. I'm a little upset, and—"

“Sure. I understand. It'll keep until morning. You'll drop her off, Mr.
Mingo?”

He nodded, quickly—too quickly to suit me.

In fact, nothing suited me right now. Nothing would ever suit me as
long as I knew that Kit was afraid of me.

I clenched my fists and bent down to kiss her. She didn’t draw back.
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She was willing enough to kiss me as long as Mingo was there. I didn’t
even doubt that she still loved me and would go on loving me. But she
wouldn’t come up to my apartment. Because Marie had died, and Trixie
had died. _

All of a sudden I realized that my promises to Howard weren’t meant
to be kept.

I couldn’t stay out of this, because I was still in it, up to my neck. I'd be
in it until the killer was found, until I was really cleared, and Kit knew it
and wasn'’t afraid any more.

“Goodnight, Tom.” She pulled her head away.

“Tomorrow in my office, then? You'll call first?”

I nodded at Mingo, nodded at her, and the car pulled away.

Then I went inside, went upstairs to my apartment. There was no mail,
but I wouldn't have opened it if there was. Instead, I wanted to open the
windows, open my shaving kit, open my pores under a shower. And I
wanted to open a bottle.

I did what I wanted, all of it. The cork came out of the Old Overholt at
precisely eleven. I know, because I was looking at the clock when the

phonerang.
“Hello,” I said. ,
“Tom! I just heard you got out. Is it too late, or can I come up?”
“Are you nearby?”

“Just down the street. Ten minutes, huh?”

“Sure,” I said. “Sure, Art. See you.”

Art Hughes was paying me a visit.

I made the necessary preparations. That is, I got out the ice cubes, a
second glass and a bottle of white soda. Art never took his straight. I
rummaged around looking for my bottle opener, but I couldn’t find it. I
ended up by prying the cap off with a butcher knife.

Then Art knocked on the door. When I opened it, I realized my
preparations might be superfluous. Because Art was drunk. Not “high”
and not “loaded”—just drunk. He hadn’t sounded that way on the phone,
but there always seems to be an extra effort to disguise the condition
when a drunk telephones. Besides, he’d been out in the air after his call.

He stood swaying there in the hallway until I motioned him to come
inside.

“Tom!” he said. “Good to see you. Good old Tom.” No slurring. No
“Good ol’ Tom.” He could talk straight enough. But he weaved when he
walked, and his eyes didn’t track properly.

“Where were you?” I asked. “Swanee’s?”

“How’d you guess?”

“Psychic. Here, have a drirk.” I poured and indicated a chair for him
alongside the kitchen table. He sprawled, reached, gulped.

“I'll bet Swanee’s is doing a roaring business tonight,” I said. “Every-
body in there, asking questions. You ask any questions, Art?”
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“Who—me?”

“Don’t try to fool me.” I grinned at him. “I'll bet you could hardly wait
to rush down there and look for clues.”

“Well, I was only trying to help. You know. Only trying to help.” He
wasn’t grinning. He mednt it.

“What about the cops, Art? Did you help there, too?”

“Sure. All I could. You know about that, huh?”

“Of course. And I appreciate it. Told them about Marie, eh?”

He looked puzzled, then worried. “Not me, Tom. It wasn’t me. They
knew all about her before they asked me. And I couldn’t deny it. Could I,
now, could I, Tom?”

“No. I guess you had to tell them.”

“After all, it was for your own good. I mean, this other one—this Joan
somebody—she hadn’t been killed yet, and I thought that if—if—”

“You thought that if I had killed Trixie, it would be better if the police
figured I was crazy. Is that it?”

“Right, Tom. Right. You can understand that, can’t you? I'm your
friend.”

“You're my friend, but you believed I killed Trixie.”

“No, Tom. Look, you're getting me all mixed up. I come—came around
here now because I'm your friend. Because I'm glad you got out. Now
you're free, Tom. You can go away. You can go away to some other town
and see a doctor like I told you. Those blackouts, Tom—did you ever think
maybe it was some kind of brain tumor? Gershwin had a brain tumor,
Tom. He used to get those—"

“Never mind Gershwin tonight.” I poured him another drink. “And I'm
not angry because you talked to the police. I know you did what you
thought was right, and you want to help.”

“That’s the truth, Tom. I want to help.” He reached for the glass. “All
day long, that’s all I've been thinking about—how I could help.” He took
a mouthful, swallowed, shuddered. “I did my best.”

He did his best. The thought hit me, then: why Kit was afraid.

“One thing I don’t like, though,” I said. “And you might as well know
it."

“What’s that?”

“You didn’t have to call Kit and tell her. Tell her that I'd threatened her,
that she wasn’t safe with me.”:

4 dHis mouth worked, struggling to get the words out. “But Tom, I
idn’t—!”

“Don’t lie to me.” I stood up, stood over him, and for the second time
that night my hands formed fists. “You called her when you left the District
Attorney’s office. You called her and warned her to keep away from me.”

He cringed. Once, in the shop, when we worked together, I saw Art
Hughes in action. A crane mooring snapped, and three tons of steel started
to slide down to the floor. There was a little sweeper working right
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underneath, and Art Hughes was twenty feet away. He ran forward and
tackled the sweeper, rolled over twice and out of the way just as the steel
fell. .

And now, when I stood over him, he cringed.

All of a sudden I had to sit down. “Sorry, Art,” I said. “This whole thing’s
too rough for me, I guess.”

He nodded, and it was the nod of a man who was sobering up, fast.
But he didn’t look at me. He stared down at the table as he talked.

“You got to remember one thing,” he said. “I'm your friend, Tom. That’s
why I did it. That’s why I want you to see a doctor and get straightened
out again. It’s for your own good. Don’t forget, I saw it happen to Marie.”

“Good God, man, you can’t believe that! You were there, you know I
didn’t kill Marie.”

He sighed, but he still wouldn’t look at me. “That’s right. Not with a
knife, you didn’t. But why do you think she died, Tom? You wouldn’t
know, would you? But I know. I know because I used to sit with her, times
when you were away, out wandering around with those spells of yours.
I listened to her cry, I know what she was thinking, worrying and
wondering and waiting, night after night, until—"

“All right, Art,” I said. “Acccrding to you, then, I really did kill her in a
manner of speaking. Only Oscar Wilde said it better. Each man kills the
thing he loves, isn’t that it? The coward does it with a kiss, the brave man
with a sword. And maybe it’s better that I don’t do any more kissing until
this thing is over with.”

He wouldn’t look at me. He just stared down at the kitchen table, and
kept mumbling.

“See a doctor, Tom. See a doctor before it’s too late. That Kit, she’s a
fine girl. See a doctor and don't talk about killing any more. Or swords.
I come up to help you, and you're sitting here at the table with—"

Then I knew why he didn’t look at me. I knew what he was looking at
instead.

It was resting next to the white soda bottle. The butcher knife.

“Go home, Art,” I said. “Go home. It’s all right. There’s a plainclothes
man downstairs, watching the place. I'm sure of it. So I wouldn’t harm
you. Go home, Art.”

He went home.

After he left I sat there for a long time. It was my turn to stare at the
butcher knife. And as I stared, I wondered. I hadn't killed Joan Schuyler.
That was certain. But I'd threatened Kit—

I couldn’t remember what happened just before Trixie died . . . I'd come
out of a blackout to look down at Marie’s body . . .

No, this case wasn’t over for me. Staring down at the butcher knife, I
knew it was just beginning.



NINE

WHEN I CAME TO THE STORE the next morning I took out my key, then
realized I didn’t need it. In the first place, Kit was already inside, at her
desk. In the second place, the smashed lock hadn’t been repaired yet. I
stared at the jagged glass around the frame, near the doorknob. It was a
messy job. Somebody had been in an awful hurry, or somebody had been
very clumsy. Or both.

I walked in. “Good morning, Kit,” I said. “Sleep well?”

She just looked at me and flushed. She didn’t blush. Instead she had
the kind of blonde complexion that flushes.

I wondered what embarrassed her, then realized the reason as she
hastily shoved the morning paper under the desk and out of sight.

“That’s all right,” I said. “Here, let me take a look.”

Kit watched me as I read. I wasn’t bothered by the headlines—I'd
expected them. SECOND RIPPER KILLING would naturally provoke such
stories. I read a little about Joan Schuyler; later I wanted to read it all,
but right now [ was interested in the lesser details. I wanted to read if
they’d found Calgary yet.

They hadn’t. At least, there was no report. And I was pretty certain
they’d call me downtown if and when they had him.

“Here’s the mail.” Kit handed me the correspondence.

I looked it over. All routine stuff, and I wasn’t in the mood.

“Want me to take care of it, Tom?”
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I shook my head. “Later, maybe. Right now I'd like you to go over to
Harry’s—you know where it is, down a couple of blocks—and see if he’ll
come and fix that door. Need a new pane, I suppose, and a new lock.”

“All right.” Kit stood up. “Mind if I stop for a cup of coffee on the way?”

“Go ahead.” I tossed her a dollar. “Maybe you can bring back a cup for
me. And some pie.”

“Didn’t you eat breakfast yet?”

I shook my head. “I started to go into Nick’s, but he saw me coming.
And maybe I'm just a sensitive soul, but I didn’t like the way he looked at
me.”

Kit flushed again. She picked up her purse and walked out, and I was
alone.

Well, I might as well get used to it. Looked as though I'd be alone quite
a bit of the time from now on. Art Hughes wouldn’t be coming around,
and Kit would keep a desk between us. Even people like Nick didn’t want
to see me.

Nobody wanted to see me any more, except possibly the man who was
just coming into the store now. And he couldn’t see me.

“Hello, Bill,” I said.

“Mr. Kendall! When I hearc they’d let you out, I came right over.”

“Here.” I walked over to him. “Let me get this chair for you.” He
tap-tap-tapped his way over to it, and I steered him by the shoulders. He
sat down heavily, and the sun from the window glared pitilessly into his
face, into his eyes. But it didn’t matter.

Bill’s face was big and battered, and something about his closed eyes
made the rest of his features stand out in unnatural prominence. His nose
and forehead were ridged and welted, and I wondered if he drank a lot
or if he had some skin disturbance. I could ask him, of course, but there
were other things [ wanted to find out first.

There was, it turned out, no need to ask. He told me.

“Came right over,” he said, again. “Wasn’t far. We’re sort of neighbors,
Mr. Kendall. You know where I live, right over Peck’s Grocery?”

I nodded, then remembered he had no use for nods. The blind face
searched for mine in the sunlight. “I had to apologize to you, Mr. Kendall.
[ made a bad mistake. If they wouldn’t have let you out, I was coming
down to tell them about it anyway.”

“Thanks, Bill,” I said. “I'd already figured it out, though.” And I told
him about Calgary and the cleats, and why it was that he’d confused the
two of us. “One other thing, though,” I said. “I walked past you at eleven
with Trixie Fisher. But you told them downtown you only heard her
footsteps. How could that be?”

Blind Bill shrugged. His knotted knuckles moved over the shaft of his
long black cane. “It’s the rhythm, Mr. Kendall. That’s what I recognize—
the rhythm. Chances are, you were walking the way she walked. Feet
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coming down at the same time, and her heels making more noise than
yours.” I caught myself starting to nod.

“Yes,” I said. “I see—I mean, I can understand that.”

“Get up and walk now, Mr. Kendall,” Bill urged. “I want to check on
something.”

I stood up and walked the length of the store, then returned.

“Sure,” said Bill. “There’s a difference. The man I told the police about
is slower. Heavier, I'd say.”

“He’s big and fat.” I leaned over Bill. “You tell the police all you know?”

The cane hit the floor with a thump. “Of course I did! Why shouldn’t
I? Those cops, if they wanted to, they could run me off the street. I got
nothing to hide, Mr. Kendall.”

“I believe you. But you see, it’s important to me, Bill. I'm still under
suspicion, in a way. I want to see this man Calgary caught and convicted.
And you're apparently the last person who saw—I mean, heard him. On
the night of the murder.”

Bill shook his head slowly. The blind eyes blinked, the mouth smiled.
“That wasn'’t the last time, Mr. Kendall.”

“You mean you've heard him since then?”

“Sure. I was just going to tell you. I came from the District Attorney’s
office right over here. Like I say, I play ball with the cops, and I told them
first.”

“All right, let’s have it,”  said. “When was the last time you heard those
footsteps?”

“Last night,” Bill said. “Last night, right after supper. I was standing on
the corner just outside the park, near Wentworth. The cleats came past.
The same rhythm.”

“You're certain?”

“Positive. Of course, it took me a little while to figure it out. Don’t
forget, I'd identified you and I knew you were locked up, and so at first
when I heard the noise I just thought here’s another fellow who wears
cleats. Then, when the extra came out about the second murder, I got to
thinking. And I remembered the way you walked without any cleats.
Faster. Then I recollected that the cleats I heard under Trixie’s window
were slow—and so were the ones I heard last night.”

I sighed. “Too bad,” I said. “When you heard him he was probably just
on his way to Joan Schuyler. You might have saved her.”

“Maybe she wasn’t worth saving,” Blind Bill said.

“What do you mean by that?”

The cane thumped down. “Nothing.” He sighed. “Oh, hell, I guess I
didn’t have any call to say that, did I? It’s just that—well, you don’t know
what it is when a fellow’s blind. The way the little things get big, more
important.” The cane thumped again, the knuckles moved. “Now take
yourself, Mr. Kendall. You slip me a dime now and then, and that’s nice
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of you—but it’s not the most important.thing. Most important thing is the
way you always say hello. Every time you pass, you say hello.”

“I wish to God I'd remembered to say hello when I went by with Trixie,”
I told him.

“Bet she was the one who wouldn't let you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I was right, wasn’t I? I know. Because those kind never say hello. Not
the hustlers. They’re too snooty to say hello to a beat-up blind bum.”

“You're pretty bitter, aren’t you, Bill?”

He sighed. “Guess so. Only it’s been a long time since I got a hello from
awoman—"

“Hello, Bill!”

He jumped when he heard that. But it was only Kit, returning. “The
man will be down to fix the door right after lunch,” she said. “Here’s your
coffee. I got apple pie.”

“Thanks,” I said. “My favorite.”

Blind Bill stood up. “Better move along,” he said.

“Here, let me help you,” I told him. “Watch out for that broken glass.”

“Somebody busted in on you, eh?”

I told him about the poniard. He nodded. “French weapon, isn’t it? Too
short to swallow.”

“What’s that about swallowing?”

Bill grinned. “Didn’t you know? Before [ got these cataracts, that’s what
[ used to do. Sword swallower in a carny outfit, sideshow.”

“Well, whoever stole my dagger didn’t intend to swallow it,” [ said. I
guided Bill over the threshold. “You’ll be sure and let the police know if
you hear those footsteps again?”

“Right away,” Bill promised. He started to tap along the street, then
turned his head. “I'm sorry about my mistake, Mr. Kendall. 'm glad you'’re
out, now.”

“Thanks. I'll be seeing you.”

It came out before I could stop it, but he didn’t mind. He was used to
it. He must have gotten used to a lot of things, hidden away in that
eternally dark world in which he tapped along, groping his way to the
grave.

Well, we were all blind, in a way—all groping our way to the grave.
Trixie and Joan Schuyler had already made it. Who’d be the next one?

[ went back into the store, trying to shake off the sudden depression.
Perhaps the coffee would help. And I wanted to talk to Kit. —But there
wasn'’t time for coffee, or Kit. The phone rang. [ recognized the well-mod-
ulated voice.

“This is Anthony Mingo speaking.”

“Yes. Oh, about our appointment—I was going to call you. How about
this afternoon some time?”

“I’d appreciate it if you could make it sooner. That’s why I called. I find
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I shall be out of the city for a day or so, and plan to leave after dinner.
Could you possibly come down now?”

I hesitated. “Of course. Be right over.”

“Excellent. You'll be able to close up without any difficulty?”

“Why should I close up? Kit’s here.”

Abrief, hesitant silence. Then, “Yes, of course. I'd forgotten. I'll expect
you, then.”

“R_ight.”

I hung up. Kit opened the paper container and passed me the coffee. I
shook my head. “No time. Got to go.”

“Don’t tell me that was the police again?”

“No. Just your ex-boy friend. Mr. Mingo.” I put on my hat. “By the way,
he seemed a little surprised to find out you were here. Did you tell him
you were quitting?”

“No.” Mingo had been too slow and Kit was too fast. “Whatever gave
you that idea?”

“Hard to say where my ideas are coming from these days.” I grinned.
“See you at twelve, for lunch. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“Yes,” she said, and tried to look pleased about it. [ went out and started
walking down the street, and the shadow moved after me.






TEN

THE SHADOW WALKED QUIETLY, slowly, pretending to be interested in the
windows. Of course, going through the park, there were no windows.
There were only curving paths.

I took advantage of that to loop back after rounding one curve, and
stepped out of the bushes right in front of him. He was a small, sandy-
haired shadow and he startled easily.

“Anything new from headquarters?” I asked.

“Now look, Mister—"

“Kendall’s the name. As if you didn’t know.” I smiled at him. “I'll bet
this isn’t any more fun for you than it is for me. So why don’t we cut out
all the funny business and walk along together?”

“I've got my orders,” he said.

“That’s right. Lieutenant Cohen wants you to keep an eye on me,
doesn’t he? He wants to know where I'm going. Well, right now I'm on
my way to a lawyer. Anthony Mingo. And if you'll just cooperate, you can
park yourself in a big easy chair outside his private office instead of
hanging around the lobby downstairs. Good deal?”

We walked along together, out of the park and down the street.

“How's it coming?” I asked.

“Nothing new.”

“The Lieutenant still looking for Calgary?”

“I'wouldn’t know.”
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“Not even after that new tip Blind Bill brought in?”

His eyes flickered for a moment. “I—wouldn’t know.”

“V\llhat’s your name?” [ asked. “Or wouldn’t you know that, either?”

“F int.”

“I remember, now. Lieutenant Cohen mentioned your name at my
apartment.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

The needle was stuck again, so I left it there. We entered a lobby, took
an elevator to the eighth floor. Flint eased into a chair, as I gave my name
to the receptionist in the anteroom.

She smiled. “Go right in. Mr. Mingo expects you.”

I nodded and glanced over my shoulder. Flint was sitting there, his face
half-hidden in a book. I hoped for his sake it was a memory course.

Then [ walked down a long hall, opened a panelled door, and said hello
to Anthony Mingo.

“Come in, my dear boy.” Today, sitting behind the desk, he was wearing
a dove-gray suit, but in a room this size he looked more like a little boy
than ever.

Everything in the room seemed enormous by way of contrast. The big
desk, the huge bookcases, thr: voluminous drapes—all outsize. Even the
weapons on the farther wall. Weapons.

Everywhere I went, the knives were following me. The poniard, the
butcher knife; and Blind Bill had to be a former sword swallower. It was
a conspiracy. It was also slightly ridiculous.

Or maybe I was just suddenly sensitive to the theme. [ remember my
old boss at the factory telling me what happened when he bought a house.

“Funny thing,” he said. “We decided to landscape the grounds, and the
first thing you know, wherever I looked [ saw fertilizer ads.  was reading
the same papers and magazines I always read, and I'd never noticed one
before. But now it seemed like they were all over. And everybody I knew
seemed to be talking about fertilizer and lawns. It was all fertilizer.”

Sure. It was all fertilizer. And so was this notion about being pursued
by knives.

But the swords hung from the wall. There was a yataghan, a cutlass, a
scimitar. All of them big weapons, of course. I stared at the cruel curves.

“Interesting, are they not?” Mr. Mingo stood up and minced over to my
side. “Care to look around a bit?”

“Why not?” I replied. And why not? Silly to'let my imagination run
away with me—nobody’d pay the ransom. No sense in thinking as I did,
that perhaps Blind Bill had swallowed my poniard, or Mr. Mingo had
concealed it in the scabbard of a sabre, or Art Hughes might be afraid of
knives because he’d just used vne.

When the mind is troubled, it can take refuge in a book. So I looked at
the bookshelves. The usual assortment of legal window dressing, plus.
The plus interested me.
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This was carrying coincidence—or fertilizer—too far. The shelf, right
behind his desk, with its titles neatly arrayed: Barnard’s anthology, The
Harlot Killer, plus The Lodger, plus The Mystery of Jack the Ripper, plus the
books of Pearson and Roughead, and Dr. Wertham'’s The Show of Violence.
Yes, and here was another name I knew—/Justine, by the Marquis de Sade.
I knew I wouldn’t have to go much farther before coming across Krafft-
Ebing. It might be this book here. No, this was the 1954 Scott catalogue.
I was glad to see a friend at last.

“You a philatelist?” I asked.

“Formerly. That book is misplaced on the shelf.”

“You can say that again! Where did you amass such a library of crimes
of violence?”

“Here and there, through the years. But sit down.”

I sat and waited for him to continue.

“After all, it’s quite natural that I should be interested in the more—bi-
zarre, shall we say?—elements of my calling. I trust you’re not sensitive
about such things.” The delicate mouth made a delicate moue.

“It doesn’t bother me. Only for a man who makes his living defending
people you seem to spend a lot of time studying those who were
convicted.”

“Accused? Convicted? You miss the point, Mr. Kendall. I am interested
solely in the phenomenon of murder itself.”

I had heard that word many times during the past three days, and it
had issued from a lot of mouths, including my own. But when those
delicate little lips formed the syllables, something special happened.

Suddenly, the room grew dimmer as though the echo of the word had
summoned shadows. Murder often lurks in just such shadows.

For the first time I really got the feeling—the feeling of murder. Murder
in the air, murder'around me. And it wasn’t my imagination. Somewhere,
some place in this city, there was a murderer. A silent man with a silent
- knife. He’d struck twice in two days, struck close to home. And that’s why
the word bothered me now. Because it wasn't just a word, something for
me to read in books or newspapers. It was a personal threat.

I glanced around, half-expecting to see a shape emerge from the
shadows. Nothing there, of course. But then, murder can hide anywhere.
Sometimes it can even hide inside a person.

Little Mr. Mingo was watching me. Maybe he guessed my thoughts.
Maybe he shared them. Whatever it was, he looked amused, as though
he were chuckling over some private joke. From the looks of his library,
I could imagine what kind of private jokes a man like Anthony Mingo
might find amusing.

But I really didn’t have to guess, because he was telling me, now.

“. .. since you're not unduly sensitive, I might mention that this affair
has certain piquant aspects which intrigue me: the hired assassin, the
barroom brawler, the enraged or outraged lover. Through the years I've
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seen so many that [ must confess to 3 certain boredorn This instance is
much more to my taste, I assure you.”

He didn’t have to assure me. I could see it in his face‘

“I've often regretted that I was not born a generation earlier. Those
were high times for the true aficionado of the crime of violence.”

“You’d have liked to be alive when the Ripper was around, I suppose?”
My sarcasm was obvious.

“No, not precisely. Say five or ten years later. It’s a delicate point you
raise and one worth considering, but on the whole I'd choose the nineties.”
My sarcasm, apparently, hadn’t been obvious enough. Either that or his
enthusiasm surpassed it. Because he went on with obvious relish. “Yes,
the nineties. The Ripper would still be fresh in memory, with the delicious
possibility of his imminent return. And meanwhile, one would be reading
about Mr. Holmes. Not Sherlock, the fictional detective, but H. H.
Holmes—the Chicago mass-murderer. You recall his story? The castle,
the dungeon, the bodies of the women found in the torture chambers?
And then there was Neil Cream and Dr. Crippen, of course, and—

“Oh, for the good old days,” I said. “You sentimentalists are all alike.”

This time he couldn’t ignore my implications.

“Sorry,” he said. “I perceive that I'm boring you.”

“Not at all. It’s just that, as my lawyer, I'd expect you to be a little more
interested in the present case. For example, what did you find out about
Joan Schuyler that might help us?”

Mingo shrugged. It was a complete gesture, yet so delicately executed
that it wouldn’t have dislodged a butterfly from his shoulder.

“The papers told the story,” he said. “Joan Schuyler ate supper at a
cafeteria, alone. She came home and the janitor’s wife was out. Otherwise
she would have received the message telling her to report at headquarters
for questioning. She went to her room and apparently lay down for a nap.
She locked her door but not her bedroom window. That was a bad
mistake, Kendall. Her last.”

There won’t be many open windows in town today, [ thought.

“The killer must have entered from the alleyway. He found her lying
face downwards on the bed; they know that because the wounds indicate
the striking angle. Perhaps she died after the first thrust—I understand
they were very deep. But the killer didn’t stop then, Kendall. He went on.
He turned her over, and he thrust again. And again. One can only surmise
how long he might have continued or what he would have chosen to do
next. But he was interrupted. The janitor’s wife came in and the door slam
outside disturbed him. By the time she came down the hall and knocked,
he was gone, leaving the album behind him.”

“That’s the part bothering me,” I said. “It’s such a stupid plant—so
obvious.”

“Ah, but is it? Your deduction is logical, normal, to be expected.
Undoubtedly the police feel the same way. But this killer is cunning. He
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may assume such a reaction, may even intend it.” Mingo turned and
gestured toward the bookshelf. “Read the cases,” he said. “Your true artist
in murder is skilled in subtlety.”

I tried to think about fat Joe Calgary being skilled in subtlety. I couldn’t
make it. But a man like Anthony Mingo, now . . .

“That album,” I said, trying to read his painted-on eyes. “It seems like
a pivotal factor to me. If only someone would show up and claim
ownership—”

“My dear boy,” laughed Mr. Mingo. “Would you, if it were yours?”

I shook my head.

“Well,” he said. “Of course not.” Suddenly he sat up and his face
sobered. “But there’s no point in discussing this matter any further. I had
another and entirely different reason for calling you in.”

“If it’s your fee,” I said, “I guess I can take care of it. There’s some cash
in the bank, and you’d be willing to take the rest in installments—"

A hand made a gossamer gesture and the fee disappeared. “Consider
it paid,” Mingo told me. “As a courtesy to an old and very dear friend.”

“Kit?”

“Miss Munson has always meant a great deal to me,” he said. “And that,
actually, is what I meant to discuss with you.”

I stood up. “You told her to quit, didn’t you?”

“Yes, of course I did.” He caught the look on my face, but he didn’t
flinch. “Please, spare me the melodramatic rage. I advised her to resign
and for a very good reason.”

“It had better be,” I said.

“She’s in danger. Serious danger.”

“From me? So you think I'm crazy too, do you—"

“My dear boy, no need to raise your voice. That isn’t my implication at
all.”

“If not me, then who?”

“I wish I knew,” Mingo murmured. “And so do the police. Who killed
Trixie Fisher and tried to implicate you? Who broke into your store, for
the same purpose of implication? Someone, whoever he is, bears no good
will toward you. And it’s quite likely he may try to strike again.”

“I've got a tail on me night and day. He’s sitting in your anteroom right
now.”

Anthony Mingo smiled. “I'm sure he’d come bounding in here—within
thirty seconds after I struck you down with one of those swords on the
wall.” The smile faded. “No, Kendall, you’ve been emotionalizing, not
cerebrating, or you'd realize the facts. Somebody dislikes you. Somebody
who has already managed to kill two women. Until he is found and
captured, you aren’t good company for any young lady. Nor is it wise for
ayoung lady to sit alone and unprotected in your store, which has already
been entered. I haven’t distorted the circumstances in the least, you must
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admit. And if you consider the matter sensibly, you’ll agree. Katherine
would be better off out of your life until this affair is over.’

Inodded. “You have a point. I'm sorry I blew up. And I'll tell her to go

“She’s always assured of a temporary position with me, you know.”

I knew that, too. Mingo didn’t fool me. But the devil of it was, he had
talked sense. It wasn’t safe for Kit to be around me. And the only way to
change matters was to find the killer, fast.

“I'll see her at lunch in a few minutes,” I said. “She’ll leave after I talk
to her.”

“Excellent. You might ask her to call me. I am leaving town this
afternoon and won'’t return until the day after tomorrow. I'd feel better if
she’d inform me as to her decision before my departure.”

I walked over to the door.

“Meanwhile, if you need anything, my office here will be instructed to
cooperate fully.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Thanks for everything.”

“Quite all right, my dear boy.” Mr. Mingo offered me a smile of
dismissal. He turned it on with his usual precision.

He turned it off with precision too. AsI closed the door I caught a final
glimpse of his face. He was staring at the swords on the wall, and his thin
lips moved soundlessly. Some might have said he was praying. But I had
a hunch I knew better.

Mr. Mingo, the dficionado of Bluebeard and Jack the Ripper, was
scared.



ELEVEN

AS I LEFT MINGO’S OFFICE and entered the long hall once more, I caught
sight of the door at the farther end. I walked up to it, pushed, found it
would open. Mingo’s private exit, no doubt.

It would serve for me, I decided; it would serve very well. I emerged
in a hall corridor on the other side of the building and took the elevator
down. I didn’t know what Mr. Flint would do about lunch, but one thing
was definite—he wasn’t eating with Kit and me.

I called Kit from the drugstore down the street.

“Anything?”

“Just customers. Did you see Tony?”

“Tell you all about in ten minutes. Meet me at the Copper Kettle. I'll be
inside, at a table.”

I was, and she did.

“Tom, did Tony say anything? About me, I mean?”

“Yes. He said he told you to quit.”

Kit bit her lower lip. “He had no right to tell you! He had no right to
interfere—"

“Maybe. But what he said makes sense. Kit, [ want you to go. If anything
happened to you because of me, I'd never forgive myself.”

'Sl'lfe gave me the first real smile of the day, then. Also her hand to play
with.
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“Look, Kit, I've had a lot of time to think things over. Mingo’s right. And
you're right, too.” :

“About what?” .

“About us. About me. I'm going to see a doctor and get things straight-
ened out once and for all. So that we can get married, be together.”

“Tom!”

“You will marry me, won't you, when this thing is over? If it’s all right?”

“Of course I will.”

“Then start acting engaged.”

“Right out here in front of everybody?”

“That’s not what I mean. Start taking orders, young lady.”

“Such as?”

“Such as not going back to the store this afternoon. Such as taking that
temporary job in Mingo’s office.”

_ The sun went behind a cloud then. “No, Tom. I draw the line at that. I
won’t work for Tony again, ever.”

“Again?”

“I—I never told you this, did I? Two years ago I was Tony’s secretary.”

My eyes narrowed. “And he made a hard pass at you.”

“No. That’s not it at all. I told you, we were almost engaged.”

“I've been meaning to ask about that. I don’t like that word ‘almost.’”

“Oh, it’s not what you're thinking. It might have been, but I wouldn’t
let him. Not after I found out—"

“What did you find out, Kit?”

“Please.” Her shudder was genuine. “I don’t like to talk about it.”

“I want to know,” I said, slowly. “And it’s not just out of curiosity, or
personal reasons alone. I'm beginning to get some peculiar ideas about
our friend Anthony Mingo.”

“Was it something he said or did this morning?”

“Partly. And it was also what he didn’t say or do. Let me tell you, and
then you tell me.”

So I described our interview. I told her about the swords, and the books,
and Mingo’s charming little theories about murder. “Any of it sound
familiar?” I asked.

“All of it.” She shuddered again, and I could feel the tremor running
clear down into the hand I held. “But you only know part of it. He’s got
more books out at his house. And more swords. And he’s got a recreation
room; only itisn’t just that. It’s a place where he keeps a collection of—oh,
Tom, don’t make me talk about it any more! He took me down there once,
just to show me, he said. And he watched me when I saw, and then he
tried to make love to me—" The angry sobbing came.

“It’s all right, Kit,” I said. “I know. So you quit. And he’s still after you
to come back.”

“I'd never go back, never,” she declared. “The only reason I went to him
was because you were in trouble, and he’s a good lawyer, Tom, really he
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is. That’s just the trouble. Tony isn’t bad. He’s just twisted up inside. He’s
sick, Tom. You understand.”

I understood, all right. I understood about being sick and twisted up
inside. But I also understood something else, something I had to tell her.

“Kit, something happened when I saw Mingo this morning. I got a
feeling. Call it a hunch, call it anything you like. But I'm beginning to
sense that he knows a lot more about all this than he’s saying.”

“But, Tom, how could he? You don’t really believe he killed those girls?
[—I think he’d be the kind who might hurt them, but he wouldn’t murder.”

I shook my head. “I keep remembering what the District Attorney said.
How this kind of crime seems to bring out the latent lunacy in every
aberrated individual: starts them to imagining, thinking, planning, gloat-
ing—and maybe, acting. And when I heard Mingo talk this morning—"

“Remember your promise,” Kit said.

“Promise?”

“You're going to keep out of this case.”

“Sure,” I told her.

“I mean it, Tom. If you want me to quit until the police find the killer,
I'll quit. But you've got to keep your part of the bargain, too.”

“All right.”

“When are you going to see a doctor?”

I grinned. “This afternoon. I've already made the appointment.”

She smiled back at me as we rose. “That’s wonderful, darling. Who is
he?”

“Doctor Crippen,” [ said. “I hear he’s a good man.”

We went out and parted on the corner. She was going to her place, and
[ was going off on my appointment.

I hadn’t liked lying to Kit that way. Actually,  hadn’t even liked ducking
out on poor little Mr. Flint. But neither of them would have approved of
my present plans. What had the District Attorney said? Something about

-not playing boy detective.

Well, I wasn’t wearing a tin badge and [ wasn’t carrying a water pistol.
But I had a job to do. If the police couldn’t find Joe Calgary, it was up to
me. After all, I had a right to look for my knife, didn’t I?

The papers had given me one bit of help after all—their stories listed
Calgary’s address as the Court Hotel. I knew where that was, all right.
Every town has its Skid Row, and ours is one of the biggest and best.

So I went slumming.

The crum-bums were out in force today. Some of them wear khaki, and
some of them wear blue shirts, and some of them wear the same beat-up
old overcoat winter and summer both, rain or shine. Rain or shine, you
find them on the sidewalks and on the concrete steps—the bugs that
swarm out from underneath the stones of a big city. The red-rimmed eyes
look at you, but seldom see. They'’re really gazing out of present time—at
yesterday’s dreams or tonight’s bottle. The cracked lips move, because the



74 ROBERT BLOCH

winos like to talk. Sometimes they talk to each other, sometimes they talk
to themselves, but most of the time they talk to people who aren’t there:
people who haven’t been there for years because they’re dead, or divorced,
or run away.

Oh, it’s easy to be smug and smart and superior about the crum-bums—
until you look in the mirror and wonder what a week without shaving
would do to your face, and what would happen if your clothes got worn
and you couldn’t afford the price of a haircut. Almost anybody can look
like a crum-bum after just a month. And all you need to make a start is
just one little push. Lose the job, lose the house, lose the wife or the kids,
or just plain lose your nerve—and then start looking for what you’ve lost
in the bottom of a bottle. A month? You can turn into a crum-bum yourself
in one minute, if the minute is bad enough. Sometimes, though, you don’t
go all the way. I know, because I'd come mighty close after Marie died.
And I pulled out of it. Blind Bill—he wasn’t a crum-bum, but he’d gone
halfway. On the other hand, there are those who are all gone.

Like the character who tugged at my arm in front of the Court Hotel.

“Hey, buddy.”

That’s what they all say. “Buddy ” Everyone’s their buddy, everyone
with an ear to lend and a dirre to give.

“Hey, buddy, you gimme somethin’ forra bite ta eat'? Honest,  ain’t had
nuthin’ all day.”

“Sure.” I fished out a quarter. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to have seen
Joe Calgary around, would you?”

“Joe who? Who's he?”

Of course not. Even boy detectives aren’t that lucky. I handed him the
quarter and ke headed across the street for the tavern and I went into the
Court Hotel.

There was no lobby, of course; only a stairway and a small desk with
an elderly man sitting on a stool behind it. That would be Pop. You find
lots of guys like Pop around. And he’d shoot the breeze with me, sure.
And he’d tell me that Joe Calgary had a room, but let me see now, he
hasn’t been around for two-three days, and are you another one of them
detectives, Mister?

And then I'd slip him a couple of bucks and he’d let me go up to Joe
Calgary’s room and I'd search the place and find an important piece of
evidence the stupid police had overlooked. And just as I found it, I'd get
sapped over the head, and when I woke up there I'd be in a dark cellar
someplace with Joe Calgary looking down at me. And he’d beat me up
pretty bad—but not so bad that I couldn’t escape and then knock him out
two chapters later in time for the usual happy ending.

I uttered a single four-letter word to myself that summed everything
up. This was no good. The District Attorney was right—it was a waste of
time playing boy detective. I turned around to head out.

Then I noticed the side door. It led to the bar. I walked in.
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This place was no Swanee’s. They had a juke box, but none of the
customers would ever waste a nickel that way. There was only orre
bartender on duty, and he wasn’t working at the moment. After all, it was
scarcely three o‘clock, and the crum-bums are noctambulists. Among
other things. .

There were only two people sitting at the bar when I came in. One of
them was a sailor and the other was a—well, sometimes they’re called
“hostesses” and sometimes they’re called “B-girls.” Whatever the designa-
tion, they’re usually dark and sullen-looking. This specimen was no
exception. The sailor didn’t seem to mind, because he was half out.

[ didn’t mind, either. I walked up to the bartender.

“What'll it be?”

“Make it a shot and water.” No sense starting off on the wrong foot by
asking for rye here.

He poured.

“l know the heat’s on,” I said. “But I've got a message for Joe.”

“Joe.” He didn’t even make a question out of it, merely an echo.

“Yeah. Some money [ owe him. Figured now was the time he could use
it. If I leave it here, will you see that he gets it?”

“That'll be fifty cents.” The bartender took the money and leaned over
until I got a good look at the place where he’d cut himself shaving
yesterday or the day before. “All right, now I heard everything,” he said.
“First off it was a hot tip at Belmont a fella wanted to give him. Then it
was I better come out with it or they’d take the license. Then it was would
I like to make a fast buck for myself. Hell, they even sent a broad in—one
of them lady cops! And now you come along. That makes four today
already. Do me a favor, will you—go back downtown and tell ‘em I ain’t
seen Joe since the night before it happened.”

Tom Kendall, boy detective, was baffled. He stood at the bar sipping
his shot of rotgut and wondered which way to turn.

He didn’t wonder long.

Somebody turned him. I gaped around and stared into the familiar
mustache of Lieutenant Cohen.

“Thought we’d lost you,” he said. “I might have known.”

“Give Mr. Flint my best regards and tell him I'm sorry, but I had a
previous luncheon engagement.”

Lieutenant Cohen managed a smile. “He’s already been given a mes-
sage. Next time you go anywhere, he comes inside.”

“Some of those pay-toilets are awfully small,” I said.

“All right, Kendall, you've had your fun. You've come looking and
you've gotten your answers. Are you willing to run along now?”

“Is that an order?”

“Call it a suggestion.”

“Then I'm staying here.” I faced him. “Look, I'm not having fun, as you
call it. I'm looking for Joe Calgary. Your department has been looking for
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him for three days and from what the bartender here tells me you've done
a pretty shabby job.” ’

Cohen took a big bite out of his mustache. From the face he made, he
didn’t like the taste today.

“I don’t want to make trouble for anyone,” I said. “But finding Calgary
is important to me. And if your boys can’t do it, I will. I'm not very smart
and I'm no detective. So all I can figure out is this: if Calgary’s still in the
city, he’ll come back here sooner or later for his clothes, for money, for
information. I don’t say he’ll come in the front door, and I don’t say he’ll
come in during the next half hour, either. But sooner or later, he’ll show.
And unless you drag me out of here by the ears, I'm going to stick here
until he does show.”

Lieutenant Cohen nodded. “Sometimes the dumb idea pays off in the
end,” he said. “That’s why we’ve had a man planted outside every hour
during the last three days.”

I looked at the floor. “Sorry,” I said. “I guess I sounded off a little too
much. But I still mean what I said. After all, you had a man planted on
me this morning—but I left by the back door. And you can come in that
way, too. Or somebody can come in who knows Calgary. So I'm sticking
here.” /

“All right,” said Cohen. “All right. So you stick here. And finally, who
knows, through the back door or down the chimney comes Joe Calgary.
Then what happens?”

“I don’t know,” I told him. “I just want to see him and talk to him. I've
got a hunch he’s scared, Lieutenant. He’s off some place hiding and scared,
and he doesn’t know what to do. I'd just like to talk to him.”

“I see.” The Lieutenant would run out of mustache some fine day if he
kept on like this. “Now you’re a psychologist, is that it?”

“Psycolgist!” The sailor came to life suddenly. He raised his head from
the bar and stared around, heavy red jowls hanging. He looked like a bull
looking for a place to charge.

“Who said anythin’ about psycolgist?”

“Nobody’s talking to you,” Cohen snapped.

“You psycolgist?”

“You’d better get some fresh air, chum,” Cohen told him.

It seemed like a sensible suggestion, but the sailor wasn’t having any.
“My name’s Sweeney,” he yelled. “You wanna make somethin’ out’ it?”

“Pipe down, honey,” whined the B-girl.

“You shut up!” The sailor rose and stumbled toward us. One hand
gripped the empty beer bottle from the bar. “No goddamn phoney
psycolgist gonna crap me! Why you—"

He swung. I ducked. Cohen sidestepped and grabbed the sailor by the
arm. The sailor dropped the bottle and butted Cohen with his head. Cohen
hit him once, and then the two of them were stumbling and punching
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across the floor. Cohen managed to get close enough to the door to shout
outside.

“Flint!” he yelled. “Get in here!” He got a good grip on the sailor’s collar,
now, and dragged him out into the street."

I played impartial observer. The sulky-looking hostess drifted over and
I wondered if she had me sized up as a prospect. She opened her mouth
and I waited for the familiar “Hello, honey,” routine.

What came out instead was just a whisper. “Beat it out of here while
he’s still busy,” she said. “I'll meet you three doors down at the Blue Jay
in five minutes. Go in the back way, nobody’ll notice, and when Eddie
asks you, tell him you’re waiting for Helen.”

“Helen,” I said.

“That’s right,” said the hostess. “Helen Calgary.”






TWELVE

THINGS WERE MUCH QUIETER in the Blue Jay down the street. I ducked
into the rear booth, although I didn’t think there was much chance I'd be
spotted. Cohen would figure that I’d run fast and far.

The bartender turned down his radio and came over. “What’s yours?”

“Hold it a while. I'm waiting for Helen.”

He favored me with a gold-toothed smirk and returned to the endless
‘escapism of the ball game.

I sat there wondering how Lieutenant Cohen had made out with the
sailor.  wondered what he would say to Flint when he realized I'd given
him the slip again. Then I started wondering about Helen Calgary, but
not for long.

She drifted in through the back entrance and sat down across from me.
The table between us was narrow, and I could smell the cheap perfume
and all the other odors it was meant to conceal. I could see the cheap
powder and the lipstick, and what they were meant to conceal, too.

The bartender was back. “Hi, Helen,” he said. “You folks ready for a—"

“Never mind,” she said. “This is personal.”

He walked away. When he got back to the bar he turned up the radio,
loud. We were left with our twentieth-century version of privacy.

“Got a cigarette?”

I extended my pack, held out my lighter as she reached over, sucking
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in the flame with a nervous hunger. She took four long drags in rapid
succession.

“You wanted to talk to me,” I said.

“You said you had some money for Joe.”

I opened my wallet, took out a ten-dollar bill.

“Is that all?”

“There could be more. If you want to talk about it.”

“How much more?”

“That depends.”

She took another deep drag. “What’s your name?”

“Tom Kendall.”

She let the smoke out right in my face. “Why you’re the guy who—"1
nodded.

“Hell, and when you talked to that dick, I thought maybe you really
was a friend of Joe’s—" She started to get up, but I guessed where her
hand would go before she left and clamped down on her wrist as she
reached for the money.

“Sit down,” I said.

“Not me, Mister! You better get the hell out of here before I call—"

This was the third time I hadn’t let her finish a sentence. I got out my
wallet with my free hand. “Another ten if you sit down,” I said. “I can’t
hurt you just sitting across from you.”

“You bet your sweet life you can’t,” she said. But she sat down again.
She picked up both ten-dollar bills and put them away. She didn’t carry
a purse, so they disappeared under the table.

“If you won't talk, I will,” I told her. “I take it you know my name and
why I'm interested. But that doesn’t make me your enemy or Joe’s enemy
either. I don’t expect you to tell me where Joe is—matter of fact, I don’t
even think you know.”

“That’s the God’s truth,” said Helen Calgary. “I don’t know. And I'm
worried sick.”

“You're not the only one. That’s why I'm down here, trying to get
information.”

“Well, you won’t get it out of me. I don’t know anything about it.” She
ground out her cigarette and I passed her another, quickly, before she
decided to get up again. My lighter came out, her lips sucked in.

“I take it you don’t believe Joe is guilty,” I said. '

“I know he’s not.” She leaned forward again so quickly that four things
bobbed—two of them earrings. “I ain’t talked to no cops, because what
would be the use? They don’t know who I am so they haven’t bothered
me. [ live over here, see, and Joe stayed down at the hotel. That’s how it
was. And I wouldn'’t tell them nothing anyway. Fat chance I'd have getting
them to believe me.” She took a puff and a breath simultaneously. “But
he didn’t do it. I know he didn’t do it.”
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“What makes you so sure?” I asked. “He could have used the knife he
stole from me, and then they found that stamp album he stole—"

“He didn’t have your knife. He didn’t have any knife, not even his own,
because he sold that in Dick’s for two bucks. And he sold the damned
album for twenty.”

It was my turn to lean forward “Who’d he sell the album to?” I asked.

“He didn’t say.”

“But he told you about it and about the knife. That means you saw him
after the murder.”

Her mouth opened, but no smoke came out. She stared at me as I
reached for my wallet again. I was running out of tens so I gave her two
fives.

“All right,” she said. “All right. I don’t know nothing to harm him,
anyhow. And you'’re not a cop.”

“Believe me, I'm in this thing just as deep as he is. Deeper. Maybe I can
help us both get out of it.”

“Somebody better.” The mascara was thick, the eyelashes were false,
but the look in the eyes were genuine. “I'm scared, Mister. I ain’t never
been scared like this before.” She scowled. “I ain’t never seen him scared
like this before either.”

“When did you see him?” I asked.

“Three o‘clock Wednesday morning.”

Three o‘clock Wednesday morning. That’s when I was sleeping with my
nightmare. That’s when Trixie was sleeping with her nightmare—the one
that never ends.

“He came here?”

“He came upstairs to my room. Back entrance. He said he spent the
knife money for drinks at Dick’s but he still had the twenty. And he needed
more, because he had to get out of town, fast. [ gave him fifteen. All I
had.”

“Did he tell you why he was leaving?”

“No. He was scared, though. I never saw him shake like that before. He
said he couldn’t tell me; it would only get me messed up in it.”

“Did he say any more about where he’d been earlier that evening?”

“A little. He picked up this Trixie Fisher right after supper. He figured
on maybe making fifty bucks, he said, even if it cost him a fin or so to get
her plastered.”

“He told you that?”

“Sure, why not? I knew how he got his dough.”

[ didn’t yet, but I was beginning to get ideas. “Go on,” I urged. “Anything
more?”

“Well, he’d started drinking early, I guess, before he met her. And he
told me about Swanee’s and the fight with you. That really burned him,
so he went over to Dick’s and sold his knife and drank some more. Then
he sold the album. I guess he was really sloughed or he’d of never done
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a fool thing like that. But he gets that way when he has too much, you
know.” :

I nodded.

“And then what happened?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know any more except what I already told
you—how he come in and acted so jumpy and beat it.”

“Maybe he was still drunk when he talked to you.”

She shook her head. “No, he was sober. Scared sober.” She dumped
the second cigarette. “I tried to get him to tell me, but he took the money
and beat it. And that’s all . . . until I read in the papers that morning, and
the cops came around, and then that night I read about the other killing.”

I was beginning to sense a pattern, and just then something else clicked
into place.

“Joe knew Joan Schuyler, too, didn’t he?”

“Joan? Of course he knew her. Just like Trixie. And that’s why I'm so
scared. Whoever did it might know about me, too.”

I gave Helen her third cigarette. “Helen,” I said. “How did Joe figure
on getting fifty bucks out of Trixie?”

She shook her head.

I took out my wallet, but she shook her head again. .

“Did he ever get fifty bucks out of you that way?” I murmured. “Did
he, Helen?”

She stood up, and this time I didn’t grab her wrist.

“Is that why you're frightened?” I asked. “Helen, have you guessed who
the ripper is?”

Helen Calgary sat down again, sat down and started to sob. Long, hard,
dry sobbing. “Oh, let me alone, for God’s sake, let me alone!”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “All right. I'm sorry. It’s only that the
more you tell me, the easier it will be to catch him. Then we’ll all be safe.”

She nodded, still sobbing. I took the last five out of my wallet and laid
it on the table. “Thanks for helping,” I said. “And one thing I'll promise
you—your name won’t be mentioned.”

Helen Calgary looked up. Her shoulders shook, then the shaking
subsided.

“That stamp album,” she said. “Joe told me where it come from. He
said he stole it off his lawyer—Anthony Mingo.”

-



THIRTEEN

I DIDN'T GO BACK DOWNTOWN. I took the alley exit and circled around,
looking for more alleys. I walked way over to the near north side before
I stopped into a neighborhood restaurant for supper.

It was dark when I got out, and the taxis were going by. But I didn’t
want a taxi. Lieutenant Cohen had probably sent out an order covering
taxis, if he wanted to see me. And I had a hunch he did.

Drexel Boulevard was a long way out, but I took the trolley bus. I
transferred, rode some more, and then I walked. There’s never any public
transportation running near the real Gold Coast, because the wealthy like
their privacy.

Right now, Anthony Mingo’s privacy was about to be invaded. I came
along the street and stopped before the thick hedge which extended back
for over a hundred feet. Then the trees began, another thirty feet of them.
And behind the trees was the big house: the big dark house.

It would be dark tonight, because Mingo had left town. Possibly he had
servants. Maybe there was a big dog loose on the grounds.

This I'd find out about, the hard way. And it was going to be the hard
way. Tom Kendall, boy detective. What was that business about going up
to the killer’s room and searching for evidence and then getting slugged?
All very amusmg, and yet here  was. Here [ was, without a gun, or a knife,
or a file, or a jimmy, or even a flashlight. Nothmg but a small hunch and
a big hole in the head.
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That was why I couldn’t turn to Cohen for help. He'd call Mingo in,
certainly he would. He might even issue a search warrant after talking to
him. But I doubted that latter possibility very much. Mingo was no
fool—he’d cover his tracks thoroughly. And once he knew that the heat
was on, the tracks would stay covered. My chances of finding anything
out would be over.

So I'd do it the hard way.

I walked up the stone path, then paused. What are you doing here? 1
asked myself. You're crazy. Better to cut it out. Run away.

The night was dark, and the wind bent the trees, and their shadows
nodded at me. The shadows knew, the shadows agreed. I'd better run
away.

But I was sick of shadows and running. I was sick of blackouts and
being afraid to remember. I wanted to be free, I wanted to have Kit. I'd
lied to her when I said I'd see a doctor—and then again, maybe I hadn’t
lied.

This was the therapy I needed. To focus on the problem, face it, and
follow through to a solution.

I started walking again, reached the door.

No dogs barked. I peered ‘hrough the mullioned panel, saw a dim light
burning in the hall. There were windows off to my right. I could try them
in just a moment. But first I had to make sure about the servants.

I hesitated. Suppose there were servants, what then? What if somebody
answered the door, and I said—

The answer was ridiculously obvious. Anthony Mingo was my attorney,
wasn’t he? So I'd come to talk to him about the case. Simple. No gun, no
knife, no file, no flashlight. Just common sense.

Common sense pressed the buzzer. Common sense stood there while
the echo died away. Common sense waited, then subsided. I began to
think about the windows again after all. About no gun, no knife, no file,
no flashlight.

I turned, started away.

And then the door opened, and Anthony Mingo said, “Come right in!
Good to see you, Tom.”

It was as easy as that. He led me down the long hall, past a library, past
a parlor entrance. In these lofty corridors he seemed more than ever like
a little boy to me—a little boy who had lost his way.

But Anthony Mingo knew where he was going.

“Let’s step down to the recreation room, if you don’t mind,” he said. “I
was just preparing to run off a film.”

So [ was even going to see the recreation room!

“We can talk while it’s on,” he told me, as we descended the stair. “It’s
a silent. Quite a stroke of luck, my being able to locate it—and it’s on
rental to me for tonight only.” We walked through the basement. “So you
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called and found out I'd changed my plans about leaving town,” he said.
“Fortunate that I heard your ring way down here.”

So he’d notified his office he wouldn’t be leaving town. I breathed a bit
more easily after I heard that. Then I tightened up again as we entered
the recreation room. .

I don’t know what I expected to see, after Kit’s hints and what I'd
surmised since. I was prepared for almost anything: a bastadino, a rack,
even an Iron Maiden. But that’s what comes of reading too much fantasy
or science fiction. Anthony Mingo was no mad scientist, and he wasn’t
operating a torture chamber or a private morgue.

What he had, instead, was a private museum. At least, that’s what it
looked like to me. There were more bookcases, of course, and big
leatherbound files of old newspapers. I saw just one weapon—a Yezidee
knife, hanging on the wall behind the bar. The rest of the room was lined
with glass cases on wooden mounts.

Mingo hadn’t been lying. On the wall opposite the bar was a beaded
screen for home movies, and in the center of the floor stood a projector,
film already wound.

But at the moment I wasn't interested in that. [ had to see what was in
those cabinets.

“Look around,” Mingo invited. “I'll mix us a drink. Let me see—you
would take rye, wouldn’t you?”

“How’d you guess?”

“Katherine told me.”

I shrugged. I wondered just how much Kit had told him, and why.

That could wait. I wanted to look into the cases. I did. What I saw was
disappointing. A piece of rope. A torn fragment of a skirt. An old shoe.
And—so help me—a pair of false teeth!

“Landru’s,” Mingo murmured, from behind me. “Here’s your drink.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Landru?”

“The Frenchman. The Bluebeard. Fifty, sixty women—perhaps more.
An interesting memento, is it not?”

Yes, it was not. But I began to sense the pattern here. The shoe, now.

“Annie Chapman wore it the night the Ripper found her. At least such
is the claim of the unsavory gentleman who sold it to me in London some
years ago. Of course, it might be that I'm the victim of an imposture, since
there’s no way of authenticating it. The skirt, now, I'm reasonably sure
of. Edinburgh. Helen McDougall. She was the paramour, you know, of
one William Burke. You've heard of Burke and Hare.”

I'd heard of Burke and Hare. Then the rope.

“Thug strangling cord. Thuggee hasn’t been entirely stamped out,
contrary to common belief.”

I'd heard of Thuggee, too.

Within the next few minutes I heard new names, saw new souvenirs:
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Palmer, Jesse Pomeroy, Strangler Nelson. A glove a weskit button, and
a belt buckle with the initial “N.”

And all the while my courteous guide was talking, talking, and it was
quite commonplace, really. The objects he displayed were utterly prosaic;
everything was normal, and nothing was frightening. Except, perhaps,
the realization of the thoughts that crawled through Mingo’s head.

“I've quite a newspaper file, too,” he was saying. “Recently, I've taken
to collecting a new category. I call it my ex-soldier file.” We were back at
the bar now, and he was pouring another drink. “During the past several
years, I've been struck by the number of cases in which ex-soldiers have
literally run amok, you might say. They all seem to follow the same
pattern. Breakdown, confinement, discharge—followed by a period of
seemingly normal adjustment to civilian life. Then, suddenly, something
snaps. And they kill, in blind and berserk fury. Wives, mothers, sweet-
hearts, children, strangers. During one year alone the clipping bureaus
have supplied me with over a hundred items.” I caught sight of a grimy
hand as he waved.

He paused. “Wasn’t that your trouble, Tom? Crackup while in service?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I've never gone berserk. Not yet.”

He glanced up over the bar. “That’s interesting.” He indicated the
dagger. “Ever hear of the Yezidees? In Crusader times, they furnished the
Assassins: the hasheesh-drugged killers who terrorized the Moslems and
the Christians alike. The dagger is one of a pair; pity I couldn’t obtain the
other.” He broke off. “Do you find my tastes interesting or am I guilty of
boring you?”

“Not in the least. But weren’t you going to show a movie?”

“Ah, yes. Indeed I was. And if you do share my interests, to a certain
extent, you may be pleased.”

That’s what makes your deviate truly unbalanced. He comes to believe
that his tastes are normal, that everyone shares them.

But in this instance, I nodded, I wanted to see the movie.

“Sit down, make yourself comfortable,” Mingo invited. “I'll snap off the
lights and we’ll start running. I got it from a foreign exchange this morning
and the print isn’t too good, I fear. But then, it’s thirty years old. Das
Wachsfigurenkabinett.”

“What?”

“Waxworks. The Paul Leni film. I'm not running the first episode, with
Jannings. It’s the second and third, the Veidt and the Krauss, I want to
see. You remember way back, Tom? No, of course you wouldn’t. Conrad
Veidt—there was an actor for you! And Werner Krauss. Both of them were
together in Caligari, too.”

So here was another facet of Mingo’s personality; he was a movie fan.
Or was it another facet? As the screen flickered, I began to wonder.

Mingo sat down next to the projector and stared at the screen in rapt
silence. I stared, too. I stared at Veidt and realized Anthony Mingo wasn’t
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interested in the acting. He was interested in the story—the story of Ivan
the Terrible and the lovers in his torture chamber. On one level it was
merely an excellent weird fantasy—but in terms of Mingo’s reaction, the
film was a pathological study. :

I gathered that, despite the fact that Mingo never stirred or uttered a
word. But I heard him breathe, heard the changing rhythm. Midway in
the film, when I judged him to be utterly absorbed, I moved. I slipped out
of my seat and slipped back in again, all within the space of forty-five
seconds. His head never turned in the darkness.

Then I sat and waited. I waited as the Krauss sequence came on. [ might
have known what it would be. The Ripper, of course. The Ripper following
me everywhere. The Ripper and the knives, following the two lovers now,
through the deserted carnival. Peering around the merry-go-round, leer-
ing through the spokes of the ferris wheel. And the scene was distorted,
and doors opened of their own accord, and the lovers fled slowly while
the Ripper pursued them to inevitable doom.

Halfway through the sequence Mingo spoke for the first time. His voice
was quite soft.

“You know, of course, that I never informed my office I wasn’t leaving
town. Or did you bother to call at all?”

“No,” I said. “I didn’t even try.”

“You came out here expecting to break into my home?”

“That was the idea, yes,” I admitted.

“Might I ask why?”

“You might. But perhaps you’d rather answer my question first.”

“Proceed.”

“Why didn’t you claim your stamp album? You must have known it was
your collection.”

“Is that all you wanted to know?” Mingo’s head turned in the darkness,
but I doubted if he could see my face, any more than I could see his. And
-Jack the Ripper prowled across the screen, across both our brains.

“Not entirely. Because I think I can guess the answer. You were afraid
the album would tie you to Joe Calgary. Was he a client of yours, Mingo?”

No answer.

“Was he a client? Or were you his client?”

“What do you mean by that? Who told you? Nobody knows, nobody
could know—"

“It’s pretty obvious, Mingo. You're a practicing sadist. You like the
whistle of whips, you like the sight of the marks they leave. Oh, I'm not
condemning you, I'm not even shocked. I've heard of such things before.
But you had to be careful. It didn’t work out, trying such tricks with girls
like Kit. So you got them elsewhere. Joe Calgary furnished them, I believe.
I think he'd pick them out, pick them up, get them drunk, and then bring
them here to you. And you’d pay them—and him—off.”

“Go on.”
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“What more is there to say? Perhaps the last time he was here you had
a quarrel. Maybe he wanted more money. In any case, he stole your album
and tried to sell it. Then, when the murder broke, you were afraid to claim
it. Because the album would establish a connection between you and
Calgary, and the police would find out.”

The drama on the screen was coming to a close. Here in the room it
was still going on. The Ripper and his victim—but which was which?

I didn’t know. Even when he cracked, I didn’t know.

“All right, Tom. All right. It’s true, all of it’s true. You don’t understand
what it is to be like this—to want to hurt and to know that you can’t really.
I never really hurt any of them, Tom. It was all more of a make-believe,
like the movies, like collecting the relics and reading the books. You know
that, don’t you, Tom? I never tortured, I couldn’t bear the sight of blood.
But if anyone found out, I'd be ruined. Can’t you see that, Tom? Can’t
you—”

“Yes.” I sighed. “I can see that. And [ wish that was all I could see.”

The nightmare was almost over on the screen. But only on the screen.
I had to go on.

“But there’s more, Mingo. More.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Nothing that you don't already know. I'm telling you that when
Calgary got mixed up in these killings, he came to you. After all, he only
had about thirty-five dollars and he wanted to get out of town because
he was frightened. Do you know why he was frightened, Mingo?”

“No. He wouldn’t tell me.” The little man gasped. He’d said too much,
but it was too late now.

I kept on. “So he asked for money. And you gave it to him, to get out
of town.”

“All right.” Mingo stood up. “Now you know, Tom. You know every-
thing. And what are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” [ said. “But I still want to locate Joe Calgary.”

The film flickered off. Mingo moved toward the light switch on the
wall. “He wouldn't tell me where he was going,” he said.

It was my turn to take a deep breath. I could leave it like this and
promise Mingo I'd never say a word. He’d believe that was all [ knew and
take my promise, and things would go on.

But things mustn’t go on any more. I let the air out of my lungs as I
spoke. '

“Wouldn’t tell you where he was going?” I asked. “Or couldn’t?”

Mingo’s hand hesitated on the switch.

I kept on, because there was no other way. “You didn’t give him the
money after all, did you? You knew that if you paid him off, sooner or
later he’d be back for more. That’s the way blackmail works. Sooner or
later something would slip, and you’d be implicated. And meanwhile
you'd always have it hanging over your head, as long as he was alive.”
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“You don’t know what you're saying,” Mingo told me.

I stood up, quietly. “You killed him,” I said. “That’s why you gave out
that you were leaving town tonight. You wanted time to dispose of the
body. Where is it, Mingo?”

“No,” he said. “No. -

“The movie was just a cover-up, in case somebody happened to come
in. You had other business in the basement tonight. I saw the dirt on your
hands, and you aren’t the kind of a man to soil your fingers unless you
have to. But there’s dirt on them now. Where’s the body, Mingo?”

He snapped on the switch. He was all ready for me; the pretty little
automatic was cocked and aimed. “I'll take you there,” he said.

I took one step forward, then raised the knife—the knife I'd sneaked
down from the wall behind the bar while he watched the film.

The light glittered on the blade. I could see the reflection in his eyes,
as he stared at it. He forgot about the gun. All he could see was the knife.

“You!” he whispered. “I knew it. You're the one, after all. You're the
Ripper!”

I moved forward. His hands began to shake. “Don’t come near me,” he
whimpered. “Don’t! Don’t rip me. I can’t stand the sight of blood. I can’t
stand it—

I took another step, pulled the knife back, and let it go.

It didn’t hit him. I didn’t intend for it to hit him. I only wanted him to
flinch and duck—just long enough for me to reach his side and grab the
gun out of his hand. Then I twisted his arm behind his back.

“I'm not the Ripper,” I said. “But you’d better show me the body, now.”

I kept hold of him as we went out the door, down the length of the
basement, past the oil-heating unit, into the little storage room. Originally
it had been intended as a fruit cellar, but Mingo had changed all that.
He’d made it into a wine cellar.

A wine cellar, and now, a tomb. He'd just started digging, apparently,
when I came, and he hadn’t gotten very far. He was frail and delicate, and
the job of smashing through concrete with a pickax wouldn’t have been
easy. Cementing everything over again might have presented another
problem. In fact the whole setup was slipshod and hastily contrived—like
something out of one of those early Victorian case histories Mingo gloated
over.

[ stared at the preparations for interment while Mingo whimpered
beside me. He wasn'’t looking at the hole in the floor. He was looking at
the hole in Joe Calgary’s forehead.

He'd shot him with the little automatic and dragged him down here.
Now Calgary lay face up on the floor and his face was dead white—but
no whiter than Anthony Mingo’s face as he watched and whimpered.

“I didn’t hurt him,” he whined. “Believe me, I didn’t hurt him. Just the
one shot, and it was all over. And there wasn’t any blood. I couldn’t have
gone through with it if there was blood.”
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I had Mingo’s automatic in my hand now, and I used the muzzle to
prod him over to one corner. ’

“Stay there,” I said.

“What are you going to do?”

I moved back to the door.

“I'm calling the police, of course.”

“No—you can’t—don’t leave me in here with him—for the love of
God—"

How did Poe phrase it in The Cask of Amontillado? “For the love of God,
Montresor!”

I locked him in the wine cellar with Calgary’s body and went upstairs
to call Lieutenant Cohen.



FOURTEEN

“l GUESS THAT washes everything up,” Lieutenant Cohen told me. We were
riding downtown now, to headquarters. Ming wasn’t in the car; he was
in a police ambulance, behind us.

I still don’t like to think about that part—the way he really went to
pieces when the police came and we opened the wine-cellar door. We
found him sitting there mumbling, and at first we thought he was talking
to himself. But he was talking to Calgary’s body, explaining that he wasn’t
- really a killer, he just liked to pretend, and he’d never hurt anyone to draw
blood.

Cohen hadn’t wasted much time trying to talk to him. He called for an
ambulance, we went upstairs, and I told him what I knew, and how I'd
come to know it.

Then we got rolling. Cohen was still shaking his head, now, in the car.

“Hard to figure a smart guy like him planning to bury a body in the
cellar,” the Lieutenant said. “He’s been around enough to know it never
works.”

“He wasn’t thinking like Anthony Mingo the attorney,” I answered. “In
his own mind he was acting out the role of one of those perverted
monsters he was so fond of reading about.”

“He pulled a pretty childish stunt,” Cohen sighed.

“Murder is always childish,” I told him. “Real murder. Think about it a
while, Lieutenant, and you’ll see it’s true. The smart boys—the ones who
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write the movies and the TV shows are always ready to supply their
fictional murderers with clever gimmicks. But your real killer seldom is
rational or mature enough to reason things out—particularly when he
kills suddenly, unexpectedly, on impulse. Oh, there are exceptions. Only
by and large, you cops will go on finding bodies under coal piles and
culverts, corpses tossed hastily into the river, or just left lying where they
fell as the murderer fled.”

“I just can’t figure it out,” Cohen sighed. “A guy like Mingo pulling a
stunt like this.” Another sigh. “I suppose if he doesn’t calm down, we won’t
even get a conviction. They’ll stick him in the fun-house for keeps.”

“That’s the key to the whole thing,” I said. “Anthony Mingo hasn’t been
really sane for years. He’s been dramatizing himself in the role of a
murderer for a long, long time. And then, when he actually faced the act,
he bungled it. He killed like an amateur, covered up like one. Because he
told the truth when he said that none of it was real to him. All the stories
of violence and bloodshed were just extensions of his own fantasies. He
didn’t learn anything from the celebrated criminals he admired. He just
bungled.”

We pulled up in front of headquarters.

“Lucky for you he did, Ke:idall,” Cohen remarked. “You weren'’t too
smart, either, going down there that way. Seeing how it turned out, I'm
not going to make an issue of it. But you disobeyed orders twice today,
running out on us, and you're going to give the whole Department a black
eye when the story breaks.” He started to chew his mustache, then
stopped. “That’s on the record, Kendall,” he muttered. “Off the record, I
admire your guts. And I'm glad it’s all over.”

“Is it?” I said, and followed him inside.

Bronson and Howard were both waiting. They spent only a minute or
so with Mingo. Some doctor went in with them and they came out shaking
their heads.

I caught the phrase “catatonic reaction” and heard the doctor issuing
orders to the attendants. They took Mingo away, then, and turned to me.

“Well, Kendall, congratulations.” The District Attorney’s smile was wry,
but genuine. “I understand you took matters into your own hands. We
won'’t say anything about that now, because it’s all turned out for the best.
But I'd appreciate as full a statement as you can give us, before we admit
any reporters.”

“You’re going to be quite a celebrity tomorrow,” said Mr. Bronson. He
didn’t seem too happy about it.

“All right,” I said. “Here’s your statement. But before I give it, you'd
better send somebody down to Otis Street. Either the Court Hotel Bar or
the Blue Jay. Pick up Mrs. Helen Calgary. She’s the one who gave me the
tip.”
I described Helen Calgary to Cohen. He went out and relayed the
description, sent the order on down.
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Then I sat back and told my story from the beginning. They listened
quietly, and every word was taken down.

There were only two interruptions. The first came when Henley
stepped in for a moment. “What’ll I tell those guys?” he asked. “They’re
getting antsy for a chance to interview Kendall, here.”

“Ten more minutes and we throw him to the lions,” Howard said.
Henley went out.

I finished what I had to say.

“So you see,” I concluded, “it isn’t really over. All we can do is guess.
Calgary could have killed Trixie Fisher with my knife. But I doubt if he
killed the Schuyler girl, and you seem to think both murders were the
work of the same man.”

“Or woman,” Cohen muttered.

“True. It might have been a woman.”

“It might have been Mingo,” suggested Bronson.

“Impossible. The man who fumbled with Calgary couldn’t conceivably
have executed such crimes.” I was suddenly quite an authority—look who
was going around telling assistant D.A.’s about murder! I shook my head.
“No, this doesn’t really solve anything. It's my belief that the Ripper is still
at large.”

Howard stood up. “Belief,” he said. “Have you anything tangible to back
it up with?”

“No,” I said. “Nothing.”

“You aren’t holding back any further evidence?”

“I'm through with that. I've had it tonight.”

“Then all you’re offering now is your opinion. Is that correct?”

“R_ight.”

“Under the circumstances, then, I am going to ask you to refrain from
airing that opinion. Because some of us here are inclined to think
otherwise. Despite what you say, it is by no means impossible that
-~ Anthony Mingo is the Ripper. We shall, of course, check back on his
movements during the times when the crimes were committed. And we
shall question him as soon as he is in a condition to talk. Meanwhile, our
Department is still following up other leads—"

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “You want me to go out there and tell
those reporters I think the Ripper murders are solved?”

“You don’t have to tell them that. Just tell them the truth—tell them
you don’t know.”

“Now, wait a minute.” [ was on my feet.

District Attorney Howard waved his hand. “I know what you're think-
ing. You're thinking I want you to cover up for us. Well, that’s not true.
There’s more to this case than that.” He walked over to the window.
“Kendall, take a look out there.”

I joined him and gazed down at the city by night, flaunting its neon
necklace.
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“Three hundred thousand people,” he said. “Three hundred thousand
human beings. Old folks, young folks, women and kids—and tonight
they’re all afraid of one man. The Ripper.: They all read the papers. They’ve
all got theories. We've had over fifty phone calls and another fifty
anonymous letters. They’re seeing Rippers everywhere. And we'’re check-
ing everything that comes in, no matter how screwy it sounds.

“Yes, Kendall, they’re all afraid and they’ve all got theories. But because
of what you did tonight, they’ll listen to you. Tomorrow they’ll be reading
your theory. What are you going to tell them? Are you going to keep them
frightened, keep those kids crying whenever they see a shadow? And if
you do, what possible good can you accomplish?”

“Suppose I don’t,” I murmured. “What good will that do?”

“It might do a lot.” Howard faced me. “It might give us just what we’re
looking for—a chance to catch the real killer with his guard down. Once
he thinks we’ve accepted Calgary or Mingo as the Ripper, he may grow
careless.

“You understand, I can’t coerce you. This is still a free country, and
there’s still a free press—and I like it that way. I can’t even hold out a
promise that my theory will pay off. It’s only a chance, but I'd like to have
it. Not for my sake, but for everybody’s. /

“Well, Kendall, it’s up to you. What do you say?”

I stood there, ready to give him my answer, when the second interrup-
tion came. Henley again.

“Yes?”

“We got Mrs. Calgary.”

“Bring herin.”

Henley shook his head. “Can’t move her yet. Got to check for prints and
take the pictures.”

The room started to spin. I could see the open mouths, hear the sudden,
sharp inspiration of the gasps.

Somebody, I don’t know who, asked the inevitable question.

Henley nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “It’s the Ripper, again.”



FIFTEEN

REPORTERS ARE A FICKLE TRIBE. [t turned out that none of them were really
waiting to see me, after all. They were all anxious to get down to the Blue
Jay, to the little upstairs room off the back hall where Helen Calgary had
learned the secret of the Ripper.

A secret she’d never share, now.

Lieutenant Cohen left for Otis Street right away. Henley stayed around
and told us what he knew. It wasn’t much.

Helen Calgary, after my departure, went back to the Court Hotel. Her
sailor was gone (Cohen put him in a cell until he sobered up, then turned
him loose without charges), and she decided it was time for supper. She
ate alone across the street at some greasy spoon. And she came back alone,
to the Court Bar.

Around seven, according to the bartender—not the man I'd seen, but
a night man—she struck up a conversation with a young Mexican gentle-
man named Jesus Ramirez. Mr. Ramirez, who was available for testi-
mony, was anxious to improve his acquaintance, and to this end
accompanied Helen Calgary up the stairs leading to the second floor of
the Court Hotel. According to Pop, they were occupied in Room Four for
the better part of an hour. Whereupon Mr. Ramirez returned to the Court
Bar below and Mrs. Calgary, pleading slight fatigue—"I'm getting out of
here, I'm sick of this crummy joint”: these were her last recorded words—
left by the rear exit and presumably went directly to her own room
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upstairs over the Blue Jay. Her entrance through the back way was
unobserved. That was not unusual, for the Blue Jay was crowded and the
bartender busy. He habitually paid no attention to the comings and goings
in back.

“Hell, if I had a nickel for every bum who crawls up and down them
stairs in a night,” he phrased it.

Nor could he help to identify any suspicious-looking characters from
amongst his clientele.

“They’re all a bunch of crooks,” he reported. “Ain’t a one of ‘em wouldn’t
slip a shiv to his own mother for a fast fifty. Or less.”

The time was nine o‘clock, give or take a few minutes. And the bar was
crowded, and the juke box blared, and upstairs Helen Calgary sprawled
across her unmade bed, reading a comic book. She was smoking a
cigarette, and there was nothing to disturb her. Apparently she was used
to sounds on the stairway, too. Sometimes those sounds meant profit, and
she never locked her door. You meet all kinds that way: Mexicans, and
Puerto Ricans, and Greeks bearing gifts.

But it wasn’t a Greek bearing a gift this time. Someone came in very
softly and very slowly. Something came up very softly and swiftly. And
then something came down.

Again the wounds were narrow and quite deep, and agaln there were
many of them. This time the Ripper took his time, working in the dark,
perhaps, after turning off the switch. And then he went away again.
Possibly there might be prints on the doorknob or door frame; possibly
not. There weren’t in Joan Schuyler’s room; and in Trixie’s apartment the
only prints found were hers and mine. The Ripper went away as quietly
as he had come, and by the same route.

He missed meeting Henley and the squad car by just seven minutes.

“That’s it,” Henley told us.

That’s it, and all of a sudden it was too much for me.

Howard noticed my face. “What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Look, would you excuse me,” I said. “I don’t feel so good. [ want to go
home.”

He nodded. “Henley, tell one of the boys to take Mr. Kendall home in
a car, will you please?” He glanced down the corridor. “All clear. No
reporters—they probably won’t bother you now, until morning. You’ll
check with us then?”

“Sure,” I said. “Thanks.”

We went downstairs and out a side door and one of the squad cars
drove me home. I didn't talk. I didn’t feel like talking any more. We passed
the park, and I wondered if Blind Bill was peddling his pencils. We passed
Swanee’s and I wondered if A:t Hughes was trying to locate a Gershwin
selection on the juke box. We swung around and—just to complete
it—drove by Kit’s place. I wondered if—but no, I'd had it. I was through.
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Then [ was home, and I said goodnight, and the shape rose up out of
the shadows.

“Come on up,” I said. “Talk all you like. But don’t expect any answers.”

She helped me up the stairs. She opened the door for me. She took off
my coat and my shoes. She even brought me the Overholt.

“Maybe this marriage business won't be so bad after all,” I said. The
drink was beginning to help a little.

Kit draped herself over the arm of my chair and investigated the rim of
her glass with her tongue.

“You didn’t see a doctor after all,” she said. “Where were you?”

I closed my eyes. “Not now,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

“But it’s important. I have to know.”

I stood up. “Give me fifteen minutes first,” I said. “Here, mix yourself
another drink.”

She did. I went into the bathroom and took three showers. A cold one,
then a hot one, then a cold one again. I slapped myself with the towel. I
swallowed two aspirins. Then I put on my robe and came out and had a
drink.

And I told Kit about Anthony Mingo and Helen Calgary.

No need to go into her reactions. They were vivid and appropriate. I
ended up by kissing her and stroking her hair. But I didn’t think of it as
an ending—right now it was more of a prelude. I let my hands slip.

She pulled away.

“What'’s the matter? Still afraid of me?”

“No. No, Tom, it isn’t that.” She frowned. “I just can’t make up my mind.
You've gone through so much today, maybe I'd better not tell you. It can
wait until morning. Yes. It can wait.”

She reached out and put my hands back where they’d been resting,
although not exactly resting.

They rested now.

“What did you have to tell me, Kit?”

“Never mind, darling. It doesn’t matter. Not now, it doesn’t. Just relax.”

This time I pulled away. “All right, Kit,” I said.

She looked at me without any expression at all, and she said, “I saw
your friend Art Hughes again tonight. He came around to my place right
after supper.”

“Did he tell you to go away again?”

“No.” The voice was expressionless, too. “He told me he had killed
Marie.”

I managed to stand up. “Kit, you're sure of this?”

“He didn’t say he murdered her with the scissors, no. But he said he’d
lied about you, lied to you. That he was responsible for her death. And
that he was going to kill himself.”

“Kit—you listened to him, and you let him get away?”
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“I was afraid. Because he acted so—crazy. And all the while he was
talking, I had the funniest hunch.”

“What was that?”

“Did you ever stop to think that maybe he was the Ripper?”

I was already halfway across the room.

“Where are your going?”

“To put my clothes on. How long ago did he leave your place?”

“Eight o‘clock, a little after.”

I glanced at my watch. It was about ten-thirty. So much had happened,
in so little time. So much could happen—

I dressed quickly. Kit picked up her purse.

“Are you sure you feel all right, darling?”

I nodded. But I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything, and I had to find
out.

We went downstairs. It was a fine summer night with lots of stars and
a generous helping of moon. A fine night for a stroll in the park. But we
didn’t stroll—we almost ran.

Blind Bill wasn’t working the park tonight, and neither was anyone
else. Despite the moon and the stars and the breeze and the inviting
shadows over benches and urder trees, the young people weren’t around.
No one was around. Everybody kept away from parks these nights—parks,
and alleys and back streets—because of what might be lurking there.

Right now, something was lurking in the back of my mind. Call it the
subconscious, the preconscious, and subliminal; the terms didn’t matter.
What mattered was the realization that I'd almost figured things out.
Almost, until Kit had told me about Art Hughes.

“Do you know where you're going, Tom?”

I halted on the corner. Of course not. I didn’t know where he lived.
He'd told me he had a room around the corner from Swanee’s.

“Over here,” I said. And I guided her down the street, over, and into
the juke-box jangle.

It was hard to walk in. It was hard to face the slow ripple of recognition
running along the bar, accompanied by whispers and sidelong stares. The
music was as loud as ever, and nobody really stopped talking when we
entered. But I could sense the suppressed excitement.

I leaned over the bar and the oldest bartender came right over.

“Mr. Kendall,” he said. “I'm glad to see you back! I read about it in the
papers and all, but I never believed it, not even at first. Like I was telling
Bernie here, you could never do a thing like that. Wasn't it awful, Mr.
Kendall? I mean, the way that—"

“Let’s talk about it some other time,” I suggested. “Right now I'min a
hurry. Do you know where Art Hughes lives? The tall, skinny guy who
was in here with me the other night?”

“Hughes?” He squinted. “Oh, sure I do. You go down to the corner, to
Prentiss, and turn. It’s either the second or the third house, Mrs.
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Arzberger’s place. Reason I know, he was telling me about how she made
him turn down his phonograph—"

“Thanks.”

I turned and walked out with Kit, and the eyes all followed us—the
eyes of those who huddled here in the safety of noise and light, huddled
with one another for protection because they didn’t want to be out on the
streets tonight.

“Tom, do you think he’s done something? Do you think we ought to
call the police first?”

Ishook my head. “We'll see. I've had enough of the police for one day.”

“But if anything’s really wrong—"

“Then we'll get them fast. Don’t worry.”

We rounded the corner, and I wished I could take the advice I'd handed
out. [ was worrying, wondering, wavering.

Then we came to Mrs. Arzberger’s place, and I knew Art Hughes was
home. It wasn’t the light behind the drawn blinds of the second-story
window. It was the sound I recognized: the long, melancholy wail from
the second movement of the Concerto in F.

“The saddest music in the world,” Art had told me, once. “It reminds
me of funerals.”

Going up the stairs, running up the stairs, I remembered that. Would
he have chosen that music purposely? Would he have put it on the
phonograph just before he—

Kit knocked.

The music went on and on. Then the trickly, tricky piano part came in,
and Art Hughes opened the door. His eyes were red marbles in a death
mask.

He didn’t say anything. Not “You!” or “Hello!” or “Come in!” His mouth
moved slowly, but no words came.

[ brushed past him and went into the room. It was small, and the
phonograph stood right next to the couch. And next to the phonograph
was a table. And on the table was a fifth of gin, half empty. And next to
the fifth of gin was this little bottle with the bright capsules. I recognized
them from the hospital. Nembutal.

He'd taken the cap off, but the pills were undisturbed as yet.

I disturbed them. I walked over, scooped up the bottle, dumped it into
my pocket. The pills tumbled out but I didn’t care.

Art Hughes just watched me. Then he closed the door, stumbled over
to the couch, and sank down.

“She told you,” he murmured.

The last portion of the second movement came on, the part I've always
thought would make a terrific popular song if Ira would write the words.

“You wanted her to tell me,” I said. “And you wanted me to come over,
didn’t you?”

He nodded. “I guess so.”
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I sat down next to him. “You've been wanting to tell me something for
a long time, haven’t you, Art? You almost told me the other night in the
tavern, but you were afraid. Why?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“Then you came around again, asking me to see a doctor, to go away.
Because if I went away, you'd never have to tell me. You can’t make up
your mind, can you? One minute you want to talk, the next minute you
don’t. So you even thought of going away yourself—forever.”

“I wasn't really going to take those pills, Tom. Not really.”

“I know. Because you haven’t got the guts to do even that. What kind
of a man are you, anyway, Art?”

He didn’t answer. As the music reached crescendo, he stared first at
Kit, then at me. But he didn’t answer until the slow wail started again.

“I'm a murderer.”

Kit gripped my arm. “Shall we call now?” she whispered. I shook my
head.

“Listen to me, Art. The other day you came in and hinted that I was
responsible for Marie’s death. That wasn’t true, and you know it. You
knew it then. Of course she was upset about me, about my blackouts. But
she loved me, she’d stick by rie, she wouldn’t kill herself because of that.”

“I was lying,” Art said. “I just wanted you to go away, so I wouldn’t
have to see you, wouldn’t have to think any more—"

The finale came in, fast. Gershwin’s fierce, frenetic orchestration.

“Then you came to Kit and told her you’d killed Marie. And that’s a lie,
too, isn’t it?”

Horns sounded, drums pounded.

“No, it’s tiue.” He looked at me now as if he really saw me for the first
time tonight. “Everything [ said about Marie, her brooding about you until
she couldn’t stand it and killed herself, is true. Only it wasn’t you she was
brooding about, it was me. Because of what I did while you were away,
wandering around. She knew she was going to have a baby and—"

“You were the father.”

He couldn’t say it, I couldn’t say it. Kit said it. She said it quietly, over
the music.

Art Hughes tried to stand up and fell back. I clenched my fists.

And then he was sobbing, sobbing and staring up at me and shuddering
out, “Go ahead, Tom! Go ahead and kill me. I deserve it, [ killed her and
I drove you crazy, so go ahead. Take your knife out and rip me like you
ripped the others, rip me, rip me—"

I bent over him. The lull in the music came, the final lull before the
climactic storm of sound.

Speaking softly, trying to rcach him inside the private hell of his, I said,
“I'm not a ripper, Art. I've never killed anyone and I don’t want to. I'm not
crazy, either, haven’t had a blackout since this thing began. So you needn’t
be afraid any more.”
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He wouldn'’t, couldn’t look at me.

“About Marie,” I said. “I think I can understand. And when you
understand, you don’t blame. I don’t blame you, or her, or myself,
although all three of us were a part of it.” .

Kit was crying now, and there was no anger mingled in her tears.

“I don’t blame you, Art, and you've got to stop blaming yourself. Maybe
you should take the advice you handed out to me. Go and see a doctor,
Art.”

The Concerto ended, and Kit and I went away. We walked down the
hall, out of the place, and silence followed us. There was silence all down
the block until we reached the corner.

Then we heard the music. He'd gotten up and picked out a record at
random, of course. More Gershwin. But why did it have to be a number
called Soon?






SIXTEEN

KIT DIDN'T SAY ANYTHING until we were a block away, almost abreast of
Swanee’s again. Then, “You don’t think he’s the Ripper?”

“Sure of it. He’s just a poor, mixed-up guy like all the rest of us.” I
thought of Mingo and his fantasies of punishment and pain, of the sailor
whose name was Sweeney and who had to get drunk and start a fight
because that’s what you're supposed to do when you're Irish. “People
always have their reasons for what they do, Kit. When the reasons are
wrong, the actions are wrong. But you can find the reasons and even if
they don’t seem important or make sense to you, they do to the other
fellow. Art had his reasons. Even the Ripper has reasons.”

Even the Ripper.

And here we were again, right back at the beginning. They hadn’t found
the Ripper yet, and there were still three hundred thousand people to
choose from.

“Don’t talk about it any more.” Kit gripped my arm very tightly. “Let’s
just go back to your place, shall we?”

It was beginning to seem like an excellent idea.

“I've got to tell you something,” Kit said. “Remember the other night
in the car? When I pulled away? Mingo had warned me then, and so had
Art Hughes. And I almost believed, then, that it could be possible. Even
tonight, I still had that little bit of feeling left, that doubt. But when Art
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told you about—about Marie—and you talked to hlm then I knew. I knew
I'd never be afraid of

you any more.” She pulled my head down. “Let’s go to your place, Tom.
Now.”

Why not? [ asked myself. It was still a beautiful night, she was still a
beautiful girl.

And there were still three hundred thousand people to choose from.

All right, so what? Let the police find the Ripper. That’s what they get
paid for. Lieutenant Cohen and Henley and Flint. Let them go into the
alleys and the flophouses and the bars—

We passed Dick’s place.

“Let’s stop in for a drink, first,” [ said.

“But you've got a bottle at home.”

“Just a fast one. I've never been in here.”

It was true. I'd never been in Dick’s. But Dick’s was the place where Joe
Calgary finished hanging one on the night Trixie died. Dick’s was the place
where he’d sold his knife, and perhaps he sold Mingo’s stamp album here,
too.

We went into Dick’s.

I'd been in several taverns during the last three days, and never for
pleasure. One look around and I knew I wouldn’t find pleasure in Dick’s,
either.

The juke box was just as loud, the customers were just as noisy, the air
just as thick and stale. I sometimes wonder what the vintners buy that’s
half as disappointing as what they sell. You go into a tavern for pleasure
and you get pandemonium.

We found places at the bar and I ordered two Overholts. Then I did
what I'd intended to do when I came in there.

The bartender who wore glasses didn’t know, but the other one—the
young one—came right over.

“Sure, | remember,” he said. “Calgary sold the knife to Bruno. Bruno
gave him three bucks for it.”

“Where’s Bruno?” I asked.

The young bartender looked around before he leaned forward and
answered.

“The cops came in the next day and asked about Calgary,” he said.
“Bruno still had the knife, and he got scared, I guess, because he admitted
it and handed it over. They asked him a lot of questions: why he bought
it, and all that. Bruno said it was because he was scared Calgary might
start something. Bruno scared—that’s a laugh! Why he could have taken
Calgary with one hand tied behind his back. You've never seen Bruno,
have you? He’s built like a brick—"

[ interrupted hastily. “I've never seen Bruno, no. But I'd like to. Where
is he?”

The young bartender raised his eyebrows and lowered his voice. “That’s
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what we’d all like to know,” he murmured. “After the cops were here,
Bruno got off duty and went out. And he never came back.”

“When was that? Before the second murder?”

“Four hours. I was thinking the same thing, myself.” He stared at me.
“You’re Tom Kendall, aren’t you? I thought I recognized you from your
pictures in the paper. That's why I'm telling you. I wasn’t going to tell the
cops.”

“Why not?”

“Well,” and his eyes fell, “I mean I was going to, maybe tomorrow.
Except that I didn’t want it to get out in the papers the way it would if I
told them. Because then Bruno might come looking for me.”

“This Bruno—what do you know about him?”

“Well, he’s a big guy, bigger than Calgary was. Awful bad temper. I
don’t even know why he bought the knife except that he seemed to like
Calgary. They were two of a kind, you might say. Even had the same
women. Bruno used to visit Trixie Fisher.”

“You're sure of that?”

The young bartender shrugged. “I got no reason to lie to you, Mr.
Kendall. [ want to help, if you'll keep my name out of it. But that night,
when we closed up at one, Bruno said something about maybe dropping
around to see the little redhead. That would be Trixie.”

“Did he carry a knife of his own, do you know?”

The bartender gave me a long, slow smile. “That’s why I was so
surprised he bought one from Calgary,” he said. “Bruno went around with
a stiletto about a foot long.”

Kit had been poking me for over a minute. I turned around.

“Please,” she said. “Tell Lieutenant Cohen or Mr. Howard. Let them
handle it. You’ve done enough.”

I looked at the bartender. “Do you know where Bruno lives?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Can’t help you there. The boss would know, but

‘he’s gone until tomorrow. Comes in around noon. I know he tried calling
Bruno’s place, but nobody answered.”

“Well, they should be able to locate him,” I said. “And thanks a lot.
You've been a great help.”

“It’s okay, Mr. Kendall. I don’t like this business any more than you do.
Take me, I got a wife, a kid on the way. Things aren’t safe with a guy like
that prowling around. I always did think Bruno was a little nuts, even
before this.”

I nodded. “I'll see that your information goes to the proper sources,
right away.”

He hesitated, leaned forward again. “Please. You won'’t say who told
you? I'm not yellow, but if you knew this ape—"

“Sure. I'll handle it.” I reached into my pocket for my wallet, then
remembered I was broke. “Kit,” I said. “You got any money?”
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The bartender put his hand on mine. “No, Mr. Kendall. This is—this is
on the house.” '

We walked out of there. )

Going back to my place, Kit was silent.

“What’s wrong, honey?” I asked.

“You know what’s wrong. You promised to quit, and now you'’re
starting out all over again. You've been too lucky, Tom—it can’t last!
Please, don’t get mixed up in it any more.”

I didn’t answer her. When we got upstairs I went right to the phone
and called Homicide. Cohen wasn't there, but I talked to Henley. I told
him everything I'd heard. He assured me they’d get on it right away. I
assured him I'd be down in the morning. We exchanged mutual good-
nights. Parting is such a sweet sorrow.

Then I put down the phone. “That what you wanted me to do, Kit?”

She nodded, smiled.

“Partly.”

I stood up and took her in my arms. “I've got a feeling we’re going to
be out of the woods soon,” I said. “Just my dumb hunch, my dumb
luck—stumbling onto something like this. A character like this Bruno,
now, seems to be just what they’re looking for. If they can find him, and
find the reason—"

“Shut up about Bruno,” Kit told me. “Here, help me unhook this thing.’

I helped her.

I helped her, and she helped me. She helped me to forget Bruno, forget
the shadows, forget the knives and the wounds they made, the wounds
you can never cut out. She took me down into the dark, but it was the
pleasant darkness, the good darkness where you're never alone but always
together.

Then, at last, we weren’t together any more. She was sleeping, and I
was lying there.

And the other darkness came back. This was the darkness where the
Ripper lurked, and I saw him. He didn’t see me, but I saw him. For the
first time everything fell into place, and what was in the subconscious
came up to the conscious level, and I had my answer.

I could wait until morning, wait until daylight, but the answer wouldn’t
let me. It had been locked away, buried away, too long.

I got out of bed very quietly. I knew what [ was going to do.  was going
to do the sensible thing. I meant to pick up the phone and call Lieutenant
Cohen. That’s what I'd promised him, that’s what Id promised Kit, that’s
what I'd promised myself.

As I stood up I remembered thinking of another promise I'd made. A
promise not to run any more, a promise to go through with anything I
started.

Then the blackout came, and I don’t remember anything for a while.

]
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Sometimes the blackouts lasted for a day, sometimes for hours, sometimes
less. This one must have been very short.

When I came to again, [ was running once more. Fully dressed, and
running through the park. I carried something in my hand—something I
must have picked up out of the kitchen drawer as I'd finished dressing in
the dark. I’d let myself out quietly, and picked this up because I knew I
might need it where I was going.

It was a flashlight. I stared at it, but my feet kept on moving forward.
[ was out of the park now and there wasn’t far to go. He’d told me himself
where he lived.

I came to the place and found the side stairway. The lights were out,
but I had the flashlight. The same thing in my subconscious that supplied
the answer now told me what to do.

I went up the stairs very quietly. There was only one door, and I
wouldn’t be disturbing anyone else if I knocked.

I rapped once, twice, three times. I pounded on the door loud enough
to wake the dead.

No one answered. The dead won’t wake.

The blackout had been short this time. I came to, knowing who I was,
where I was going, and why. There was no answer to my knock, but I
couldn’t stop now.

I put my hand on the doorknob and prepared to brace my shoulder
against the panel. The doorknob turned. The door swung open. It hadn’t
been locked.

Then I stepped inside. I could have groped for the light switch, but it
was easier to flick on the flashlight. The beam flooded forward, focused
on the left hand corner of the small room.

I'd expected to peer and pry, to ransack and search, before I found what
I was looking for. But there was no need. It hadn’t been hidden. The
flashlight found it for me now.

It was lying right there on the table, next to the bed. It was long and
thin and shining. I recognized it right away. My poniard.

[ moved toward it and the door swung shut behind me, blocking out
the light from the hall. It clicked and seemed to lock. I turned to grab it,
and something hit my hand.

The door closed as my flashlight fell and went out.

I stood there in the dark.

“You forget I don’t need any light,” said Blind Bill.






SEVENTEEN

EVERYONE’S WALK HAS A RHYTHM, and he must have been sitting there in
the dark waiting ever since he heard me come and pause before the
grocery store downstairs. He must have planned while he waited, planned
swiftly. I knew, now, that he could plan swiftly.

“Don’t move,” he said softly. “I can hear you when you move. And I'm
armed.”

I wondered if he'd been able to come around and grab the poniard.
Then I heard a scraping sound, followed by a clatter as something fell to
the floor. He had another weapon. And in just a moment he’d come
tap-tap-tapping toward me.

No, he wouldn’t bother to tap. The realization came with chilling
quickness. Here in the dark he needn’t grope to find his way. He knew
every inch of the room and his ears were trained to sense and search out
a presence. We were both in the darkness, and now I was the blind man.
I was blind and he was armed.

I edged back quietly, very quietly, trying to reach the door. The frame
was tight, and no light shone through. But if I could only get my hand on
the knob—

“I told you to stand still,” Bill said. “That’s better.”

I gulped, searching for my voice. There wasn’t much left of it when I
found it, but I did the best I could.
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“Don’t go getting any 1deas " Isaid.“I phoned the police before I came.
They’ll be here any minute now.

“Will they?” said Blind Bill. “All right, let’s wait for them.”

Did he believe me? His voice didn’t betray anything. There was neither
mockery nor fear in him.

But there was fear in me.

“While we’re waiting,” said Bill, “you might as well keep talking.
Because I want to hear you. Then I'll know where you are.”

“Sure, anything you say.” Was his voice coming closer? Would he sneak
up in the dark as I talked, and . ..

“Tell me something,” Blind Bill said. “Tell me what gave you the idea
of coming here.”

Up until that time I'd thought it was all my subconscious. Now, as I
spoke, I realized I'd known some things for a long time. “You made some
slip-ups,” I told him.

“I was in a hurry,” Bill said. “What, for instance?”

“Please,” I said. “The cops are coming. Turn on the light or they’ll get
ideas.”

“That’s their worry,” Bill murmured. “Let them turn on the lights Lights
mean nothing to me. Where I am, it’s always dark.” Yes, his voice was
closer. I moved back, back against the wall. I couldn’t g0 further.

“What slip-ups?” Bill asked. “Talk fast.”

“First of all, when you stole the poniard. You broke the glass on the
store door, and it was a clumsy job. It was the kind of job that would
either be done by a man in a hurry or a man who couldn’t see.”

“That proves nothing,” Bill answered. “Keep talking.”

“Then, in the line-up, when you told the District Attorney about my
footsteps, you passed a remark about Trixie. You didn’t like her. You had
more to say about her, and about Joan Schuyler too, when you came to
my store afterwards. I remember when Trixie and I passed you in the park
that night, she said you gave her the creeps. And I wondered why.
Wondered why she disliked you, why you disliked her. And I wondered
about other things.”

“What things?”

“Why you told me, at the store, that you'd heard Joe Calgary the night
before. That was a lie, Bill. I found it out tonight. Calgary went straight
to Mingo, and he must have been dead long before that second killing.”

“Goon.

“Just one thing more, Bill. You told one more lie at the store. You said
you had cataracts. I was in a veteran’s hospital. A guy I met in there had
cataracts—with that milky film over his eyes. Cataracts didn’t blind you,
Bill.”

“You haven'’t said anything yet that makes sense.” He was close enough
now so that I could hear breathing—but where did it come from, the right
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or the left? “Get on with it, fast. There won’t be much time.” I heard
another sound, a swishing sound. I edged to one side.

His voice followed me. “How do you figure it? Tell me, I want to know.”

I told him. I told him, hoping he’d get excited, hoping he’d make a move
so I could find him in the dark before he came for me. If I could only get
my hands around his throat—

But waiting for the chance, I had to keep talking.

“I figure it this way, Bill. You killed Trixie because you were jealous of
her. You tried to make her and she turned you down.”

He made a sound in his throat. I went on.

“Lots of guys get turned down by girls, it wasn’t quite that simple in
your case. You couldn’t shrug it off. You brooded about it, didn’t you?
You turned it over in your mind for a long time, standing on the corner
night after night while you heard her go by with other men. Men like Joe
Calgary.

“Maybe you had a different plan. Maybe it was only a dream, a fantasy
of revenge you worked out over and over again in your head. But then,
the other night, things happened. First of all, you must have met Joe
Calgary when he came out of Dick’s, drunk. He talked to you, told you
about Trixie, made the same kind of threats he’d made to her and to me
at Swanee’s. And he sold you that stamp album he’d stolen—for twenty
dollars.

“You bought it with a plan already in mind. Knowing Joe had threat-
ened Trixie with a knife, you figured on killing her and planting the album
on her body. Wasn't that it, Bill?”

“You're talking,” Bill said. “This is all your show. So far.”

“Then I came out of Swanee’s with Trixie, and you recognized my walk,
and that looked like a still better setup. You’d heard I had knives in my
store and from somebody in the neighborhood—maybe Art Hughes—
you'd picked up that story about my blackouts. I'd be an even better
suspect than Joe.

“Maybe you weren’t sure about going through with it, but it was worth
a try. You stole the poniard and came over to Trixie’s. The window was
open. You waited until there were no sounds. And then you came inside.”

He made that sound in his throat again. I didn’t like it, tried to drown
it out with my voice.

“But when you finished—what you did—you found you weren'’t the
only one. Joe Calgary was prowling around there. My guess is he started
to climb in just as you came out. He didn’t see you, or he’d have hollered
copper and given your name—but he must have seen a man with a
weapon. So he ran, but not before you’d recognized his footsteps.”

It was hot in that little room, very hot. And I felt the sweat coze along
my spine as I tried to remember how far it was to that table with the
poniard on it. I turned my head, moving an inch at a time, and I kept on
talking as I moved.
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“Well, you left and I came to and called the cops. They picked you up,
along with the other neighborhood characters, and you tried to cinch the
deal by identifying me. It worked, too.

“Except that while you were in the D.A.’s office, you overhead them
say they were going to question Joan Schuyler. And Joan Schuyler had
been Trixie’s roommate. Maybe you made a pass at her, too. More likely,
it was just that you figured Trixie must have told Joan about your
advances, and maybe about how you threatened her. Joan could put the
finger on you, fast.

“So you waited until dark, followed her home, sneaked in, and killed
her. That would take the heat off me, but you had still an out. You still
had Calgary’s stamp album, the one you’d planned first to use as a plant
when you killed Trixie. That would work, you figured, because Calgary
also was intimate with this girl. It was a clumsy device, too obvious, but
it might work. And you had to move fast.”

I had to move fast now, but I couldn’t. My foot hit a floorboard and a
creak started. I stood stockstill and once again I heard a swishing sound,
quite close.

“Then you came around to me, like a good friend, and said you'd made
a mistake—it was Calgary !l the time. And from that point on you figured
you were in the clear. The police would be looking for Calgary, and
Calgary had obviously run away. It almost worked, Bill. It almost worked.

“But there was still a chance of somebody else knowing. Helen Calgary,
Joe’s wife. You got to thinking, didn’t you? Maybe he’d run to her before
he left town. Maybe he’d told her about seeing you at Trixie’s—if not that,
he might at least have told her that you were the one who bought the
stamp album. You couldn’t take the risk, could you, Bill? You were in so
far already that one more wouldn’t matter. And maybe, by this time, it
was getting easier for you.”

This time there was the sound in the throat and the swish. But I was
getting nearer to the table. I had to be. Just a few more feet, a few more
words—

“Certainly there was no trouble in killing Helen Calgary. You were even
able to take your time, do what you’d wanted to do to Trixie and Joan.
Because you didn’t just murder those girls, Bill. You butchered them. You
ripped them.”

I felt the edge of the table against my legs. And I heard Bill’s voice come
close now, from behind me. He was already standing by the table. Maybe
he had the poniard in his hand. That swish—

“Yes,” he said. “I ripped them.” He made a sound that was something
like a laugh. I'd never heard such a sound before and never wanted to
again. “Looks like your police aren’t coming, after all,” he said. “I don’t
even think you called them. So let’s get it over with.”

I didn’t ask him what he meant. [ knew.

“So you admit it,” I said. “And I've got the story straight.”
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“Yes. You've got it down almost perfect.”

“All but the most important part, Bill. The one thing I don’t know. The
thing that made you rip as well as kill. The reason. What was the reason,
Bill?” ‘

I heard his feet move toward me, and then they stopped. “You were
right,” Bill said. “It wasn’t cataracts that blinded me. It was acid. Nitric
acid. She burned my eyes out with the stuff, threw it in my face and burned
me and took away my eyes. The dirty little bitch—"

“When was this, Bill? When did it happen?”

“In the carny, the sideshow. Years ago. I was swallowing swords. She
worked in the act. Her name was Thelma. We was like man and wife for
three years. And then I caught her with this razorback, this dumb bum of
a boss canvasman, and I beat hell out of him. I come back to our trailer,
and I guess I was kind of out of my head, because I picked up a sword
and went after her. I wasn’t going to kill her, honest I wasn’t. But she saw
me coming and she threw the acid.”

His voice held a curious whine. He wasn't talking to me now, or even
to himself. He was talking to the darkness. I stood there and listened to
the real voice of the Ripper.

“It burned and burned. Sometimes I can still feel it burning now. That’s
all I got left, that and the dark. The dark never goes away, but they took
everything else. They locked Thelma up. They took away my job. They
took away my eyes and left me alone in the dark. And when I ask for what
aman needs, when I even beg for it from a little floozie like Trixie or Joan,
they laugh at me and tell me to go away, I give them the creeps.

“I give them the creeps, all right! I guess they know now, Thelma and
all the rest of them bitches, what it feels like when the point goes in and
it rips and rips—"

I moved my hand very swiftly, covering the table-top, groping for the
poniard—the poniard that wasn’t there. He heard me and chuckled.

“Looking for your knife, huh? I got it. But I won’t use it. [ never did use
it, just stole it to cover up. I got my own tool. Haven’t you guessed yet?
It's a sword cane.”

Iremembered now. Bill’s long black cane. I remembered the clattering
sound as he’'d dropped the sheath on the floor and the swishing noise. I
heard the swish again, coming close.

“Don’t run,” he said. “I'll find you.”

And he found me. The thin blade ripped out, ripped down along my
shoulder. I heard the tear of cloth, felt the sharp bite in my arm.

“Cut it out!” I screamed. And my hand went into my pocket, looking
for a knife that wasn’t there. When had I looked for that knife before?

Something was happening inside me, something was coming up into
my memory. But there was no time for that now. There was only time to
sense the feel of the object that was in my pocket. I grabbed it, whipped
it out, flicked.
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My cigarette lighter flared up, flashed. I could see everything now:
myself crouching in that little room, my left arm bleeding; Blind Bill
standing right before me with the long thin blade poised, then plunging
toward my throat. '

I raised the lighter and thrust the flame against his face, into his empty
eyes.

He screamed, and the sword cane slipped to the floor as he brought
both hands up to claw at his seared sockets. I dropped the lighter as he
staggered away, picked up the sword. He dropped to the bed, moaning.

I switched on the light, found the phone, and made my call. By the time
Lieutenant Cohen arrived, the moaning had stopped.
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EVERYTHING AFTER THAT s a blur—a long blur of riding downtown, getting

my arm bandaged, making a statement, hearing Bill’s confession. Some-

where in the blur was Lieutenant Cohen telling me what a good guy I was

and also that I'd been a damned fool. Kit came in and made appropriate

noises, and District Attorney Howard kept telling the reporters, “Not now,
“please. Can't you see he’s almost out on his feet.”

They kept me in the hospital overnight and the next day, but I didn’t
care about that. I slept around the clock and when I woke up I felt fine.

I felt fine because I could remember. I could think about it now, what
had come to me there in the dark when the light flared up and I yelled
“Cut it out!"—when I reached for a knife that wasn’t there.

It was the reason for my blackouts; I knew that now. It had been blotted
out by the concussion and fracture, by shock and by fear. And since that
time whenever the memory came too close to consciousness, I'd black out
again, just to keep the fear away. It was the traumatic incident, as Doc
Greene would call it. And I could remember it clearly now. The traumatic
incident back there in Korea.

Onwatong, in April, 1951. Or the place where Onwatong used to be.
Now it was only a rubble of bombed-out streets, with a few steel girders
rising above the smoke and the ashes in the ruins. I remembered it all.
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There was no place left to hide, and the planes were coming over. No
place left to hide, and Jimmy and Sam and [ were together when we heard
the drone. We dropped down alongside this wall and started to dig, as
the drone became a roar.

We dug, and the stones vibrated, and out of the roar came a whine and
then it hit.

The wall went up. Part of it came down. Part of it got me in the back
of the skull, and that was the concussion. Only I wasn’t out, entirely. I
could still see, and I could still hear.

[ could see Jimmy lying there. Part of the wall had hit him, too. The
split stone had been driven halfway into his chest, and he wasn’t making
any sound. What I could hear was coming from Sam.

At first he only moaned, and then he began this screaming. “Cut it out,”
he yelled. “Cut—it—out.” I looked at him. He wasn'’t asking anyone to
stop. He meant that I should actually cut it out.

The top of the wall had fallen across his ankles, pinning him down so
that he couldn’t use his legs. And they’d been mashed flat. But he still
couldn’t pull loose. The pain was awful. He wanted to get free, and if [
could only get him loose—

I reached for my pocket, for my clasp knife. It wasn’t there.

That’s all. As simple as that. I reached for my knife and couldn’t find
it. So I lay there for two hours, until the medics finally came, and listened
to him scream. Me with my concussion, he with the agony in his voice as
he begged me, begged someone, begged anyone, to cut it out.

[ wanted a knife then, more than anything else in the world. I would
have given everything to use a knife: to cut it out. But I couldn’t. And
when the medics came, I fainted, and they took me back to the hospital
with the concussion.

That’s how it started, and that’s what it meant. Doc Greene would know
the rest: about the suppressed guilt-feelings, the fear and the fascination
connected with knives, the love and dread of the dark. Everything went
back to that night in Korea: the physical shock of concussion, the psychic
shock that brought the blackouts when I tried to remember what I'd done
that was wrong, why I had failed, why I was guilty, and why I had to fear
knives.

Now, it wasn’t important any more. Finding out the reason, I realized
it wasn’t as bad as I'd thought. The real reason never is. It’s what you do
with it. :

There’s always a reason, I'd said, and it was true. Blind Bill had his
reason, Art Hughes had his. Probably poor Anthony Mingo had a reason,
too. Doctors are still trying to find it out in the sanitarium.

Art Hughes went away ard I never see him any more. Blind Bill went
away, too, and nobody will ever see him.

So that leaves me. Me and Kit.

I'm not complaining about that arrangement at all. The store’s out of
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the red, and I'm out of the black. Literally. Since we've been married, I
haven’t had a hint of a blackout.

I had a few qualms left over, at first. [ remember the day before we got
married. I was back at the store, getting things in shape ready to close up
so that Kit and I could leave for a week on the Gulf Coast.

She was checking off the approvals, and I climbed up on a chair and
opened the knife cabinet.

“What’s the big idea?”

Lieutenant Cohen came in, and I looked down to see if he was still
chewing on the same old mustache. He was.

“Getting rid of these knives,” I told him. “Don’t want them around any
more.”

His face fell a bit. “Oh. Didn’t know stuff like that bothered you. If I
had, maybe I wouldn’t have brought this.”

He produced the package, then.

Kit looked at it. He handed it to her with a nod. “Brought you a wedding
present,” he said. “But if you don’t like it—"

“Of course we like it,” Kit said. “Don’t we, darling?”

(‘Sure.77

I stood there, watching her unwrap the package. And Lieutenant Cohen
got redder and redder.

“Why—it’s wonderful,” Kit squealed. “Something we can really use,
can’t we, Tom?”

I looked over her shoulder.

For a moment [ shuddered, then I grinned.

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” I said. “Kit says, that’s one gift we can really use.
Something practical. Though they do say there’s a trick to using it right.”

“That there is,” Lieutenant Cohen agreed. He chewed on his mustache
thoughtfully as all three of us stood there and looked at the carving set.
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LERO

MY NAME IS PHILIP DEMPSTER; I'm sleeping.

The dream is red. It’s always red. Sometimes it’s golden-red, like the
first flash of a sulphur match. Sometimes it’s blue and orange at the edges,
like a glow dying away to embers, but it’s still red. Red isn’t always simply
colors—sometimes it’s a thing of emotions and the feeling of red. It gets
to be aknowing what’s red and what isn’t. My dreams are red, always red.

My name is Philip Dempster; I'm dreaming.

In the dream I'm driving my car down a long dark road. Far ahead I
see a light. It’s the only light in the world, because my car has no
headlamps; it’s a blind car, and I'm grateful I have eyes, because if I didn’t
have eyes, then I'd be blind in this world, too. And I have to keep looking
down the road toward that light...

I'm driving and my back hurts. It hurts from leaning over the wheel for
so long, staring so hard at that faint trace of light far down the dark road.
My eyes burn, as well, but differently. They feel as though they’re turning
to water, as though I haven’t shut them for a long time, as though I've
been intentionally keeping them open so they’ll burn.

But I know this isn’t so. I don’t want any part of me to burn.

This must be an illusion.

The dream is real, though. So I keep driving.

The light is getting larger. It’s growing much larger, much faster. I apply
the brakes and the car begins to slow, but I've deceived myself. 'm no
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nearer the light. That’s strange, for a moment there I thought the light
was a flame, and I was about to say: I'm no nearer the flame. But it’s just
a light, I can assure you of that. It’s not a flame. It’s merely a light ... you
believe me, don’t you?

[ step on the gas, and the car shoots forward and it isn’t as far to the
light as I'd supposed. It’s just a little way up ahead; in fact, I can see the
light is a building, really. It’s a bright, glowing building, like a big glowing
plastic square sitting in the middle of nowhere. I can’t understand why
it’s out here, but since the long dark road leads back to nowhere, and up
ahead, past the building of light, it's nowhere, [ know I'll have to stop and
ask the way.

My name is Philip Dempster; I'm lost, I think.

[ pull off the road and get out of the car. I lock the door behind me.
Just one door. The door on the other side is open, unlocked, and it worries
me, but I start walking away from the car anyhow. I wish I had locked
the other door. It’s open, that door. And I know someone could—what?
What would anyone do? There isn’t anyone on the road tonight, so why
should I worry? I'm still walking away from the car, and I'm bothered,
but [ can’t turn back now. [ have to walk to the building and find out
where [ am.

That’s very important, I think.

The building is on a slight hill, a bit of an incline. I'm walking toward
it, and unlike the nearness and farness of the building when I was driving,
as [ walk it comes much closer, much faster. It almost seems to swallow
me. That’s a very silly, but a very frightening thought, all at once. I stop
walking, because I don’t want that building to swallow me.

I stop. But my feet don't stop. They keep walking me up to the building
and the building opens its mouth and I see rows and rows of lights that
are very toothlike, very sharp and they’re waiting waiting, just waiting to
swallow me and I tell my feet to stop Jesus for God’s sake stop walking me
up to that mouth will you? But they keep right on walking me up that hill,
and now I'm on a bright shining walk, going right into the mouth of the
building and I can’t tell if I'm large or small or what'’s really happening
except I scream, and it doesn’t take. The scream comes out as nothing ...
not even a sound. I'm walking fully aware into the mouth of the bright
glowing building and now I'm ...

Inside. Far inside the building, and the walls are moist and warm, like
aliving thing. Could this building be alive; could it be a pulsing, breathing
thing that needs live flesh to keep it breathing? I hope not.

I'm walking very fast now, and around the bend in the white, moist
pulsing breathing-walls, I can hear someone babbling. It may be talking,
but it’s a wet, slippery sound, like the bubbling of blood in someone’s
mouth. [ try to hear what’s being said, but the words make no sense. It’s
as if they were being said under water, a great depth, too far away to
make any sense.



FIREBUG 123

Then [ round the bend and I see the cell. It's a very large cell, and the
bars are glowing, translucent, as though lit from within. The bars run up
to the white, glowing ceiling, and down into the white, glowing floor.
And in the cell is—something—I can’t make it out at first—I'm looking—
I'm trying to see what it is.

Suddenly I see it clearly. It moves out from behind the bars and I see
it. It's a woman. But not really a woman. My throatdries upon me and I
try to force my fist into my mouth because [ know I'll babble like herif [
don'.

The woman is dead.

She’s dead. Her limbs are charred, like blackened branches of a dead
tree. But they move. She moves. It moves.

It's moving toward the bars now. It shuftles slowly. It's falling to pieces
like burned paper, even as I watch it come toward me. My eves feel as
though they'll start from my skull and I try to back up, but I'm rooted to
the spot, with the basket in my hands.

The basket? I have a basket don't I? It’s tilled with something.

The basket is a big basket, and the smell from it is like a hundred
Incinerators, a thousand furnaces where humans have been sent to die,
a million grease pits with decaying flesh as their contents. [ have the
basket in my hands, and as the creature that was a woman bubbles and
shambles imbecilically toward me, I pull something from the basket and
hurlitat her.

She drops to her knees and begins tearing it with her teeth. She looks
up and [ see the eves are black, moist pits of emptiness, the lips are pulled
back in a stricture of pain and pleasure, and what hangs from between
her teeth, is like spaghetti. But it’s not spaghett. It's a shred of tlesh.

Now she beckons me to come closer. I can't help myself. I feel myself
being drawn toward her, toward the face that is barely a face any longer,
with a vacant pulsing hole where the nose might have been, with the lips
cracked and empty of meaning. The spaces so dark and hungry where the
sight of her eves had lain. She's beckoning to me with a finger that is
burned away at the second joint. A stump she crooks at me, and I go
toward her.

I don't want to go near her ... she has those deformed, twisted arms
extended to me. She's ... she's ... puckering herlips ...

She wants £o kiss me!

I scream and my throat tightens at the thought of kissing this corpse,
but her arms reach through the bars and encircle me, draw me to her,
pull my face up to hers and I see myself staring down into the blackened,
ruined abyss of her eve and mouth.

[can'tstand it ... I'll go mad ... Help me ... please somebody help me
... save me from this thing. this dead thing ... this thing that keeps
Murmuring Save me ... sQve me ... sQve me ...

The lips reach out to me and I'm being swallowed whole by evil and
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filth and death and the burning of her the heat the burning the insane
help the burning I'm burning burning burning I'm

My name is Philip Dempster; my dreams are horrible.



ONE

BEFORE YOU CAN HAVE an explosion, somebody must light the fuse.

I was sitting in Tracy’s that evening, minding my own business, when
Ed Cronin came in. He lit the fuse for me.

The big, heavy-set man took the stool next to mine, but I wasn’t aware
of him until he nudged my arm.

“Hello, Phil,” he said. “How’s it going?”

“Down,” I told him, lifting my glass.

“The book, I mean.”

“Which one?”

“The cult novel.”

“Oh, that? So-so, I guess. I'm writing another.”

“Glad to hear it,” Cronin said.

“I'm not.” I signaled to the bartender. “Can’t seem to get it organized.”
The bartender looked at me and I looked at Cronin. “What’ll you have?”

He ordered a beer and I took the usual.

“So that’s it.” Cronin nodded, more to himself than to me. “Some of the
boys said you'd been hanging around here lately.”

“Bully for them.” I raised my glass. “Pretty bright bunch of reporters
you've got, Cronin. Always on the lookout for a story. What’s your
head—PROMISING YOUNG NOVELIST DRINKING HIMSELF TO
DEATH?”
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Cronin frowned, then put a smile on top of it, “Why not? It’s the truth,
isn’t it?”

“I drink because I like to,” I said, and it was a lie. “I'm stuck on the new
book, that’s all,” I said, and it was the truth. “But I can stop drinking
whenever [ want to.” I didn’t know whether this was true or false, and it
worried me.

“Hate to see you get in the habit.” Cronin shrugged. “You're a bright
boy, Phil.”

“And the way you figure it, bright boys don’t drink,” I said. “That’s
where you'’re wrong. Trying to pin down a personality with a label. In
your mind you've got me pegged with that ‘bright boy’ tag. Therefore I'm
supposed to act thus-and-so. But haven’t you ever noticed that people
aren’t necessarily consistent? They don’t run around constantly ‘in
character’ like a bunch of actors playing roles. Sometimes I'm a bright
boy, yes. Sometimes I'm a lush, too. Sometimes I can lick the world, and
sometimes I'm scared of my shadow.”

Cronin shook his head. “It’s not your shadow,” he told me. “I've been
watching you. Come on, Phil, tell me. What are you afraid of?”

I smiled over at the bartender. “Look, Mac,” I said. “Is it all right with
you if I climb up and lay down on the bar? My friend here wants to
psychoanalyze me.”

“Cut it out, Phil. I'm sorry.”

“That’s all right. But a guy gets mad when somebody asks that kind of
question, when all he wants to do is drink in peace—"

“You weren'’t drinking in peace,” Cronin answered. “And I don’t think
you really want to drink at all.”

“Skip it, will you?”

“All right. I didn’t mean to go prying into your affairs. That’s not why
I came over to look for you. Phil, how'd you like to handle an assignment?”

“I'm doing a book.”

“But you just said you're hung up on it. And this wouldn't interfere.
Only take a few hours a day. Maybe the change of pace would help snap
you out of your slump, too.”

“What kind of an assignment?”

“Right up your alley. The publisher is going all out on the new Sunday
supplement and he’s willing to spend a little money. So I sold him the
idea of a series of weekly features, say five or six. On local cult rackets.”

“That’s where I come in, eh?” ‘

“Who else? You're a local boy, you wrote a book about the subject, that
makes you an authority.”

“Slow down a minute,” [ told him. “If you’re going after the expos)
angle, you'd better put one of the staff on it—a feature writer will do you
a hatchet-job. I'm not sold on the idea that all cults are rackets. Some of
them are legit. I found that out when I was on the Coast, getting material
for my book.”
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Cronin nodded. “I know. And I don’t expect you to slant your material.
But we’ve been doing a little checking through the office. We've got a line
on five or six outfits here in town that operate in a pretty suspicious
manner. These are the ones I want you to work on. And I won'’t blue-pencil
anything unless it’s libel. Handle it the way you want—the boss figures
it’s a public service.”

“And if it’s lurid enough, it'll help circulation, too,” I added.

Cronin shrugged. “Could be. But what do you say? Six features, about
fifteen hundred or two thousand words each. We'll let staff follow up on
pictures, if we need them. All you have to do is go out, take a look around,
then write your story. Shouldn’t take more than four-five hours a week.”

“What’s the price-tag say?”

“The old man was willing to go a hundred and fifty. But I told him your
name was worth two hundred. With byline, of course.”

Maybe it wasn’t all the money in the world, but I could use twelve
hundred dollars for a few hours’ work a week. I could very definitely use
the money, with my book-royalty check still two months away. A change
of pace might snap me out of my slump. It might help me break this habit
of sitting and drinking so I could sleep, sleep without dreams, without the
dream—

“It’s a deal,” I said. “When do we start?”

“Week from Sunday, if you can deliver,” Cronin answered. “Run an
announcement in the section this coming Sunday. Today’s Monday. Come
in and see me tomorrow and I'll line you up with the dope we’ve got.”

“Good enough.” I thought it was good, too, because I didn’t know he’d
just lit the fuse. “How about another drink?”

Cronin slid off the stool. “Sorry, got to be running along. You'll be there
in the morning?”

“Sure. Don’t worry.” [ smiled at him. “I'm just staying long enough to
have one for the road.”

They hadn’t invented a drink yet that would help you over the road I
was headed for, but I didn’t know that, then.

As Cronin walked out, I waved to the bartender and said, “The usual.”

I had the usual, and then I left. It was a wet evening and I shivered with
the chill, pulling the collar of my coat up around my neck to keep off the
dampness. My car was parked half a block away and I jammed my hands
in my pockets and strode away down the rain-slick walks. The streets were
deserted; anybody with brains was inside with their shoes off comfortably
stretched out before a nice warm television set and slugging a beer before
putting the kids to bed and then turning in themselves to share bed and
blankets with the better half. It was a warm, pleasant thought and I could
recall a time when it was almost more than just a thought for me. But that
was a long time and a lot of drinks ago.

It was nice of Cronin to think of me, I reflected, fumbling in a damp
pocket for my car keys. Like offering a lush a drink. His job wouldn’t help
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get me back to my book—if anything, it would just take me farther away.
And that book would join two others gathering dust in my desk drawer.

I gotin the car and old Bessie coughed to a waterlogged life. I took the
usual route home, to the empty apartment with its usual litter, and tried
not to look at the typewriter. As usual, it sat there waiting for me, and as
usual, I avoided it, tossing my shirt over it as I undressed for bed.

I smoked the usual last cigarette before I made my usual gesture of
switching off the light. Then came the usual darkness, the usual doze, and
finally, the usual dream.

That’s what came of not drinking enough. When I don’t drink enough,
I dream. When anybody else dreams they dream of flying or of being the
boss while the boss has their job or maybe of making to their girlfriend
or the new stenographer who started last week. Or maybe they dream of
being caught on the street without their pants on. I don’t dream dreams
like that. Not any more. My own made-to-order dream came, the usual
dream, the one I'd had ever since I got back from the Coast, whenever I
went to sleep without enough in me to knock me cold.

As usual, I knew it was only a dream, but that didn’t help me. I kept
getting hotter and hotter, and I could feel the warmth on my face as I bent
down to look at that other face, the usual face that was—suddenly,
surprisingly, shockingly—unusual.

Then I saw it, saw the burned mask with the two blind bubbles oozing
up, and ! screamed, and my fingernails ripped the sheets to shreds.

I woke up and reached for a cigarette, but I didn’t light it. [ lay there
trembling for a long time, wanting to smoke but not daring to. Because
where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

And I was deathly afraid of fire.
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I DROVE DOWN to the Globe building around ten the next morning. Even
at that hour of the morning it’s playing a deadly game of tag to navigate
the drive along the lake shore. My gut tightened up like it used to three
years before and I swore at myself for getting mixed up with something
I didn’t want to do, money or no. I had forgotten that Cronin could play
people like violins; he’d catch you in a weak moment, say the right thing,
and you’d make beautiful music for him.

All the parking spots in front of the Globe were taken and I drove around
to the back and found a spot by the loading docks. Tony on the freight
elevator practically hemorrhaged with joy when he saw me and I began
to feel a touch of nostalgia. Three years ago, before I had decided to try
Literature with a capital “L,” I had been one of Cronin’s sharpest City Hall
reporters. [t wasn’t a bad racket, Cronin was a good boss, and I had never
regretted what I learned. There were even times when I thought of going
back, and Tony’s delight at seeing me made me think about it again. For
exactly one-and-three-quarters seconds ...

Ed Cronin was in his office, waiting for me. He reached for a notebook
the moment I walked in.

“All set,” he said. “Here’s the list.”

He handed me a sheet of names, I read it quickly.

The White Brotherhood
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Church of the Golden Atom
New Kingdom Tabernacle
Wisdom Center

House of Truth

Temple of the Living Flame

“You'll find the addresses in the notebook,” he told me. “And the names
of the principals. We’ve got dope on some of them, and nothing on others.
That’s your job—to dig up the rest.”

I nodded.

“Let me know if you need any help. I can give you a photographer if
you tell me a couple hours in advance. And you’ll want a press card, I
suppose.”

My head stopped nodding and started to shake. “These operators don’t
care for the press. Wouldn't it be better if I just drifted in and attended
the meetings, first? Then, when I got a line on the pitch, I could go back
and arrange an interview—knowing what I was talking about and what
I was looking for.”

“Could be.”

He made a note on a pad. ‘T'll set up an ad to announce the series. That
ought to give the Chronicle and the Leader a few headaches.”

“It might give them a few ideas, too,” I said. “I'd better cover as many
meetings as possible before the ad tips our plans.”

“Suit yourself. All I want is a good series. But be careful.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, some of these cultists are pretty far out.” Cronin glanced down
at his note-pad. “You carry a gun?”

“Now wait a minute!” I grinned. “This is a big town. We’ve got a police
force, remember?”

Cronin shrugged. He still wasn’t looking at me. “Just an idea,” he
murmured.

[ leaned over the desk. “You’re a newspaper man. You don’t get ideas.
You get facts. Why did you make that crack about a gun?”

“Well—" He shifted uneasily in his chair. “When I sent out a couple of
the boys to round up preliminary data, they ran into tough sledding in a
few places. The Wisdom Center gang tossed one of them out on his can
when he started to ask questions. After talking to Peabody—that’s the
White Brotherhood outfit—another guy got a couple of anonymous phone
calls, telling him to keep his nose out of it. And the Living Flame bunch
wouldn’t even let anyone in the place. So—"

“So you've been putting on an act all along for my benefit,” I inter-
rupted. “Is that it? Handing me a line about a press card and a photogra-
pher, knowing I'd refuse. And wanting me to, really, because you already
tried to get the story with your staff, and it didn’t work. That’s why you
picked me, isn’t it, Cronin? Because an outsider might get in where your
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people couldn’t. And because you're pretty sure the word is out already,
and they’re waiting for someone to come along. They’re stirred up, ripe
for trouble. What do you expect for your twelve hundred bucks—do you
want me to go out and get killed?” '

“Now wait a minute—""

“Well, if you do,” I said, “I'm your man. Because I can use the money.”
I picked up the notebook and headed for the door. “See you in the
morgue,” [ said.

Cronin opened his mouth to say something, but no words came cut.
I've seen them look that way on the rocks at the zoo, before somebody
tossed them a fish.

I turned in the doorway and smiled back at him. “Forget it,” I told him.
“Can’t you take a joke? I was only kidding.”

Then I went out, still smiling to myself. Sure, I was only kidding. It was
just arib. People don’t get themselves killed over a newspaper article any
more, not even by cultists. Not in a big city like this one.

Or do they? Driving away, in the car, I remembered some of the things
I'd heard out on the Coast. Rumors, and more than rumors. Some of these
screwy outfits were big business to those who ran them—and really big,
million-dollar enterprises. There was always a risk involved when anyone
interfered.

I stopped smiling. Maybe I should carry a gun, at that. Only I knew I
wouldn’t, even if this turned out to be dangerous.

Maybe that was the real answer. I wanted it to be dangerous, I wanted
to get myself knocked off. I'd taken this assignment because of a death-
wish—

Crazy. But perhaps I ought to stop in and see Schwarm one of these
days now, tell him about it. He’d know.

I filed that idea for future reference, and dumped all the other ideas
on top of it. They’ve never invented a safe as reliable as the good old
‘human skull. It can keep a lot of secrets snug and secure. Of course, lately,
some of those head-shrinkers have adopted safe-cracking tactics, boring
into the skull with chisels. Nothing’s really inviolate any more. You can’t
hide anything, they always find out, and the dream keeps coming back
over and over again until you see what you've tried to lock away, even
from yourself. Until you see that charred face—

“Hey, whyncha look where the hell ya goin’?”

I jerked upright as the kid yelled at me, from the curb. “Sorry,” I said,
twisting the wheel. Had to watch myself. Watch where I was going.

Where was I going?

No sense thinking about that, either. Except in the purely superficial
sense. ,

Right now I was going to eat lunch. Afterwards I'd read the notebook
and make plans.

Islid into a parking spot, just south of the business district, and entered
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the Dinner Gong. I slid into a booth, slid some food into me, and started
to read over the material in the notes.

The White Brotherhood was first on the list.

“Rev. Amos Peabody. Claims divinity. Predicts end of world. 1970. Check
previous clalm, end of world 1960. Approx. 200 followers. Gimmick—sign
over all possessions. Res. in Tabernacle, 149 S. Mason. Meetings ev. Tuesday,
Thursday, 8 pm.”

This was Tuesday. No sense going over the rest of the notebook now.
I could check on the White Brotherhood and attend their meeting tonight;
maybe see Peabody himself afterwards, and get the first story out.

Ilooked at my watch. Not yet one o‘clock. I got out of the Dinner Gong
and headed the Ford toward the Court House. From there I went to the
Federal Building, and from the Federal Building to the Public Library.

By the time I got around to looking at my watch again, it was almost
seven. But I had my notes, plenty of them. I could almost do the article
without seeing a meeting.

Peabody was a pretty standard operator, apparently. I knew now how
many times he’d been married, and how many times arrested on suspicion
of practicing a con game. I knew his income for last year—or what he’d
reported—and where it carae from. I knew how he ran his racket, and
who he’d stolen his pitch from.

I'd met so many of the breed out on the Coast, and so many of the
followers. That was the group which really interested me—the followers,
the believers, the wonder-seekers, hungry for miracles.

Escape. Everybody wanted escape nowadays. Some found it in a
television tube, others sought it in a hypodermic syringe, and it was still
selling in pints and fifths.

Nobody wanted reality any more. Reality had been reduced to a simple
but unpalatable recipe:

“Take one pinch of hydrogen atoms—add a dash of cobalt—and stand
way back.”

That was the little household hint they were all trying to run away from.
Just as sure as death and taxes—and there was plenty of both around for
good measure, today.

So, inevitably, some people sought the cults. Certain familiar types to
whom spectator-sports and vicarious satisfaction or distraction was not
enough. I knew whom I'd find in the ranks of the White Brotherhood.

There was the fat, frowsy housewife, elevated to the circle of the
Chosen Ones. The stammering sweeper from the factory, taking his place
in the Exalted Hierarchy and gloating over the Day of Doom that awaits
the foreman and the bosses. The bespectacled girl with the stringy hair
who becomes the Bride of Glory. The aging man whose repentance for
past sins increases with his impotence, putting those sins behind him and
buying his way to favor in the Coming Kingdom.

These were the people Amos Peabody commanded and commended to
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the Holy Spirit—all duly incorporated according to law, everything legally
protected in his name; a nice, clean, tax-free little setup and growing
bigger every day. Give ‘em all a title, make ‘em feel important, tell ‘em
everybody else is going to burn while the True Believers get their pie in
the sky. Amos Peabody was getting his pie right here and now. And
perhaps he wouldn't like a stranger to come around and poke a finger
into it.

But I drove down to 149 S. Mason just the same, and got there about
half past seven. It was just the kind of a setup I expected to find—a big
three-story frame building that had once been a public meeting hall,
probably. Now the first floor was a tabernacle, and the second and third
given over to offices and living-quarters. Everything looked simple and
unpretentious enough—but that was deliberate on Peabody’s part. Never
scare the suckers away with a flash front, not if you're working the “end
of the world” racket and preaching the renunciation of all earthly posses-
sions.

Most of the chumps probably didn’t know what I'd learned in just one
afternoon’s work. They weren’t aware that Mr. Peabody owned an eighty-
acre estate out in the Heights and lived in a fourteen-room mansion. They
knew he had two Cadillacs and an ermine robe, because they’d given him
these gifts by subscription; a prophet is supposed to enjoy a few luxuries.
But they wouldn'’t figure on finding all that money in real estate and in
bonds—not when Peabody was spreading the glad tidings about the end
of the world.

I stared at the front of the building as the lights went on. Half an hour
early, but they were getting ready. Little knots of people were eddying on
the walk just outside. A few older people, a surprising number of youthful
ones—the good clean-cut youngsters in conservative suits and cheery
smiles just a few years away from executive trainee programs and YMCA
secretary-ships. Outwardly, at least, they were identical in size and shape
to young Episcopalians or Methodists or Christian Scientists or Knights of
Columbus. Inwardly, the mixture was probably a little different. A little
guiltier, perhaps. Oddball personalities that found their sense of belong-
ing in an oddball religious off-shoot ...

I glanced at my watch. Time for me to get ready. Half an hour to go.
All at once I remembered that I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch time.

Maybe I could pick up a sandwich in a hurry. I glanced down the block
and realized my luck wasn’t going to be very good. Once away from the
yellow pool of light in front of the scrubbed white of the tabernacle, I was
out of the high-rent district. Faded buildings with peeling paint, dirty,
fly-specked plate-glass windows, second-hand furniture stores, a maga-
zine store with a sign advertising old books and magazines in both English
and Spanish, a run-down movie theater shilling for that great hit, “Los
Ni9os Encantados.” A candy store, still open, and a couple of kids in black
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leather Jackets and hair to match, lounging out in front and digging the
squares in front of the tabernacle.

A wind came up and old newspapers went skittering down the dusty
streets; half a block away there was the sudden clatter of a garbage can
and the surprised yowl of a cat. I could smell rain in the air and glanced
at the sky to note the full-rigged clouds sailing slowly past the moon. Fine
night, I thought. For a lot of things. All of them bad ...

The one beanery on the block was closed and I decided to try a bar. In
a neighborhood like this, tavern neon always seems to burn brighter by
way of contrast.

I walked across the street and down the block to the bar. Joe’s Place.
Why is it that nine out of ten taverns are identified by the first name of
the proprietor? What is there about our life and times that makes us feel
we must be on a first-name basis with the bartender?

Why is a raven like a writing-desk?

Lewis Carroll knew a lot about Wonderland, and I'll bet he never
entered a tavern in his life. But I wasn’t Lewis Carroll. I was Phil Dempster,
and I didn’t live in Wonderland.

[ went into the tavern.

It was a Mom-and-Pop setup, with Joe behind the bar, reading the
sports page. When I asked about a sandwich he said sure, and called Mom.
She was in the back room, and after she took the order she returned there
to slice the liver-sausage.

I had a bottle of beer while I waited. I found out I was thirsty, too, so
I had another. Then the sandwich arrived, and something which Mom
called coffee. The old girl had quite an imagination.

Two gulps and I put the cup down. I called for a shot, instead. At least
[ could believe the labels on the bottles.

I took another look at my notes. Everything seemed to be in order.
Maybe I could leave the notebook here when I went over to the White
Brotherhood. I wanted to make sure the stuff was safe.

Not that I really expected to run into trouble. Still, you never could tell.
No sense taking chances. Taking chances on getting tossed out, or
roughed up, or—

What was the matter with me? Didn’t [ want to go? Didn’t I want to
earn that money? After all, as Cronin said, this would be a public service.
Exposing a charlatan, saving people from being deceived by a fast
operator who wouldn'’t hesitate for a moment t6 cut your throat and—

All right. So I didn’t want to go. I knew that, now. I'd lost my nerve.
That’s why I couldn’t write any more, that’s why I was afraid of my own
shadow.

No, not my shadow. I was ufraid of something else, and Cronin knew
it. I knew it, too. [ was afraid, and so I was drinking.

I was drinking now. Five minutes to eight, and I'd just ordered another
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shot. Two shots and two beers on an almost empty stomach. That ought
to give me the courage to go through with it.

But I kept hoping I wouldn’t have to. That something would save me,
at the last minute. Save me, save me, the voice kept saying it over and over
again in my head. [ knew the voice and wanted to forget it. Another drink
would help. Only there wasn'’t time.

[ started to get up, got ready to pay up and ask Joe if he’d please hang
onto my stuff for me for an hour or so.

Then the door opened.

The door opened, and this girl walked in.

She didn’t belong in a Mom-and-Pop tavern. She didn’t belong in this
neighborhood, or even in this world. I knew where she belonged. She
belonged in my dreams—the ones I used to have, a long, long time ago.

Her hair was copper, the color of a newly-minted penny; the kind you
put in your pocket for good luck. And she was almost, but not quite,
pocket-size. Rather short, but after a single glance you didn’t notice it,
because she was perfectly proportioned. Meaning that the lines of her
black wool dress were molded to her body, that the white curve of her
throat drew the eye irresistibly down to delight the—

I blinked and shook my head. This wasn’tlike me. I hadn’t even thought
about women since I came back from the Coast. Up until now, if anyone
had asked, I'd have told them I didn’t intend to think about them again.

But here [ was, and here she was. Why? How had she strayed into this
cheap joint, what was she doing here?

It was none of my business, but I watched her as she walked over to
the bar and ordered a drink. Bourbon, on the rocks. The bartender didn’t
know her, that was obvious. He poured, and I stared. Stared until she
became conscious of my scrutiny, and turned to face me.

I caught a glimpse of green eyes. Then she glanced away. Sure, why
not? This was real life. In real life no dream girl ever walks up to you and
" says, “You must be Phil Dempster. I've always wanted to meet you.”

I caught her staring at me again, and turned away. Time to talk to the
bartender. He came down the line and I leaned over.

Then I felt the hand on my shoulder. I looked around and she was
standing there. Standing there and smiling, and saying, “Pardon me. But
aren’t you Philip Dempster? You know, I've always wanted to meet you.”






THREE

LET’S NOT FORGET OUR FUSE. It was burning now, but I didn’t know it, I
didn’t realize how quickly a spark can travel. Even if I'd known, the
chances are [ wouldn’t have done anything about it.

If you've ever seen a fuse burn, perhaps you can understand why. You
get so that you forget about the danger and just look at the spark—the
little red spark, eating its way along, moving so prettily, so swiftly, so
magically. You watch the spark, and it’s like something alive. Uncon-
sciously, you identify yourself with it, find yourself hoping it will keep on
living instead of going out. And the spark moves on, and on, faster and
faster, until the explosion.

At the time, though, [ was unaware. All [ knew was that a dream was
happening. One of the good dreams, one of the best.

And the dream said, “I thought I recognized you, but I wasn’t sure. You
look just like your picture on the dust jacket.”

Then I understood, and it wasn’t a dream any more. “So you read the
book,” I said.

“Certainly. We bought three copies for the library.”

“Are you a librarian?”

“Not any more. I used to be. I'm working as a private secretary now.”
She gave me a look from under her lowered lashes. “But this isn’t very
polite, is it—just coming up to you this way without even introducing
myself.”
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“Let’s be honest,” I said. “I love it. Doesn’t happen very often—people
don’t remember the names of writers. You were a librarian, you ought to
know that. Somebody will go on and on about a book they’ve read. Ask
them who wrote it and they can't tell you.”

“That’s right, Mr. Dempster.”

“What are you drinking, Miss—?”

“Bourbon.”

“I see. And the name?”

“Diana Rideaux.” She spelled it for me.

“French, eh?”

“My father was. Creole, rather—I was born in New Orleans.”

“Wonderful city. I'm going back there some day,” I told her. “Always
wanted to do a definitive study of the old voodoo cults. Know anything
about that?”

“No. I've lived up here most of my life.”

Glancing over to the bar, I gave Joe a nod. “Two bourbons,” I said. “On
the rocks.”

Joe brought the drinks. We made small talk. I found out that she had
come down here to visit an aunt, but the aunt was out. And she’d forgotten
to bring a coat, and it was cailly on the corner waiting for the bus, so she
stopped in for a quick drink to warm her up. She wasn't in the habit of
going into strange taverns or any taverns, alone, and she hoped I didn’t
have the wrong impression.

I assured her that I did not, that I had a very good impression. Which
was quite true. The more I saw, the more I liked. And then she got to
talking about the novel, and the more I heard, the more I liked.

Then I glanced at my watch, and it was quarter after eight. She noticed
how I checked the time and said, “Am I keeping you from an engage-
ment?”

“No, not at all. There’s no place I'd rather be than right here.” Which
was also true. I was beginning to get a glow. Some of it came from the
liquor. Some of it came from her presence; the nearness of that copper
cloud, all warm and soft and scented.

It was very pleasant to sit there, drink in hand, and listen to a pretty
girl talk about me. That may sound very fatuous, but I've got a hunch
every man feels that way, really. Even though most of them would be
ashamed to admit it. ‘

I really should break it off, I kept telling myself. Maybe make another
date for another time. I had to get over to that meeting.

But then again, suppose I missed a few minutes? Probably didn’t start
on time, anyway. Eight-thirty would be soon enough. We could have
another drink, first.

So we did, and Miss Rideaux suggested we move into a booth, because
now some of the regular customers had come in. We moved to the booth
and went on talking.
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By the time I checked my watch again it was quarter to nine. And we’d
just ordered another drink.

There really wasn’t any hurry, come to think of it. The White Brother-
hood would be holding another jam-session on Thursday night. That
would be soon enough; I could cover it then. Why leave now, just when
everything was going so smoothly, floating along on a sea of bourbon and
perfume?

 felt better than I had in months, better than I thought I'd ever feel
again. This was perfect. There are some girls you like to talk to, and some
girls you like to drink with; but the trouble is, one kind resents the other.
Besides, it’s very expensive to take two girls out at the same time, even if
they are willing. Which they aren’t.

So I was lucky, getting the combination rolled into one. A librarian who
liked libations. And who stimulated the libido. Yes, indeed—almost too
good to be true. That’s what I'd told Margery once. “You're too good to
be true. Promise that you’ll be true.”

“What’s wrong?” she said. I realized that Miss Rideaux was staring at
me. “Did I say something?”

“No. Why?” I asked.

“You’re frowning.”

“Sorry. I just remembered something—"

“I'll bet you did have a date tonight after all.”

“Not a date,” I said. “An assignment.”

“Assignment? What do you mean?”

So I told her about the White Brotherhood. Somewhere along the line
we had another drink, and then another. What was it—number seven or
number eight? I was losing count now, but it didn’t matter. Nothing
mattered except that [ was talking to her and she was listening and leaning
forward so that I could smell her perfume and smell her hair and stare
into those green eyes, those smoky emeralds, no, more like jade, copper
and jade—

But I didn’t tell her about that, of course. I was being very brilliant and
very analytical about cults. Everything is very brilliant and very analytical
after the eighth drink, or was this the tenth coming up now? Anyway, [
told her all about the White Brotherhood, and she was quite interested. [
explained to her why people joined such organizations, what the attrac-
tion was. I told her about some of the Coast outfits in the past—the I Am
movement, and Mankind United; Arthur Bell and Riker, Kullgren, and the
Man from Lemuria down in Ojai. Bell’s take was better than two and a
half million dollars in ten years. And the I Am deal grossed even more.

“Started out back in the ‘30s,” I said. “Man name of Guy Ballard and
his wife were leaders. He was a former paper-hanger. Wrote this book,
Unveiled Mysteries, under the pseudonym of Godfrey Ray King. Ever read
it?”

She shook her head. That was something to see. It made me want to
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reach out and touch her hair. Instead, I kept on talking.

“Ballard just happened to be climbing Mount Shasta one fine day when
he ran into Saint Germain, the Ascended Master. Saint Germain give
Ballard a drink of something called electronic essence and a tablet of the
same stuff—remember, this was before the day of vitamin pills. Must have
been a pretty powerful mixture, because white flames shot out fifty feet
in the air on all sides of him, and he was levitated through space. Saint
Germain took him on a conducted tour of Egypt, South America, India
and Yellowstone National Park—showed him the location of ancient cities
filled with hoards of buried treasure. Told him that there were other
Ascended Masters who lived eternally in the secret places of the earth and
directed its destiny. Now the time had come to reveal the truth to all, and
Ballard had been selected to bring the message to the world.” I paused,
sipped my drink, offered her a cigarette.

“No thanks. Go on—this is interesting.”

“The best is yet to come,” I told her. “Ballard went home and started
to write his book. Saint Germain dictated some of it to him, and he kept
on through the years—but I don't think he ever got a share of the royalties.
Ballard handled the money, and did pretty well.

“He set up a temple, of course, and he sold signet rings, and steel
engravings of Cosmic Beings. He had a cold cream, too, and charts and
books and even phonograph records of the ‘music of the spheres’. There
was a monthly magazine and printed lectures and study courses.

“He had classes going in his Sanctuary from seven in the morning until
midnight. The pupils learned chants, and the secret of color vibrations.
They bought everything, including a ‘Flame in Action’ machine which sold
for a couple of hundred dollars.”

“Fantasy,” said Miss Rideaux.

“Reality,” I told her. “This actually happened—it’s all down in the
records. You see, the pupils were learning the words and colors and
prayers which would remove the layer of Evil from the earth. Saint
Germain and the other Ascended Masters helped out with the Purple Ray.
Once this layer was removed, everybody could attain heart’s desire. You
could get a ‘precipitation’ of anything you wanted. All you did was
concentrate on the object until it appeared. If you wanted a new washing
machine, ‘precipitation’ would give it to you.

“And there were other benefits. Didn’t Ballard predict the destruction
of Southern California in 1936, and then save it by pleading with Saint
Germain at the last minute? Didn’t he sink three submarines Hitler had
sent to blow up the Panama Canal? Didn’t he offer them all immortality
and riches? They got their money’s worth, all right.”

“How did Ballard make out?” the girl asked.

“Not too badly. You see, the cult spread to other cities. At one time he
had over three hundred thousand followers. If Ballard hadn’t died, and if
his wife hadn’t been convicted of using the mails to defraud, it might have
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gone on to greater heights. Anyhow, when the Feds stepped in and took
an audit many years ago, they estimated Ballard’s take at way over three
million dollars.”

“Three million—!” i

“Not bad for electronic essence,” I said. “How about another drink?”

She nodded. The drinks didn’t seem to bother her at all, but they were
getting to me. When I take on a little too much alcohol my speech centers
aren’t affected, but my vision goes haywire.

Right now she was nothing but a copper blur. Not bright and shiny,
but dim and wavering. I told myself that maybe I needed glasses. I told
myself that maybe I didn’t need what was in glasses. Not very funny. I
laughed anyway.

“Mr. Dempster—is something the matter?”

“No, nothing. Just too much electronic essence, I guess. Can I drive you
home?”

She stared at me and I tried to stare back. I could tell she was shaking
her head.

“No. I don't think so. But if you've got a car outside, I'll drive you home.”

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have taken that last one. I've been drinking too much
lately. Got to cut it out.” I stood up. '

“Think you can make it all right?” Her hand, on my arm.

“Of course I can.” And I could. I walked out of there under my own
power. The place was crowded now, and nobody paid any attention to
us. She went first, then I followed the copper blur.

In the car I could close my eyes. I gave her my address and she drove.
I guess I fell asleep for a little while, because when I came to we were
parked in front of the apartment. She was opening the car door.

“Going to leave it out all night?” she asked.

“Sure. I've got a permit.”

“Then I'll be on my way.” She smiled, or I thought she did. “And thank
you for a very entertaining evening.”

Entertaining, hell. What’s this modern generation coming to, I asked
myself. Used to be that the woman had a few too many and the man took
her home—or somewhere. And now the whole deal was reversed. She
took me home. Fine thing. Phil Dempster meets his dream girl and ends
up with a jag on, too woozy to even think of asking her to come upstairs—

“Hey,” I said. “Where are you going?”

“Home, naturally. I live over on Fairhope. Don’t worry, there’s a bus
stop right at the corner.”

“I'm sorry,” I sighed. “I'm a mess.”

“Don’t be sorry. I enjoyed it.”

“Well, [ didn’t. Next time I promise—"I leaned forward. “Can I phone
you?”

“Of course. I'm in the book.”

“Stay home tomorrow night. I'll call.”
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“That’ll be fine. Goodnight.” She hesitated a moment. “Are you sure
you can make it upstairs?”

“Sure. I'm all right, [ :

But she was gone. [ heard her heels clattering away, and I leaned out
the window to look, only everything was blurred. Everything was blurred,
and I'd been lying. I wasn'’t all right. I was all wrong, this was wrong, this
drinking and drinking and drinking every night because of a dream that
wasn’t real. When a reality came along I wasn’t ready for it; I kept on
drinking and let her go.

Why hadn’t we just talked? Why hadn’t I found out a few things about
her, instead of doing all that ranting over a bunch of crazy cults? As it
was, she must think I was just a stewbum—typical drunken writer. The
kind of guy she was glad to get rid of.

As it was, she hadn’t told me a thing. She was a private secretary, yes,
but where? Lived on Fairhope, she said, but what address? Probably
roomed with someone, and I'd never know now.

Still, she’d given me her phone number, hadn’t she? No—she hadn’t.
Just said I could call her tomorrow night. In the book, she told me. And
that was probably a stall, to get away from here fast.

Why didn’t I think to ask the number, write it down in the notebook?
The notebook—

I felt in my pockets. Nothing there. I groped around on the seat beside
me, scrabbled at the floor under my feet. Then I remembered.

I had left the notebook back in the tavern, in the booth.

That was it. I must have it. And I had to get it. What if somebody from
the White Brotherhood drifted into Joe’s Place after the meeting and
found my notes?

I had to get it. She was gone now, the bus had thundered past five
minutes ago. Nobody to drive me. Late. I didn’t see a taxi. Maybe I could
go upstairs and call one—

No. That might take a half-hour or more, this time of night. The sooner
I got my hands on the notebook the better. I could drive the car myself. I
was all right.

For a while the fuse seems to burn slowly, and then at the last the spark
just races along—

Islid over in the seat, groped for the keys in the ignition. The car began
to purr and throb, purr and throb, crawl forward and then streak through
the night like a cat pouncing on its prey. A copper cat, with green eyes.
The cat-goddess of Bubastis. There was a cult idea—revive the ancient
Egyptian pantheon. Didn’t some associate of Aleister Crowley try that?
Crowley was a devil-worshipper. The Great Beast 666, he called himself.
And people believed. Everybody believed nowadays, everybody heard
voices, everybody saw visions.

Even I saw them when I dreamed, and there was no sense shutting my
eyes. Can’t drive now with your eyes shut—
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I came to, somewhere on Fuller Avenue. A voice was whispering to me,
“You can’t make it, Phil. You can’t make it. Why don’t you stop, stop,
stop?”

It was my own voice, and I didn’t want to listen. I didn’t want to stop.
I had to make it. Even though I couldn’t see what I was doing, where I
was going.

Something was wrong with me, something was terribly wrong. If
Schwarm were here, he’d know. He'd tell me what to do. He'd tell me to
go home, and I'd go. Or he’d tell me to park, get out and walk the rest of
the way before I ran into someone.

That was it. I could get out and walk. Only a few blocks more to go.
Safer to walk. Then I wouldn't kill anybody, or take a chance on killing
myself.

It had started to drizzle and I was dimly aware of the dampness on my
face. I didn’t bother buttoning my coat or trying to keep the chill off. In
once sense I hoped the rain would sober me up. But that was a faraway
thought and in another larger sense, I really didn’t care whether I sobered
up. Then, or ever. The walks were slippery and once I almost fell and
thought vaguely I should watch it or I'd hurt myself. Or bump into
somebody and hurt them ...

I didn’t want to hurt anyone, I didn’t want to kill anyone. I didn’t want
to die. I didn’t want to see anyone die. That was it. That was the most
important thing. Not to see anyone die.

So I walked, with my eyes closed. And my mind closed. I just walked,
and then I guess I must have climbed. [ know, there at the last, that I ran.

I ran through a blackout, because everything was getting too clear all
of a sudden—too clear, and too bright. I could see too well.

There was a time when I stood in front of a door and rattled the knob.
Was it Joe’s tavern, was it closed?

There was a time when I went somewhere else and walked with my
eyes shut, praying for another moment of peace before I opened them
and realized what my awakened senses were trying to tell me—before I
had to see what I could smell now, and hear.

The fuse sputters loudly at the end—

But this wasn't a sputtering. This was a low murmur that became a
roar. A roaring in my ears, and a choking in my lungs. It was behind me
now, [ was moving away, I was running away to the corner.

Something red stood on the corner. I opered my eyes just long enough
to see it. Something red, shining in the reflection of the light that came
from behind me.

I went over it it, hung onto it. My hand went out and up, finding pain
and then warmth. My hand moved then, and I heard a sound.

Then the sound was drowned out in the roaring, and the roaring was
drowned out in the wailing. I slumped there, wanting to pass out but not
quite making it. Maybe a minute passed, maybe five, maybe ten.
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And all at once somebody was shaking me, I was awake, [ was sober.
But how can a man be awake and sober in a nightmare?

I didn’t know. .
All I know is that’s how they found me, standing there next to the

fire-alarm on the corner, while the tabernacle of the White Brotherhood
went up in flames behind me.



FOUR

IT WAS JUST BEGINNING to get light outside. I could see the first streaks of
dawn through the high window in the little office.

Captain Dalton pushed a mug of coffee my way. I picked it up and took
a mouthful. It had a bitter taste, like ashes. Everything tasted of ashes,
smelled of smoke to me.

“All right, Mr. Dempster,” he said. “We’re ready for that statement.”

“But I told you everything. And I told Detective Henderson on the way
‘down here—"

“This is for the record. Official.” The short, gray-haired head of the
Arson Squad stabbed the stem of his pipe toward the stenographer who
sat beside me, pad in hand.

I wondered what on earth could induce a man to take such a job—sit
there ready for dictation at five in the morning. I wondered why the head
of the Arson Sauad was allowed to smoke a pipe. I wondered about a lot
of things.

“Try to remember every detail, now. This is serious.”

I nodded. I was serious, all right. Serious as hell. The red hell of a
holocaust, walls coming down in a shower of sparks—three alarms at the
last, with the streets roped off all around. They found Peabody’s body in
a room upstairs, and three others; members of the White Brotherhood
who were sleeping there overnight. The whole building had burned up.
Burned to the ground. How can something burn up to the ground? Oh, it
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was serious, [ knew that. And I knew that they hadn’t bothered to bring
me down here just for the ride. I'd already talked to a detective and to the
Fire Marshal, too. If they Arson Squad was in on it, that meant they
suspected— .

“Where should I begin?” I asked.

“Start with this evening. [ want a full statement. The works.”

I gave him the works. Who I was, what I was doing. I told him about
Ed Cronin and my assignment. I told him about going into Joe’s tavern.
I told him about meeting Diana Rideaux, and what had happened. About
her driving me home, and me going back for the notebook.

That is, I told him about my physical actions of the evening. I didn’t
mention how much I had to drink, or what the drinks had done to me. I
didn’t tell him how I'd walked around with my eyes shut, or where I had
walked. Partly because there were long stretches I couldn’t remember,
and partly because there were other stretches I didn’t want to remember.
Certainly I wouldn’t talk about those things.

It was enough to say I'd gone back to the tavern, found it locked, then
noticed the flames, smelled the smoke, and turned in the alarm.

Or was it enough?

When I'd finished talking, Captain Dalton looked at me. “That’s it?” he
asked.

“That’s it.”

He glanced down at a sheet of paper. “Couple of other points you might
be able to help us on,” he said. “According to what Henderson put down
here, you didn’t drive all the way to the tavern. Instead, you parked over
on Fuller, in the 300 block. Why?”

“I told you. I'd had a few drinks too many, thought the air might do me
good.”

He nodded. “So you went straight over to the tavern and found it
closed.”

My turn to nod.

“What did you figure on doing then? Going straight home and calling
the tavern in the morning?”

I nodded again.

“I see.” Captain Dalton stabbed at the notes with his pipe. “You're sure
that’s all you had in mind?”

“Of course. What else was there to do?”

“That’s what I'm asking you.” Dalton stood up. He was a short man,
but at the moment he looked quite tall as he stood peering down at me.
“Because if you were going right home, you’d walk back to the car,
wouldn’t you? And the car was in the other direction from the White
Brotherhood tabernacle. Yet you didn’t go back—you went forward. You
had to go forward, because we found you on the far corner after the alarm
was turned in.”

“I saw the flames,” I said. “I smelled smoke.”
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He kept staring at me. “What time was this?”

“Never thought to look. I'd been drinking, you know how it is.”

“I don’t know how it is. I want to find out.” He turned away. “Would
you say you put in the alarm immediately?”

“Of course. Wasn’t that the thing to do?”

He didn’t answer me directly. He talked to the wall, now. “If you turned
it in at once, then somebody’s cockeyed.”

“What do you mean?”

“The alarm went in at exactly one-fifteen. That’s on record. You say
you went straight from the tavern to the alarm box, because you smelled
smoke and saw flames. Is that correct?”

‘(Yes.7’

“How long would you estimate it would take to walk from the tavern
door to the alarm?”

“Three minutes. Maybe less.”

He was staring at me again. “Three minutes, maybe less.” Now the
pipe-stem was stabbing straight at my eyes. “So according to your story,
you must have tried that tavern door at around ten after one. At eleven
after, or twelve after, you looked down the block and saw flames. From
the front window upstairs, you said.”

“That’s right.”

Captain Dalton went over to the side door and opened it. He called into
the next room. “Bring Shelby in for a minute, will you?”

A detective entered, followed by a bespectacled man wearing a cab-
driver’s cap and a leather jacket.

“You’re Mr. Shelby?” asked the Captain.

“Yeah, I'm Vick Shelby.”

“My name’s Dalton. Arson Squad. I read your statement.”

The cab-driver shifted his weight from his right leg to his left. “What’s
the matter with it? I tole you evvything I know. Look, [ gotta get outta
here, I gotta check in—"

“There’s nothing wrong. You'll be released in just a moment. But first,
I wanted you to go over it again, so I could hear for myself. You say you
were coming down Mason at ten after one?”

“That’s right. [ turned off Claybourne at ezacally ten after. Reason I
remember is this time-load come over the radio for me. One-thirty out at
the airport. I called in and give the operator the word, and rules are you
gotta say what time it is you get the call. So I says one-ten, see? Then I
drove south on Mason, like I said.”

“Let me see, now. Claybourne is about a mile north of the White
Brotherhood tabernacle, isn’t it?”

“Fourteen blocks, countin’ the alley off the YMCA.”

“And this would bring you abreast of the tabernacle at about one-twelve
or one-thirteen?”

“Uh-huh.”
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“Did you see any flames when you passed the building?”

“NO ”»

“Smell any smoke?”

“No.” Vick Shelby shifted from his left foot to his right again. “Diden’ [
tell you before, if I'd seen anything I would of stopped and put in an alarm?
Whaddya gettin’ at—tryin’ to make me say I set the place on fire?”

“Of course not.” Captain Dalton was being very kind and very patient;
he didn’t point his pipe at Vick once. “Just one more thing. As you drove
along, did you happen to notice anybody walking, or running, along the
left-hand side of the street in the block before the tabernacle?”

“Not a soul,” said the cab-driver. “Nobody was around.”

“You didn’t see a man in front of the alarm box on the corner, either?”

“I didn’t see no one.”

Dalton was pointing at me again. “You're sure you didn’t see this man?”

“Never seen him before in my life.”

“All right, Mr. Shelby. You an go now, and thanks very much. If we
need you, we’ll get in touch.”

“Okay.”
And out he went. Just opened the door and walked out, free as the air.
While I sat there, and the pipe-stem pointed. /

“You didn’t see the cab go by, did you?”

“Of course not. Iwould have mentioned it if  had. I told you everything
[ know.”

“Did you?” Dalton sat down again. He was beginning to sweat a little,
I noticed, but I didn’t care. Because I was wringing wet, myself.

“Did you?” Dalton repeated. “You say you were at the tavern at one-ten
or a moment later. That you walked down Mason Street and crossed over
immediately, seeing flames at one-twelve or one-thirteen. But the cab-
driver didn't see any flames at that time. And he didn’t see you, either.”

“I can’t help that,” I said. “Maybe I was in the shadows. Maybe there
was some kind of explosion and the flames broke out suddenly, in a
moment or so. I wouldn’t have waited a second to call after [ saw them.”

“Wouldn’t you, Mr. Dempster?”

“Say, what is this? Do you think I started the fire?” My voice sounded
just like the cab-driver’s.

“I don’t think anything.” He sighed. “I haven’t even said I thought
anyone started the fire. It could have been spontaneous combustion, for
all we know. But it’s our business to find out. Our business, because the
place wasn’t covered by any insurance. If the National Board of Fire
Underwriters was in on this deal, you’d really be getting some questions
along about now.”

“Look,” I said. “I told you what I know about it. And I told you I was
under the weather. A man doesn’t always remember details. Maybe I got
there earlier and walked around a while. But I did see flames, I did turn
in the alarm. Since when is it a crime to turn in a fire-alarm at a fire?” I
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stood up. “Since when is it a crime to park your car down the street and
take a little walk? I didn't set fire to that place. Why should I? I'd never
even been there in my life. Think it over, it doesn’t make sense!”

“Nothing makes sense,” Dalton told me. “You start out for a meeting,
but you don’t go. You meet a strange girl and hang one on with her. Know
her name but not where she lives. She drives you home, but you come
back because you forgot your notebook. Only you don’t come back all the
way. You park your car down the street and walk. You claim all this
happened just before the fire broke out. But why couldn’t it have been
earlier? Suppose you came back at twelve-thirty instead of ten after one
and you—"

“Why?”  was almost shouting at him. “You tell me for a change. What's
the reason, what'’s the motive? Every crime’s got to have a motive.”

Dalton tapped his pipe on the desk and shook his head. “That’s the odd
part of it,” he murmured. His voice was soft, reflective. “Arson, yes. We
get motives galore. Insurance is the biggest one, of course. Then there’s
revenge—discharged employee burning down the plant because he’s mad
at the boss. There’s jealousy, too, and sometimes fire is a cover-up for
murder. Lots of motives like that. Not all of them seem completely sane
or rational reasons, But we can understand them. It’s the other kind we'’re
afraid of. The cases where there is no motive, no sense. The torch doesn’t
have a reason for setting fires—at least, not one he can understand. Voices
tell him to do it, or he likes to see things burn, or he wants to watch the
firemen come and maybe even run into the flames himself and be a hero.
Many times a firebug doesn’t even seem to realize what he’s done—it’s as
though the whole experience was blotted out of his consciousness.”

“Sounds crazy to me,” I said.

“It is crazy.” Dalton began to load his pipe. “There’s a name for it too.
They call it pyromania.”

“You can’t lean on me,” I whispered, whispering because [ was fright-
ened. “You said yourself you don’t even know if the fire was started by
somebody. You haven’t got a crime, let alone a criminal. If you want to
book me,  want a chance to call a lawyer. But I've told you the truth. You
can check with Ed Cronin, check with that girl—"

The door opened and the detective who'd brought the cab-driver stuck
his head in.

“Girl’s here,” he said.

Dalton frowned at him, then rose. “Right with you,” he said. And then,
to me, “You stay here until I get back. Keep an eye on him, Scotty.”

The stenographer nodded.

I sat there and watched the dawn come up. The beautiful, beautiful
dawn. Coming up like fire—

Then I closed my eyes. Pyromania. Sometimes you don’t even realize
what you've done. How long had I walked around and where had I gone?
Burning. That charred mask—
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What was going on out there? What was he asking Diana Rideaux, what
was she telling him?

I don’t know if he was gone five minutes or five hours. The sun was
shining in my eyes when he came back in. The detective was with him.

“All right, Dempster,” he said. “You can run along home now. But stick
around town in case we want to call you later.”

I stood, nodded. “Where’s Miss Rideaux?” I asked.

“She just left. But it’s all right. Her story checks you out. According to
her, she didn’t say goodnight to you until one o’clock. Lucky for you she
was around.”

I had trouble standing. My feet were asleep. Captain Dalton came over
to me. “All right?” he asked.

“Sure. Fine.”

“Sorry I went after you that way. But you've got to be careful in this
line of work. I've seen some mighty funny cases. Nothing screwier than a
firebug.”

“I understand.” I moved away. The detective put his hand on my arm.

“Want to take the back way out?” he asked. “Reporters up front.”

I nodded gratefully.

“I'll have one of the squids drive you home,” he said. “This must have
been rough on you.” He fished in his pocket, pulled out a pack of
cigarettes. "Here—have one?”

“No, thanks,” I answered. “I've given up smoking.”



FIVE

I WANTED TO SLEEP, now, but there was too much to do. The first job was
to take a cab over to Joe’s tavern. it was open, and Jjoe was there.

So was my notebook.

“Noticed it when I come to clear away the glasses after you left,” he
said. “Too late to call you. Figured you'd be back.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Detective was in here asking after it. He looked at it, [ guess, but he
didn’t take it along. Got something to do with the fire?”

“Didn’t you read it?

Joe indicated the crowded bar. “Who’s got time to read, business like
this? Besides—it ain’t my proppity.”

I was willing to accept his first reason. The bar seemed to be doing a
rushing morning business. So was the street, outside. Plenty of traffic,
plenty of spectators, plenty of morbid curiosity-seekers come to gape at
the still smoking ruins. People are always interested in fires. Why?

“No kidding,” Joe said. “You have somethin’ to do with the fire?”

“Sure,” I told him. “I set it.”

“Ah_”

“Thanks for the notebook. Look, hadn’t you better be getting back to
the customers?”

“Ma’ll handle ‘em.” He leaned over the bar. “Didja see it burn, huh?”

“No. I was home.”
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“Boy, that was really somethin’! Flames musta been thirty feet in the
air. They had five engines here—we was roped off, they wouldn’t let us
get any closer. Ma and me, we watched outta the window upstairs,
though. You could feel the heat way over here.”

I edged away from the bar, seeking escape.

“You heard about Peabody, huh? Him and three other guys got it. Jeez,
that must be a awful way to die—"

This wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I had to make him stop. “Did you
know Peabody?” I asked.

“Him? Nah. He never come in here. Didn’t even take a glass of beer.
None of that gang ever showed around. Bunch a fanatics, you ask me.
Give all their money to the Brotherhood. Big racket. How can people get
so crazy?”

I shook my head. I didn’t know how people could get so crazy.
Yesterday I thought I did, but today I wasn’t sure any more. Wasn’t sure
what being crazy meant. Did it mean you wanted to start fires, did it mean
you wanted to watch fires, did it mean you were afraid of fire? If so, then
everyone was crazy.

“Sorry,” I said. “I've got to go. My car’s parked down the street.”

He opened his mouth, butI opened the door. And once again, I started
walking in the wrong direction.

I had to see it before [ went away.

The actual intersection was still roped off, and the fire department was
very much in evidence; their vehicles and men were scattered all over the
place.

The curbs were lined with parked cars for blocks around, and a sizeable
crowd pressed against the ropes. Cops walked back and forth, ordering
the spectators to stand clear, move along. But they grinned as they spoke,
and the crowd grinned back.

There was an air of holiday gaiety here. I didn’t sense any carefree
happiness, but I could feel the excitement and the exhilaration. I shoul-
dered my way up to the rope, and all around me people were smiling and
staring.

[ stared, too, but I didn’t smile. The gutted core of the tabernacle still
stood, although the two walls on the farther side had toppled almost from
the foundation. The roof was gone, of course, but the front remained
upright—empty windows like blind eyes, the open door like a burned
mouth from which poured a stench of ashy decay. Shreds of burned lath
and plaster hung in front of the empty window sockets like the greasy
hair of a juvenile delinquent. Half the street was cluttered with debris left
there when the roof had fallen in and chairs and papers and half-burned
hymnals had puffed out of the burning building like dust blown out of a
doorway. Something else in the street caught my eye and I almost lost
my lunch. It had been an old building and harbored more than its share
of the minor animal life that manages to live in symbiosis with urban
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humanity. Small spiders and bugs had probably gone up like bits of paper
on a blast furnace. Then a small army of squealing, burning rats had made
a run for it and some had gotten as far as the street outside. I started to
shake. Human beings would burn just as easily. And they’d look the same
way ...

Firemen poked around in the ruins, and hose-men near the corner
trained a spitting serpent on the cellarway.

This was it, this was the spot where the flames had lived and men had
died.

And the crowd liked it. I could see it in their faces. Could see what they
felt openly, knew what they felt secretly. The crowd liked it. The Great
Beast. The Great Beast who lives in a diet of violence, has lived on it
through the centuries.

These were faces that lighted up in the red reflection of a burning
Rome. These were the faces that kindled with glee as the torch was applied
to the Christian martyrs—as the faggots fired about the feet of
Torquemada’s victims. In their eyes I could read the rope, see the stake,
learn the love of lynching and the burning desire to burn. This was the
Mob, and to the Mob all suffering was a spectacle, all destruction a delight.

Sure, they were talking about how terrible it was. They always talk that
way, like old women going on at a funeral. But the old women go to
funerals every day, and the Mob goes to scenes of violence and disaster.
Goes and gloats. Goes and feasts upon the filth. Supp’d full with horrors,
isn’t that the way Shakespeare puts it?

Give us this day our daily dread. Blasphemy? Perhaps, but there was
blasphemy all around me. I could feel the thoughts, the dark desires.

“Glad it wasn’t me ... Iwish I could have seen it, though ... wonder what
it’s like to start a fire, burn a place down ... too bad the whole neighbor-
hood didn’t go up, then there’d really be something to watch ...”
~ Ithad happened at all times, all over the world. They burned the Library
at Alexandria, and they burned Rome, and Paris, and London, and
Atlanta. Chicago and San Francisco had gone up in flames, too. And
always, the Mob came. The Mob came to savor smoke as incense, to view
the burnt offering and offer adoration to what dark gods of death? They’d
stand there and watch the flames flickering orange and pink and blue and
white and feel the warmth on their faces and oooh and aaah when the
ceiling fell in or a wall collapsed. They’d quietly root for the flames and
silently boo the firemen and stare without pity or sympathy when a
volunteer staggered to the sidelines to cough the smoke out of his lungs.
It didn’t matter whether it was the impersonal fa’ade of the State National
Bank being destroyed by the licking flames or Uncle Harry’s lingerie shop.
There was no pity for the owners, no pity for the victims. Only a sea of
too-bright, blazing eyes, the Mob worshipping its oldest god.

[ knew. [ knew. Underneath the gay assertions—"I always look out of
the window when I hear the fire-engines go by” and “I don’t know what
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gets into Tom, the minute he hears the siren, off he goes in his car” and
“There’s just, oh, something about a fire that gets me”—underneath the
commonplace, everyday expressions of opinion there was a need. A
flaming need for a flaming deed. We're all fire-worshippers at heart. And
we rejoice when we see a sacrifice.

Fine thoughts for early morning, after a sleepless night. I shivered and
turned away to seek a route to the car.

It was still standing there. I had the keys in my pocket, and the cops
hadn’t towed it away.

I drove to the apartment, picking up some rolls and a dozen eggs on
the way. I made breakfast, shaved, washed.

Then I called Cronin.

“Dempster. You heard about last night?”

“Heard about it? My God, we’re swamped down here! And where were
you, why didn’t you phone in the story when it happened?”

“You know why. You must have checked with Dalton by this time.”

“Yeah. I know. Fine thing. For a while there, I was afraid you’d be mixed
up in this, give the paper a black eye.”

“Nice of you to be so thoughtful,” I said.

“Never mind the sarcasm, Dempster. I already gave you a break—a big
one. We can’t keep your name out of the story, because you turned in the
alarm. But we're killing the part about you being questioned, and we're
not mentioning what you were up to, with the notebook.” He paused.
“You get it back?”

“I got it. So you needn’t worry about the paper’s reputation.”

“Go to hell.” Cronin paused. When he spoke again, his voice was calm.
“Sure you're all right, Phil?”

“I'm all right. Just tired, that’s all.”

Another pause. And then, “Phil—you sure you haven’t got anything
more to tell me?”

“Quite sure. I leveled with Captain Dalton, gave him everything [ know
onit.”

“All right. What are your plans now?”

“I'm hitting the sack. Tired. But I'll keep in touch with you.”

“Do that.”

“Right.” I hung up. And then I did hit the sack, and the sack hit me,
and I slept. Slept without dreams. Slept until it was dark.

I got up, took a bath, and thought about dinner. Almost dinner-time.
Almost time to call—

She must have been sitting at the phone, waiting.

“Hello.”

“Oh, it’s you. Are you all nght?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“I called you this afternoon, from the office. Nobody answered.”

“I was sleeping.”
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“Tired?”

“Not now. Hungry. You eaten yet?”

“NO.”

“I'll be around in fifteen minutes.”

((well_”

“Going to be coy?”

“Make it twenty. 've got to change my dress.”

I gave her half an hour before I pulled up in front of the building on
Fairhope. It was a former duplex, now converted to four apartments. My
girl lived in the front upper.

My girl? Well—

She looked like my girl when she greeted me at the door. Tonight the
dress was green, to match the eyes and set off the hair. It set off other
things, too. On her, and inside me.

“You look good,” she said. “A person would never think you’d been
through—" A lip-biting pause. “I'm sorry.”

“That’s all right.”

“Care for a drink?”

I shook my head. “Not drinking at the moment. Not smoking, either.
Last night seems to have cured me of all my vices.”

“Did it?”

“Well, most of them. But I'm still ready to eat.”

“Fine. I'll get my hat. Where are we going?”

“I was thinking about the Chateau. Would you like that?”

“You should have told me. I'm not dressed for it.”

“Sure you are. You look fine. And after being hauled out of bed that
way—I'm sorry they dragged you into it.”

“I'm not.” Diana looked at me as if she meant it. “They thought you
started the fire, didn’t they?”

“Looks that way. But your alibi fixed things. Sweet of you.”

“You needn’t thank me. I only told them the truth.”

“But—"I hesitated. “You didn’t really leave me at one, you know.”

“I thought I did. It must have been around one when I caught the bus.
Maybe five or ten minutes earlier at the most, come to remember. Should
[ have told them it was any earlier?”

“You definitely shouldn’t,” I answered. “One o‘clock was just dandy.
Saved my life with your story. Honey, I could hug you.”

I stepped forward with every intention in the world of doing just that.

Diana moved back, eyes widening.

“Phil,” she whispered. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Did
you start that fire?”

“Of course not.” I didn’t like the way she moved back, but at least she
was calling me “Phil,” now. “As a matter of fact, there’s nothing to show
that anybody started it.”

“Oh, but there is,” she told me. “Haven’t you seen the papers? The Fire
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Marshal made a statement this noon. They found out how it was set.
Somebody must have crawled in through the basement window and
dumped a gallon of kerosene over thecoal-pile and the shed down there,
and on the stairs, too. That’s how those men were trapped upstairs—the
flames came right up the stairwell.”

“How could they tell?”

“I guess they found the empty tin tossed on the coal-pile. Something
like that. Anyway, it’s in the paper.” She handed me the Globe. “Read it
if you want to. I'll get my hat.”

I read it. Cronin had done a good job. My name was mentioned, but
only as a passerby who had turned in the alarm. The cab-driver’s state-
ment wasn’t included at all.

Dalton didn’t get much of a play, either. The story was build around
the Fire Marshal and the Chief of the Fire Department. Sure enough, they
claimed arson. Various members and former members of the White
Brotherhood were being held for questioning. Of course the Fire Marshal
didn’t actually come right out andsay it was arson. His statement was full
of “indications lead us to believe” and “apparently” and “it appears.” But
there was no doubt about it, now. And they were investigating.

[ skipped over the second-page stories about the' White Brotherhood
and Amos Peabody. The whole story of the cult was there—the story I'd
intended to write. Now my opportunity had gone. Gone up in smoke.

That part wasn’t important. What was important was how the fire had
started. It would be easy to crawl through an open cellar window and find
a convenient can of kerosene lying around. Almost any basement contains
something like that—if not kerosene, then oil or cleaning fluid or some
old rags or wastepaper. Even wood would do. Wood and newspapers.
There are a thousand ways to start a fire. And it could be done so swiftly,
so very swiftly. Into the cellar, up the stairs, and out again, all in five or
ten minutes. Five or ten minutes was plenty of time.

Thinking about it made me want to take a drink. But before I acted on
the impulse, Diana walked back into the room. She had her hat on, carried
her bag.

“Will I need my coat?” she asked.

“No. It’s still quite warm. Almost like summer. I wish I had a convert-
ible.”

“This is luxury enough.” She smiled. “The Chateau—I've never been
there. How did you guess that’s where I wanted to go?”

“Psychic,” I said.

Only I wasn’t. If I'd been psychic, I would have driven fifty miles in the
opposite direction.

Oh, it looked fine when we came in, and the menu was fancy, the
service exceptional, the food superb. But I couldn’t eat anything. Not
when I saw them come in with the shishkabob. The shishkabob, served
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to some godawful gourmets at the next table. The shishkabob, served on
a flaming sword—

“What’s the matter?” )

I pointed. She stared at the flames, the blue and red flames. I looked
away, across the room, just in time to see another waiter wheel a
serving-cart on which rested crepes suzette.

“Does that disturb you?”

I shook my head. And I tried to believe it didn’t. What was the matter
with me, was I getting a persecution-complex? Maybe it was worse than
that. Maybe it was a guilt-complex. Had to get hold of myself. Suppose
somebody began to play Smoke Gets in Your Eyes. Was that any reason for
me to get up and run?

“'m all right,” I said. And after a moment I was, but I still didn’t feel
like eating. The steak was good, very well-done, and a bit charred on one
side. That’s the way I liked it—charred.

Ordid I?

The dinner was turning into an ordeal. And yet she was there, smiling
at me, the copper curls like living flame—

Stop it!

I made myself talk, made myself ask her all the questions I wanted her
to answer. And she did answer, but half the time [ wasn't listening to what
she said.

All I remember is that her folks lived in Ohio, she’d been born there,
her mother was divorced and when she remarried Diana had come here
to finish school. She worked as a secretary now for some doctor.

I pretended to pay attention, pretended to be interested. Ordinarily I
would have been, but this wasn’t ordinarily. This was red flames and blue
flames and trying to remember where I'd been at five to, ten to, one, five
after, ten after. No stains or dirt on my clothes, but why should there be?
It didn’t make sense, because I'm afraid of fire, afraid of fire—

Then we were having coffee and the waiter came around and started
to light the candle at our table, and I stood up very quickly.

“Let’s go,” I said.

She looked at me, then rose. When we went out she slipped her arm
through mine. “Poor Phil,” she said. “So upset. Sure you couldn’t use a
drink?”

“Just one.”

We stopped at the bar out in front, and I had just one. We were out of
there in five minutes. The night was warm, but I could feel a breeze off
the lake.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s take a little ride.”

We took a little ride and we didn’t talk much. Ended up down at the
lake—not near the regular beach, but farther up, in a little place I knew.
We had to go down through the bushes to get there, but we made it. I
carried a blanket from the car.
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It was nice down there, and peaceful in the dark. I spread the blanket
and we lay down. I'd told her not to be coy when I talked to her over the
phone, and apparently the remark had been unnecessary. She wasn’t the
coy type. :

She wasn'’t coy and she wasn’t shy. [ don’t know what I expected when
we went down there. She was probably the most attractive woman I'd
ever met, but this was only the second time we’d been together, and I'm
no thoroughbred wolf. I supposed maybe we could rest for a while, and
talk, perhaps hold hands and kiss. That would satisfy me.

But she wasn’t resting, and she wasn’t talking. And it was her hand that
sought mine, her lips that came to mine, not as an offering but as an
onslaught. Her mouth was a moving hunger, meeting and mingling with
my own. Her mouth moved, and her hands moved, and her body moved,
and now I knew that this would not satisfy me. Then I was moving, and
she was suddenly still, but this I did not realize until later. Much later,
when I sat up and habit hurried my hand to my pocket, in search of a
cigarette.

“I thought you didn’t smoke any more,” she whispered.

“You cured me,” I said. “You cured me, Diana. Of a lot of things.”

“I,m glad"’ ,

I lay beside her. “Are you? Really? I didn’t hurt you or—"

“You can’t hurt me, Phil. No one can hurt me, darling. Not any more.”

I puffed. The red tip of the cigarette glowed like a beacon. A warning-
beacon? I didn’t know, but I couldn’t halt my voice.

“What do you mean? Was there some man who tried to—"

She put her mouth against my chest and laughed at my heart. “Some
man? Phil, I might as well be honest with you. There have been a lot of
men. A lot.”

“Tell me.”

“Why should I?”

“You know damned well why.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You want me to say it, do you?”

“Say what?”

“That 'm in love with you.”

“Are you?”

“Can’t you feel it? Did you think 'd—" ‘

She was laughing again. “Of course I do. Any man would. You're all
alike. There’s only one thing you’re after, and you'll say anything, do
anything, to get it. And then you run away.”

“I'm not running, Diana. I'm here.  want to stay here, with you.” I took
another puff, looking at the glowing end. “And you're being cynical when
you say all men are alike. You know it’s not true—admit it.”

“My father was different,” she murmured. “But he was the only one.
And what good did it do him? My mother knew how he felt, and she didn’t
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care. She took advantage of it, cheated on him. When [ was a little girl,
she used to bring the others to the house. She didn'’t care if [ knew, didn’t
care if I saw her. She didn’t care about him, either. And when she met the
man she wanted, she got a divorce. She got it, and made him pay. And
now she cheats on my step-father. But that’s all right. He’d do it to her.
He tried to get me, once, before I left home. That’'s why [ went away.”

I could feel her mouth working and twisting against my chest.

“Don’t,” I said. “It’s all right. I'm not like that. You'll see.”

“That’s what they all say,” she told me. “Oh don’t worry, I'm not blaming
you. You're a man. I can understand how you feel. But how could my
mother feel that way? Like a man, I mean, really wanting to—"

The warmth of the evening suddenly seeped away and I felt cold. Diana
seemed to be changing before my very eyes. She was becoming strange,
and a stranger, twisting, melting—like in a movie I had once seen about
a wax museum where there was a fire and the wax statues softened and
the features ran together into monstrous shapes ... I caught myself
slipping into the Dream and forced my mind back to reality.

“But don’t you want to?”

“No. I hate it.” She sat up. “If you hadn’t forced me—"

“Forced you?” I took a long drag on my cigarette. “What are you talking
about?”

“You know what I'm talking about, Phil.”

“NoIdon’t. All I know is that I love you, and I thought you felt the same
way about me, you acted as if you did.”

“That’s a lie.”

She was on her feet now, and I rose, tossing the cigarette away, tossing
everything away because this wasn’t reasonable, it didn’t make sense.

“Take your filthy hands off me!”

Now my hands were filthy. Why? I hadn’t done anything to her, and
yet she hated me. I could see it in the way her eyes blazed. They were

‘blazing into mine now, because I had grabbed her. I held her close.

She tried to break loose and I caught her wrists. They were like ice. Her
entire body was stiff, frozen. She was ice.

She was ice, and suddenly I was fire. [ was fire, my mouth matching
hers, my kisses like showers of sparks kindling a flame, my hands
incendiary, my body burning, consuming hers in consummation.

Fire—anger —passion—makes you see red. Copper hair against the
blanket, billowing and burning and blazing. And her body a white flame,
turning to a shivering scarlet. The fire was igniting the ice and that was
crazy because ice doesn’t burn.

But then it was all crazy, the way she turned red, the way everything
turned red. It was all crazy, but it was real.

For I had lifted my head and I was seeing fire. Real fire, real flames.
The brush was burning! The brush, where I'd tossed my cigarette—

Then I was rising and she was rising, and she stared at me and then at
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the blaze. Her eyes were open and her mouth was open, too, and the
scream came from her eyes as well as from her throat.

The flames were like dancing devils; climbing up the slope. She turned
and ran down the beach, then clambered along the bank. I stood there,
trying to move, calling, “Diana! Come back—wait!”

She didn’t come back and she didn’t wait. I beat at the brush with the
blanket, showered sand on the sparks and then stamped and trampled
and crushed the burning branches with my frantic feet.

Then the fire was out. The fire was out, and she was gone.

I climbed the bluff, panting, too winded to call. It wouldn’t have been
any use. When I got to the top of the slope, where the car was, she had
disappeared.

[ gunned the engine, wheeled down the road. I thought maybe I'd catch
up to her, but I didn’t. She hadn’t come this way. Then I found a path and
turned around—went back in the other direction. It was only a few blocks
to the main highway. I didn’t see her anywhere along the route. She must
have hitched a ride right away. Thumbed her way out of my life.

All at once I didn’t care any more. Let her go. Diana Rideaux, with her
twisted ideas about men and love. Just as well I'd found out when I did.
You can’t live with a perso:1 whose mind works like that. Full of crazy
impulses, crazy notions.

But what about me, tossing that cigarette? Did I know what [ was doing,
subconsciously? Was I acting on a crazy impulse, a crazy notion? You
can'’t live with a person whose mind works like that.

How was I going to live with myself?

I put the thought aside, lighted another cigarette. I didn’t really want
to smoke, but I forced myself to, just to prove something. To prove that
it was all my imagination, to prove that it could happen to anyone.
Brushfires start every day. Careless smokers, dropping matches and butts.
Did they go around accusing themselves of being pyromaniacs because
of an accident like that?

Driving along, I began to feel better. I felt good enough to switch on
the car radio. The music was calming, soothing. At least, that’s how it
began. Then it began to shriek and blare and scream. And as it did so, I
recognized it—recognized it, and nearly ripped the knob from the panel
trying to shut it off.

Why, of all things, did they have to be playing The Ritual Fire Dance?



SIX

HE WAS STANDING in front of the apartment when I drove up that evening,
and at first I thought he was a clown—his face was so white, his eyes were
so black, his lips were so red. Then, when I parked, crossed the street,
and passed him under the light, I realized that the little man was no
buffoon. The masks of Comedy and Tragedy are strangely alike. This
man’s face was unnaturally pallid, his eyes deep-set and circled with the
straining stain of fatigue. His lips were red because he’d bitten them.

I stared at him as I prepared to open the hall door, and he stared back.

“Looking for someone?” I asked.

“Just waiting, Brother.”

I went inside, walked up to my door. Then I finally came to—came up
out of the fog of fancy and fire and fear long enough to realize what he
had said. “Brother.” The little man was a cultist.

The key was already in the door, but I yanked it out. I turned and went
down the stairs, out the door.

But the front walk was deserted now. The stranger with the bleeding
lips was gone.

I looked down the street in both directions. No one was in sight. He’d
vanished, God knows where or why. And what had he been waiting for?

Up the stairs, two at a time. I got the key out, opened the door, switched
on the light. Then I breathed a bit easier.
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Whoever he was, whatever he was, he hadn’t been here. My place was
undisturbed.

My place was undisturbed, but I wasn't.

There was too much I didn’t understand. A fire, and then another fire.
A girl who feared me, and another who feared me, too—myself.

And now, the little man with the pale face, who was just waiting outside
my apartment. Of course, it could be a coincidence. Those things happen.
The long arm of coincidence might have placed him there.

But the long arm of coincidence ended in a claw, and I felt it clutching
at my throat. The'Tabernacle had gone up in flames and the general idea
seemed to be that it hadn’t been that dry a summer for it to have gone up
all on its own. Somebody had lit it; somebody had lent Amos Peabody a
helping hand to his Final Reward—which I'm sure Amos would have
willingly passed up right at this juncture. And [ was something more than
just an innocent bystander. One, I had been on the scene. And two, I was
doing a series of articles on the cults. Maybe somebody didn't like the
idea. Maybe right at that very moment somebody was mentally thinking
of me as a chicken on a spit.

It wasn’t very funny. When I fry bacon, the hot grease always spatters
me. [ used to do that trick of lighting wooden matches with my thumbnail
but the burning matchhead would invariably scorch my hand. And when
I smoke cigarettes, the lit tip frequently falls off and burns a hole in my
pants.

I've got a grudge against life, I thought shakily. I get burned up all too
easily ... And that thought was anything but hilarious, too.

[ went to the telephone and dialed Schwarm. I needed him now, needed
him at once. Sure, it was late, but Schwarm would come. I could talk to
him, reason things out. He’d know. Schwarm always knew.

Dr. Milton Schwarm. They called him a psychiatrist, and he was good
enough to be consultant for the police department on occasion. But I
didn’t think of him as a head-shrinker. For six months now he’d been my
friend. He knew something about my problems, but I hadn’t been able
really to tell him everything. Hadn’t wanted to, because he was my friend;
I hated to change that for a professional relationship.

Right now, though, I was willing. More than willing. As I sat there,
listening to the buzzing, [ was eager.

Then the voice came.

“Hello,” I said. “This is Phil Dempster. Is Doctor Schwarm there,
please?”

“I'm sorry, Mr. Dempster. He’s out of he city.”

“Oh. When will he be back?”

“Friday evening, I believe.”

“Thank you.” I cradled the phone.

He’d be back Friday evening and this was only Wednesday. Two days.
So much could happen before then.
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But nothing was going to happen. I was just edgy, from not drinking.
That’s what comes when you lay off the fire-water.

Fire-water. Did I really think of it in that way?

Schwarm would know. I could tell him ‘and he could tell me. But now
now. Friday evening.

Now I had to sleep. And tomorrow there was a job to do. The Church
of the Golden Atom. Professor Ricardi.

I dragged myself over to the couch, dragged out the notebook, and read
about Professor Ricardi and his Golden Atoms. It was hard going, because
I kept looking over my shoulder, kept jerking upright whenever I heard a
noise from outside.

Eventually, though, I dozed off. Dozed off right there on the couch.
When I woke up the sun was shining. Wednesday night had passed.

Curiously enough, I felt better. A shave and a shower helped still more.
By the time I finished breakfast I was completely alert and ready to go to
work.

I went to work.

Research is a slow business, but rewarding. I knocked off about five,
after completing my rounds. My last stop was the Globe morgue, where
I'd been digging through newspaper files on Professor Ricardi. I stopped
in to see Ed Cronin, but he'd left, so I ate dinner alone.

This time [ ate in a restaurant. Tonight wasn’t going to be a repetition
of Tuesday evening. I drove out to Grace Boulevard in plenty of time, and
parked right in front of the Church of the Golden Atom.

This was no converted meeting-hall. A trim, modern brick building in
a substantial residential neighborhood, with a blazing yellow neon sign
projecting from one corner: CHURCH OF THE GOLDEN ATOM.

Respectable, I thought. You couldn’t have told it from some of the other
churches in the neighborhood. They probably had dances and Bingo on
Saturday nights and a young people’s club and were charter members of

“the neighborhood business association.

Something about the sight of the sign made me hesitate. It was so
bright. I didn’t want to walk under it, and then I knew why, and I told
myself the sign blazes, but the building won’t burn.

After that I could go inside.

The outer hall was already crowded. They were all here tonight—the
middle-aged widows in the clutches of the climacteric, the pale young
men who avoided your eyes, the man with the shaggy eyebrows who kept
mumbling to himself or an invisible companion, the girl with the goiter,
the old woman with the bright orange hair. I recognized the types. The
comfortable middle-class, when it begins to crack up around the edges
and lose its faith in the usual faiths. Salvation begins to mean more and
more to them, and they don’t want to wait for it after death—they want
it now.

And there were others I took special pains to observe; others with
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special pains. The lame, the halt and the blind. Canes tapped, crutches
clumped, wheelchairs rolled.

I passed a table bearing books and literature. THE GOLDEN KEY was
the title stamped on the bright blue binding of the book. The magazine
was called ATOMIC SCIENCE, and the smaller tracts were no less impos-
ing in their headings.

A fat woman sat behind the table, breathing benevolence and Sen-Sen.
At her right was a tin box, and at her left, a half-filled bottle of Coke.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

I nodded and passed on. Another table loomed ahead. This layout was
presided over by an elderly gentleman who wore a hearing aid. A gaudy
chart stood propped before him, and next to it was a pyramid of 5-ounce
jars, each bearing a gold label reading VITAL CREAM. Marching down the
side of the table were smaller glass containers. The gold label on these
identified them as ATOMIC ENERGY CAPSULES.

“Yes sir?” said the elderly man.

I hesitated for a moment, then fished in my pocket. “Better give me one
of each,” I said. “How much?”

“That’ll be six dollars for the cream and five for the capsules,” he told
me.

I said something under my breath which I hoped his hearing aid
wouldn'’t pick up. But I gave him the money. It would be worthwhile to
get this stuff analyzed by a pharmaceutical chemist.

Then, on second thought, I went back and bought a copy of THE
GOLDEN KEY for five dollars and two issues of ATOMIC SCIENCE at fifty
cents each.

Seventeen dollars for research, so far. Not a bad deal for Professor
Ricardi.

No, Professor Ricardi did all right. I found that out when I went inside.
His church setup was conventional enough—rows of pews on either side
of a center aisle, leading down to the rostrum and the altar. The usual
organ was being manned by the usual organist, who played the usual
music.

Behind the altar was the banner; a huge, golden sun emitting a corona
of gilt-and-rhinestone sparks. In front of the altar, a moment after I
entered, was the eminent Professor Ricardi himself.

He glittered. )

His robe was golden, and so was his hair, and his beard, and the rings
on his long, slim fingers that rose to invoke a benediction upon the
congregation.

His voice was golden, too. And it was of gold that he spoke. Not the
crass, coarse gold of material riches, but the true gold of the Spirit.
Nature’s gold. Here was a treasure without end, lavished upon us all, by
the Primal Atom which was Being.
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All Life springs from the Atom. The Atom is the source of creation, the
father of us all. What is the biblical “Adam” but a misreading of “Atom”?

The Earth was born from the atomic energy of the sun. The sun—the
Prime Atom—is the source of all Life. Solar energy rules the Earth, and
from it we can tap untold blessings if we possess the key.

Yet woe unto those wicked ones who deny the truth, who seek to
harness the Atom to their own evil ends! Those who tamper with Prime
Matter, who divide the Atom and release its Essence are cursed—they will
bring down doom and destruction upon themselves.

They had best turn to the Church before it was too late; learn the Truth
as set forth in ATOMIC SCIENCE and THE GOLDEN KEY. There all can
find eternal Youth, eternal Health, eternal Life—yes, and riches and
power too, for those who desire such trifles.

As for Professor Ricardi, he was above these petty needs. His years of
labor as a Cosmic Scientist in the secret laboratories of Tibet had borne
sufficient reward when he discovered the shining truth of what he sought.

For forty years he had journeyed through the Wilderness of Error before
he found the Way. Then a few chance words let slip to jealous fellow-sci-
entists had resulted in their discovery of the Truth, and their misuse of it
to produce the Atomic Bomb.

Now, with such power in the hands of the forces of Evil, Professor
Ricardi had determined to step forward and lead the world to the Truth.
Time was short, and it would be a close race between Destruction and
Construction. But he was ready.

Professor Ricardi had dedicated his eternal existence to delivering the
message of the Golden Atom, to dispensing Nature’s Own Source of
Life—pure sunlight—in the form of ATOMIC CAPSULES and VITAMIN
CREAM. These scientifically prepared aids to immortality were aug-
mented by the Inner Light of Truth shining in the pages of THE GOLDEN
KEY.

So said Professor Ricardi, for almost an hour. From time to time his
pronouncements were punctuated and accented by the organ.

And then the light dimmed, and he offered up a prayer to the Atomic
Power Who Rules All Being, and the choir rose and chanted.

The Power descended on Ricardi, haloing his golden head. And he
raised his hands to draw unto himself all those who believed, who could
feel the Atomic Energy flowing from him into their bodies to heal and to
save. He called upon them to surrender to the Power, to let the injured
atoms rearrange themselves in perfect harmony.

It was the ultimate in phoniness. The cheap pitch was as obvious as the
peroxide rinse on his hair and beard. The organ came in like a soap-opera
cue, and the halo was a spotlight operated by a union electrician.

But Professor Ricardi held out his hands, and they came. They came to
the altar, creeping and crawling and tottering.

All eyes were on the altar, now, as Professor Ricardi prayed over the
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afflicted. They were filing past him one by one. He held their hands, gazed
into their eyes, and prayed. The crowd watched—and I watched the
crowd. .

There was a fat man sitting on my left. He stared at the altar, twisting
the brim of his hat as he watched. On my right, a girl began to sob
convulsively. Professor Ricardi had them now, held them in the palm of
his hand.

The hand went out, touching an old man’s forehead. He stood there,
head bowed for a moment. Then the head jerked upright and the man
straightened—straightened, and let his crutches clatter to the floor.

From either side of me came gasps and moans.

Now Ricardi bent over a woman in a wheelchair. Again he pressed his
fingers against her temples. Suddenly the woman shrieked and rose from
the chair. She rose and walked, and the crowd made an ancient sound.

Ricardi stepped back, smiling and shaken, as the tumult rose. Then the
organ came up suddenly, the lights were on, and a gray-haired acolyte
was on the platform, pleading for a Free-Will Offering. Ushers ran down
the aisles.

The fat man on my left reached into his pocket and came up with a
ten-dollar bill. The girl on m.y right fished three dollars and some change
from her purse. The room resounded with the clink of coins, the tonguing
tumult of those who had been privileged to witness wonders.

I'd seen enough. I rose and tried to move down the aisle toward the
platform, toward the man who'd tossed aside his crutches and the woman
who rose from her wheelchair to walk again.

But the crowd milled and blocked my way, breathing and babbling all
around me. I fought through phrases, brushed past bodies, edged excite-
ment at every step.

And when I reached the platform, both the man and the woman were
gone. Ricardi had disappeared, too. I tried to catch the eye of the
gray-haired acolyte, but he was surrounded by ushers. They were empty-
ing their collections into a tin box.

I turned to retrace my steps up the aisle. Maybe they’d slipped out a
side entrance. I might still overtake them if I got out in time.

The crowd barred my path but I pushed on. Pushed on to the edge of
the lobby, where yet other groups clustered around the tables, buying
THE GOLDEN KEY and ATOMIC ENERGY CAPSULES. I kept searching for
a sight of the three faces I sought. '

I caught a glimpse of a back bobbing in the doorway ahead. Somebody
was standing there, and even at a distance I knew that I was being
surveyed. As I stared, the short man turned to face me fully, and I
recognized him. For an instant I saw the white face, the black eyes, the
red lips of the clown. Then he disappeared in the street beyond.

He'd been here tonight, watching me. Why?

Ricardi and the others could wait. I had to find out about this, first.
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Slowly I burrowed my way through the lobby, fighting toward the
freedom of the doorway beyond.

Just as I reached it, the hand came out and tugged at my shoulder.

“Phil—wait a minute!”

I turned and gazed into the smiling moon-face of Doctor Milton
Schwarm.






SEVEN

WE SAT OVER COFFEE in the restaurant down the street.

“But they told me you were out of town,” I said. “I never expected to
run into you here—and on the same errand.”

Schwarm shook his head. “It isn’t the same. You're out after a newspa-
per feature. Mine is a clinical investigation. As I told you, one of my
patients was formerly a member of the Golden Atom sect. I wanted to get
a line on the organization for that reason. And on this Professor Ricardi.
These so-called cures are an interesting phenomenon. If I could find a
reasonable excuse, I'd like to interview the man and the woman we saw
tonight. Perfectly classical examples of hysterical—"

“Wrong,” l interrupted. “They were plants. Fakes, I'm sure of it. Just as
sure as I know Professor Ricardi isn’t a Professor.”

“What makes you so certain?”

I pulled out the notebook. “I didn’t walk in there cold. Did some
snooping around first. You want to know what I found out?”

“If it’s not confidential.”

“You'll see most of it in the Globe a week from Sunday. Might as well
get the facts now.”

“Go ahead.” Schwarm leaned back and picked up his coffee-cup.

I scanned my jottings. “Your friend Professor Ricardi has a very
conventional history. His real name is Joseph Edward Clutt. Born in
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Spokane, in 1929. Father was a plumber. Joe was an apprentice until he
ran away with a medicine show.

“He came to town here in 1951, and was rejected by the draft because
of narcotics addiction. In 1956 he was named corespondent in a divorce
action brought against Mrs. Agatha Loodens by her husband, Frederick.
Apparently he had offered her more than the usual plumbing services.”

Schwarm put his cup down. “You mean he was still a plumber in 1956?
What about those trips to the Orient and Tibet?”

I grinned. “The nearest Joe Clutt ever came to the Orient was an opium
pad in 'Frisco.”

“Go ahead,” Schwarm said. “This is interesting. I've always wondered
how a cult was born.”

“Simple. Shortly after the divorce, Mrs. Loodens’ former husband
passed away. He left her a small pharmaceutical supply business. It had
government contracts during the Korean war, but it was in bad shape by
‘58.

“Her lover, Joe Clutt, took over. It was he who continued the manufac-
ture of what has since become ATOMIC ENERGY CAPSULES and VITAL
CREAM. The idea of the cult came from there.”

“You mean this plumbe: dreamed up the whole procedure in order to
sell his product?”

“Not quite. There’s a third party involved. Their business attorney, a
man named Weatherbee. I'm pretty certain the basic notion came from
him. He could easily have written THE GOLDEN KEY and coached Joe
Clutt in his new role. Clutt had a medicine-show and carnival background,
remember, and no doubt he possessed a certain amount of personal
magnetism. At least the late Mr. Loodens thought so.

“But Weatherbee and Mrs. Loodens are the brains. They got him to dye
his hair, change his name, taught him the catch-phrases, and invested
money in printing up the books and packaging the merchandise.

“They opened headquarters, and probably used their social and busi-
ness connections to spread the word and attract the early converts. And
the racket caught on. They’re making a fortune in daily lessons, private
courses, personality-readings. The books are going out by mail-order as
well as through the Church itself. The pills and the cream sell that way
too. And by far the biggest percentage of profit must come from the
contributions and the Free-Will Offerings. I understand they plan to open
a branch in Chicago soon.”

“You wouldn’t believe people would be so gullible,” Schwarm mur-
mured. “A personal observation,” he hastened. “Not a professional one.”

I snorted. “They don’t believe it because they’ve been convinced of
anything—cultists believe because they want to believe. Five years ago I
went to a pseudo-seance and I've never forgotten it. There must have been
a couple of hundred cultists present in the hall. A lot of middle-aged
people but a lot of young ones, too—teenagers and married couples who'd
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lugged their kids along. The medium was a skinny little guy about fifty
who needed a clean shirt and a shave and a bath. His wife was a fat,
frowzy old witch who sold tickets and booklets and did the opemng splel
about how her husband would go into a trance and communicate with
the Great One in the Beyond.

“On cue the little guy closed his eyes, worked up a sweat, then started
spouting gibberish in a high, sing-song voice. I recognized a few words
of Spanish and I suspect most of the rest of it was Chinese. His wife
‘translated’ on how the Great One was pleased to be called from Beyond
the Veil and gave a few predictions as to what was coming in the future
and then gave stereotyped answers to stereotyped questions from the
audience. The act wouldn’t have fooled a ten-year-old but the people there
were literally on the edges of their seats. During the intermission a friend
of mine made snide remarks and we were nearly mobbed. The light of
truth isn’t exactly what these people are looking for.”

Schwarm lit a cigarette. “But how do they get away with it?” he asked.
“What about the authorities? Don’t they know this man isn’t a professor,
that he’s running a phoney religious racket?”

“Please,” I said. “You're supposed to be a psychiatrist. Naivet) doesn’t
become you. Clutt is Ricardi—his change of name was legalized three
years ago. He is also a professor, and if he wanted to he could call himself
a doctor, too. Anybody can get a degree in metaphysics if he’s will to pay
the dough to one of the mail-order schools. And your use of the term
‘phoney religious racket’ is open to question. You know all sects and cults
are tolerated, providing their leaders don’t indulge in fortune-telling.” I
shrugged. “However, my article may get a few people to thinking.”

“Perhaps.” Schwarm put his cigarette down. I couldn’t help but watch.
I was watching everything that burned these days. “But since when have
you had this sudden interest in crusading? I thought you were writing
another book.”

" “Iputit aside for a few weeks. It went stale on me.”

“What seemed to be the trouble?”

He asked the question casually, but I knew Schwarm well enough to
realize he was serious. Here was my opportunity to tell him—tell him
everything. About Diana, and the fire at the White Brotherhood taberna-
cle, and my drinking before that fire, and the reasons for my drinking.
But there would be no backing out if I got that far. Behind the fire was
the drinking and behind the drinking was the dream, and behind the
dream was something I couldn’t talk about.

I wanted to, but I couldn’t. Because of what he might say. He was a
psychiatrist, and he’d be able to tell me what was wrong, and I was afraid
of hearing it.

So I just shook my head and said, “Guess I ran out of ideas. Too much
introspection. This little assignment gives me a chance to get out, get
away from myself for a while.”
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“Get away from yourself, eh?”

“Please.”  smiled at him. “No bedside manner.”

“Sorry. But you know, Phil, anytime you feel that you have a problem
you’d like to talk over—”

“Sure,” I said. “ know. And thanks.” I glanced at my watch. “Got to run
along now. It’s late. Can I drop you off?”

“No, I've got my car.” He stood up, stubbing out his cigarette in the
ashtray. A few sparks still smoldered. I glanced around the restaurant.
Suppose one of those sparks blew out of the ashtray and lodged against
the drapes there on the wall? If the drapes caught fire they’d burn quickly,
and the walls were wood, they would burn, and the whole place could go
up in flames—

Schwarm walked down the aisle and I quickly extinguished the smol-
dering butt. It was foolish, but I couldn’t help it. Suppose he saw me?
What could [ say, “I'm a Boy Scout and this is Fire Prevention Week”?

But he didn’t see me, nobody saw me, and everything was all right.
Schwarm paid for my coffee, we went outside, and said goodbye on the
street.

“Call me for lunch one of these days,” he said. “Let’s have a visit.”

“will do.”

I watched him as he climbed into his car and drove away. Then I turned
and started down the block toward my own parking place.

It was dark in the middle of the block here on the side street, but not
too dark to make out the figure that leaned against the side of the car.
And even in the dimness I saw and recognized that white face—the
clown-face.

He stood up when he saw me.

“I've been waiting, Brother,” he said.

“Yes. So I see.”

“I wanted to make sure you were alone.” he peered up at me, teeth
protruding over the bitten lips. “You are alone, aren’t you?”

I nodded. I was alone, and didn'’t like it. Alone on a dark side street
with a fanatic who had waited for me.

“That is good. Otherwise I would not take you. I had to be sure.”

“Sure of what?” Sure that I was alone so he could kill me?

He was standing quite close, and suddenly his hand came out of his
coat. It didn’t come out alone. I caught the gleam of the knifeblade, and
before I could move the point pressed in my side.

“Be very still,” he murmured. “I must make doubly certain.” His nght
“hand held the knife against me. His left hand went to my coat, opened it.
His cold fingers crawled across my chest, unbuttoning my shirt.

My hands went up, and the knife dug in. “Don’t try that,” he whispered.
“I will not harm you, I seek a sign.”

Crazier than hell. This was crazier than hell, he was crazier than hell, I
was—
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His icy fingers raised gooseflesh on my breast as he lifted my T-shirt.
For a moment he peered down at my chest. His hand pressed it.

“Good,” he said. “It is as I hoped. You are not one of them. There is no
mark.”

“What mark?”

“The mark of the Beast. The mark of the Evil One. You are not one of
them after all. You are pure. So you will help me.” His hand left me. I
buttoned my shirt and coat.

“Help you how? Who are you, anyway?”

“I am the one chosen. Chosen for vengeance.”

What do you say when you hear a thing like that? You can’t come out
with, “Make sense”—not when the sharp edge of a knife is still within
slicing distance of your stomach. I stared down into the white clown-face
and waited.

“You will help me,” he repeated. “Come.” He nudged me in the
direction of the car. “Get in, I'll tell you how to go.”

“Where are we going?” I asked—but I got in the car while I spoke,
because the knife nudged.

“To issue warning.”

“The police?”

“They are enemies. You know that, surely. They hate the Brotherhood.”

“Brotherhood? Are you from the White Brotherhood? Is that where
you're taking me?”

“The Brotherhood has ended in the Fire of Wrath. You know that. And
the Fire of Wrath will consume all before it unless others are warned in
time.”

Little clown-face with the knife, whispering to me in the darkness. I
shuddered, moving away across the front seat. His eyes and his knife
followed me.

~ “We must go now. Hurry. It’s 1902 Benson Street.”

The address meant nothing to me—Benson Street was way on the other
end of town, in the suburbs.

“Who's there?”

“The one we warn. Quickly, now.”

I drove. I drove, hoping we’d pass a squad car so that I could be picked
up for speeding. I drove, hoping for a break, a blowout, a freak accident,
anything.

But there was no hope. There was only the darkness of the streets, the
darkness beside me, and the little man with the big knife. I drove him,
but he was driving me. Driving me into darkness and—?

“Faster,” he murmured. “We may be too late. The Fire of Wrath moves
swiftly to consume the world, for the Day of Doom is at hand—"

“Fire,” I said. “You keep talking about fire. Did you burn down the
Brotherhood tabernacle?”

The knife bit into my side, and the sweat poured out as I waited for his
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hand to move, waited for the car to strike a rut. Lwas an inch away from
eternity—just a single, cold steel inch.

But the knife moved no further. “t will not kill you, Brother, because I
understand. You do not know.”

“Why don'’t you tell me, then?”

“You shall hear, in a few moments. When I tell him. I want you both
to hear.”

“Is that why you’re taking me out to this place instead of going
yourself?”

“Yes. If  went alone, he would not listen. He would say that I was loony.
You know what ‘loony’ means, Brother?”

I was afraid to answer that one in any way. [ drove silently, turning off
Ammon Boulevard onto Benson Street.

The voice was strident in my ear, now. “ ‘Loony’ means crazy. That’s
what it means, Brother. Crazy in the head. They used to say that about
me when [ was little. Before I joined the Brotherhood. The Reverend knew
[ wasn’t loony, though, and he believed in the Voices. But some of the
others still called me that. It makes me mad. It makes me feel like taking
my knife and cutting out their tongues. Their tongues that lie and lie.”

[ sat there, silent and sweating, driving down Benson and watching the
houses thinning out as we reached the hillside area of the suburb. Now
we were climbing, and he was whispering. “But you’ll know in a minute.
And he’ll know, too. Know that I'm not loony, that I'm telling the truth
about the Fire of Wrath. He must know, because he’s the next, the next
on the list—"

The trees were thick on either side now, and the 1900 block was just
around the next sharp turn. We made it. 1902 was the big house on the
right-hand side, set back on the steep driveway.

I drove in. “Here we are,” I said.

The house was dark and silent. As we climbed out of the car I fancied
I could see a dim light burning on the second floor, through a rear
window.

We went to the front door. “Whom do I ask for?” I muttered. “What do
[ say? Busting in on somebody at this hour of the night—"

“I'll do the talking,” said the little man with the knife. “Just hurry.”

I rang the bell. Waited. Rang again.

“You see?” I turned to him. “Nobody home. Or else they’re sound
asleep.”

The little man pushed me aside. He began to hammer on the door with
the butt of the knife.

“No use,” I told him. I started to turn away. He reached for me.

“There must be,” he said. “Look at the light.”

I stepped back and gazed up at the window again. There was a light
burning there, burning more brightly than before.

Burning too brightly—
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I turned to him and saw that he already knew. He could see the flame,
smell the smoke now.

“Down to the corner,” I said. “Turn in an alarm.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Got to get inside.”

“Don’t—it’s too late—no use now. You'll be killed—"

Now it was his turn to tremble. I looked at the little clown-face and
suddenly I wasn’t afraid any more. Before there was time to think it over,
I'd reached out and grabbed the knife.

“Where are you going with that?”

“I'll show you.” No sense trying the door. I walked over to the French
window off the porch facing the walk. I shattered the glass around the
outside lock with the butt of the knife. The window gave.

A suffocating wave of mingled heat and smoke poured out.

“Hurry!” I yelled. “Get that alarm turned in.”

Without waiting any longer, I stepped into the room. It was dark, and
the smoke stung my eyes and nostrils. There was nothing I could do about
my eyes, but I groped for a handkerchief to hold over my nose and mouth.

Then I moved across the room, following the wall. I almost tripped over
a floor-lamp, and I bruised my knee against a sofa. But I reached the hall,
felt for a light switch, then realized [ wouldn’t need it.

The hall was light enough, now. I could see the flickering flare from
upstairs; it was like a beacon to guide me. Or to warn me.

The smoke was thick, acrid. The stench was sickening. And the fire was
upstairs, I didn’t want to go up there, I was afraid of fire—

But I went. I was afraid of fire, but I was more afraid of myself. I had
to go. Maybe the answer was upstairs, maybe I'd learn the secret.

I took the stairs two at a time. As I rounded the curve, the stench and

the smoke and the heat seemed to coalesce, forming an invisible hand; a
big, hot hand that tried to push me back.
" I half-turned on the stairway, choking and gasping. The hand was
pushing me down, and I wanted to shrink away from it. But the blaze
beckoned above. I faced the hand again, ducked, and slipped through the
invisible fingers.

Then I was on the upper landing, and the smoke swirled all about me.
The hall was black with it. The rug was smoldering in the hall, and there
were little tongues of flame licking and nibbling and eating.

From the room at the end of the corridor came other tongues. And the
smoke poured out in a choking cloud. I stumbled toward the open
doorway. The heat was rising, and I could scarcely see. I stood there
blinking, trying to look into the bedroom. A burst of smoke, a burst of
flame, another burst of smoke—but I caught glimpses between: Glimpses
of Inferno.

Somebody had set fire to the curtains. Somebody had set fire to the
drapes. Somebody had torn the bedclothes off the bed and piled them in
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a great heap at the foot, to smolder and burn. They were cloth and gave

off a suffocating odor, but they were burning more briskly now. In a

lr:wment or so the bed would catch fire—and somebody wanted that to
appen.

Whoever had set the blaze and stripped the bedding had also left a
single sheet for another purpose. This sheet had been torn to long shreds
and used for tying the arms and legs of the man who lay on the bed—lay
face down, head almost lost to view in the rising smoke.

He wasn’t struggling, wasn’t even moving now. I could understand
why. That smoke was enough to asphyxiate anyone.

It had been planned this way. First, asphyxiation, and in a few moments
now, incineration. The heat seared my hands and forehead. The wallpa-
per had curled and burned, and the fire ran along the floorboards.

I ran over to the bed, kicking the burning shag-rug aside. I bent down,
took hold of the bound man’s waist. No time to free his hands or feet. We
had to get out of here, fast.

I lifted, hoisting him over my shoulder. He hung like a sack. A heavy
sack, a heavy burden to carry back down through the smoke-shrouded
hall, the smoldering stairway.

Coughing, wheezing, choking. Groping, staggering, almost falling.
Panting, trembling, shuddering as a sudden flash of flame licked out from
the window curtains halfway down the stairs and seared my temple.

I thought I could hear shouts and the sound of sirens, but there was no
way of being sure—not with the crackling and murmur that followed me
down the stairs.

The room was just ahead, and beyond it was the window, and beyond
the window was air. That’s what I needed. Fresh air, cool air, a chance to
put my burden down, a chance to lay down for a moment myself; lay
down where I'd be safe from the flames.

Just a few steps more, now. And now I could see beyond into the street.
The engines were arriving. I tried to find the little clown-faced man, but
he was gone.

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that I was out at last, out in the
open. [ was safe. I could put him down now.

So I put him down. Put him down on his back, so I could see his face.
Then I knew [ wasn'’t safe any more, wasn’t safe from the flames or what
lurked behind them. 4

[ was staring down at the face of Joseph Clutt, alias Professor Ricardi;
the purple, strangulated countenance of the leader of the Golden Atom.

For a moment I stared, and then the face started to rush up toward me.
No, it didn’t rush up—I was going down. Going down into the fire and
past the fire into darkness.
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[ THINK IT WAS PYTHAGORAS who put forth a theory about eternal recur-
rence—the idea that the same things happen over and over again.

I wonder what Pythagoras would have thought if he’d been sitting in
that little room, looking out of the window and watching the sunrise.

Actually, I didn't really care what he’d think. I only wished that he, or
somebody else, would be here instead of myself. Sitting here just two days
after the first time, and listening to Captain Dalton say, “It looks bad. You
have to admit that. It looks bad.”

“I admit nothing,” I answered. “I've told you all I know about it. Why
don’t you pick up the little white-faced guy? And Schwarm?”

“We’re looking for your mysterious kook right now,” Dalton replied.
“And Doctor Schwarm is on his way over.”

I hoped he’d get here quickly. I was tired of having that pipe point at
me. Dalton managed to do it even when he glanced down and looked
over his notes.

X “You still insist you never had anything to do with Professor Ricardi,”
e said.

“I don’t insist. I'm only telling you. I never saw the man until the
meeting tonight.”

“And this weirdo you claim you saw—"

“It’s not a claim. I saw him, he was there, he stuck a knife in my ribs.”

“All right.” Dalton brushed his hand through his hair. “I'm going to talk
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to Ricardi’s attorney now—this man Weatherbee. And Mrs. Loodens.
Maybe they’ve got something to say that makes sense.”

He left me sitting there wondering-what they or anyone could say that
would make sense. Oddly enough, though, I didn’t feel too bad. Not then.
Because I knew this was one fire I had nothing to do with—and I hadn’t
been afraid. Or had I? Even so, I'd gone in and tried to save Ricardi. I'd
behaved normally, and that proved I was normal. Maybe.

But somebody was responsible. Somewhere there must be a firebug, a
firebug; a tiger, tiger, burning bright—

What kind of creature had fastened itself on Ricardi, tied him down
and left him to the flames?

I thought over possibilities. Diana Rideaux of course. But she was ice,
not fire. And she’d been with me the first time, she’d been with me the
second time at the beach when my cigarette kindled the brush. Then she
ran away. Copper-colored moth that feared flames. Not the right sort of
animal at all.

What about the clown-faced man? He could have started the first one,
yes, but if so then why was he afraid of his “enemies”? Why did he want
to “warn” Ricardi? Surely he couldn’t have tied Ricardi up, set the fire,
then come clear across town and found me, brought me back. The blaze
hadn’t been going that long. Besides, even for a kook, such activity was
incredible.

Still, he seemed to know Ricardi was next. How could that be? And
why did he connect me with all this?

Somewhere, somehow, there was a pattern. They’d have to find him,
make him talk. He didn’t actually commit arson, but he must know who
did. Where there’s smoke, there’s—

Schwarm came in.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here, Phil.”

“You talked to Captain Dalton?”

“That’s right. Told him you were with me. Everything’s cleared up.”

“The hell it is. Never saw a worse mess in my life. You know what
happened?”

“Yes.” He held the door open for me. “But we can talk about that later.”

This time they’d brought my car downtown. I signed for it at the police
garage. Schwarm waited for me.

“Can I drop you off somewhere?” I asked.

“At my office. Will you stop in for a minute?”

“I'm pretty tired.”

*  “Iknow. ButI thought we might talk this thing out. As a matter of fact,
I promised Captain Dalton.”

“You're on this case now?”’

“Unofficially, yes. They call me in for consultation from time to time,
as you know. Whenever something comes up which involves the suspicion
of mental disorder.”
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“In other words Dalton thinks I'm nuts. Is that it?”

“No. But—

“You're a lousy psychiatrist,” sald “At least you might have figured
out a way to humor me, kid me along.”

Schwarm chuckled. “Maybe. Then again, perhaps I'm a pretty good
man. At least, my apparently clumsy approach is working. I'm getting you
to come up to my office on the strength of it, just because you resent the
implication. Right?”

“You win,” I said.

I drove him over to the Soames Building and parked in his parking
space in the lot. It was still early morning, and his office was deserted.
No receptionist; just the two of us, alone.

“Sit down and tell me all about it,” Schwarm said. “Cigarette?”

“No, thanks.” I had trouble speaking. My throat was dry with thirst and
something else. Fear. “Is this official?” I asked.

“I'm going to make notes, yes. But I'll respect your confidences, Phil.”

“Sure.” I leaned back in my chair. “Where should I start?”

“At the beginning.”

“You mean last night, or the other night? You heard how I turned in
the alarm for the White Brotherhood fire, I suppose?”

He nodded. “Yes. If that’s the beginning, start there. You know where
to start.”

I knew, but I didn’t want to tell. I couldn’t tell. Not about the beginning,
or the dream. And if I told him about wandering around in a daze, he’d
pounce on that. Be careful, I reminded myself. You must be very careful.

So I repeated what I'd given Dalton when I made my statement. The
story of meeting Diana Rideaux, going home, returning to the tavern for
my notes. Then I went on from there, telling him what had happened after
they picked me up and let me go again. Before I could help it, I'd gotten
into the part where I saw Diana again and we went to the beach.

" It was too late to stop, now. I had to go through with it, even though I
realized my mistake. I gave him the story of the cigarette butt and the
brush fire.

I kept looking at him as I spoke, but his face told me nothing. He was
taking notes, all right, and that was all. For a moment I thought of
explaining how the brush fire was an accident, and then I caught myself
in time. If I protested, it would just arouse his suspicion. So I went on
from there, to last night. I told about the Church of the Golden Atom
meeting just as if he hadn’t seen me there—about the restaurant and my
encounter with the little clown-faced man outside. About the drive, and
the fire, and finding Ricardi’s body.

“Thereitis,” I said. “You're interviewing the wrong guy, you know that
now, don'’t you? If we had this weirdo character here, he could tell you
what you want to find out.”

“Perhaps.” Schwarm put down his pencil. “But we must be practical.
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Your little friend isn’t here, so we’ll just have to work with what we've
got.” .
“I can’t tell you any more,” I said. “You've had it.”

“You've been very cooperative, Phil.” He tapped the notes. “Your story
is remarkably detailed. You have a good memory for facts.”

“Got to, when you write for a living.”

“But it occurs to me that you've omitted discussing one rather impor-
tant angle in your story.”

“What’s that?”

“Nowhere in your account did you happen to mention just how youfelt
about these things. You didn’t give me your reactions to all this.”

“Why—"1 shrugged. “I thought it was facts you were after. My feelings
aren’timportant.”

“Well, just for the sake of curiosity, then—suppose you tell me what
went on in your mind during these past three days.”

“I was scared,” I said. “Scared as hell. Who wouldn’t be? Turn in an
alarm and they pick you up and accuse you of being a firebug. Then this
little off-beat character started to trail me. That wasn’t exactly a picnic,
either. And this girl—the way she acted, you’d think I'd been trying to
rape her. Right after that came the brush fire. That part really worried
me.”

“why?”

[ was in too deep to stop, now. “Because I wondered if it was an
accident. I'm not entirely ignorant of your racket, you know. I've heard
about the workings of the subconscious. When I tossed away that butt, I
might have been acting on a concealed impulse to start a fire. In other
words, seeing the first fire might have triggered me into deciding to set
one myself. Maybe we're all potential pyromaniacs at heart.”

“Is that what you think?”

“You’re the doctor, you tell me.”

Schwarm smiled. “Do you still feel that you might have had an impulse
to fire the brush?”

“Not any more.” I saw a way out, and I took it now. “Because of last
night. I know I had nothing to do with Ricardi’s death, and so do you.
And when I went in to get him, [ was just plain scared, again. Afraid of
fire.”

“But you went in.”

“I had to.”

“You could have waited for the fireman.”

“A person doesn’t think at a time like that,” [ answered. “The subcon-
scious takes over.”

“Then your subconscious dictated that you go into the burning build-
ing.”

llwell_7’

“And yet, consciously, you say you're afraid of fire.”
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“I—” Then I was on my feet. “No use, Doc. I can’t explain it. I can’t tell
you any more.”

“All right. I believe you. You can’t. But perhaps this so-called subcon-
scious of yours can. Are you willing to try?”

I had to nod. But I was beginning to sweat, now. “What are you going
to do, hypnotize me? You want me to take one of those truth drugs?”

Schwarm smiled. “Let’s not be melodramatic, Phil. I don’t use such
methods in ordinary procedure. And while we’re at it,  might as well add
to your education. This ‘subconscious’ of yours is a rather outmoded
concept. In my opinion, there is no area or entity, physical or psychic,
which can be identified as a ‘subconscious mind.” There is only a con-
sciousness which receives and identifies all data. Some of this data is
unpleasant. It is repressed, or even suppressed. But it has been received,
and it’s there; available in one form or another. Sometimes as fantasy,
sometimes as symbolism—yet always it remains present and available for
communication even in a distorted form. The fantasy content is a clue to
the reality. The mind tries to communicate. Do you follow me?”

“Not completely.”

“You will.”

He went over to the files, came back with a bulky folder.

“What's that?”

“The method I use to discover clues. You've probably heard of it. The
Rorschach test. Inkblot cards. You look them over, tell me what the blots
suggest. Nothing to it.”

He was right. There was nothing to it. I gazed at the cards as he flashed
them in turn, and he recorded my reactions. Some of the cards were red,
some were red and orange, some red and orange and blue and green.

We went over them once in sequence. Then again, in a different order.
Then a third time, in sequence. He asked for comments. I gave them. I
didn’t try to evade or avoid what came up.

Schwarm made notes. He put the cards away and sat back, reading.
From time to time he came across a statement that prompted a question.
I answered everything.

Finally he sat back and pushed the notes away.

“Well,” I said. “What’s the verdict? Am I a firebug?”

He smiled. “You answered that question yourself, a while back. Didn’t
you say you believed maybe we're all potential pyromaniacs at heart?”

“That was just talk, and you know it. 'm not even sure of what a real
pyromaniac is.”

“Neither am I. Let’s discuss it for a moment. Perhaps we can find out
something.”

“Yes,” I said. But I didn’t want to discuss it, didn’t want to find
out—something.

I let him do the talking.

“First of all, let’s think about fire. Fire is elemental, you know. The spark
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of life. The fire of the sun; heat, light, motion. We all recognize it, and it
attracts us. That's why the color red is so important; the most primitive,
the most exciting color—the first color perceived by an infant. Red is fire.”

“It’s also blood,” I said.

“Correct. And blood is life, too, in the symbol-language we all use. So
fire is blood and fire is life, and fire is something else as well. It’s magic.

“You'll find the fire-magic in all the legends of all the cultures we know.
The Parsees worship fire as prescribed by Zoroaster. Vesta and Agni were
fire-deities. You've heard the old story of Prometheus, who stole the gift
of fire from the gods—it’s common in other religions as well as the Greek.
Our own Bible is full of associations between fire and the supernatural.
The story of Moses and the burning bush; the pillar of fire that guided the
Israelites.”

“Haloes,” I added. “And the angels with the flaming swords.”

“Right. And fire has always been used when dealing with the supernat-
ural. Consider the altar fires, the fire kindled for sacrifice, the ritual of
burning the heretic or the witch at the stake. And let’s not forget the
dominant concept of the fires of Hell. Even the medieval alchemists
thought they could find the philosopher’s stone in mercurial fire and
water. Fire has always been mysterious—a source of life and creation,
and a source of death and destruction. It's magic. Even a child recognizes
that. When you set a fire you're creating a new world, and at the same
time you're destroying an old one. Fire-setting is a simple act. I'd say that
our statistics show seventy percent of all pyromaniacs have an intelligence
below the accepted norm.”

“Then you do know something about pyromania?”

“A little.” He went over to the bookshelves, rummaged around, and
returned with a volume which he opened and examined. “The American
Psychiatric Association classification listing comes under Psychasthenia
and Compulsive States (002-X21) with symptomatic manifestations, py-
romania (902). Does that tell you anything?”

“No.”  hesitated. “Except, from what you've told me, most firebugs are
imbeciles or morons who have a compulsion to set fires. But why? And
what about the thirty percent who have normal intelligence or above?
Why would they start fires?

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

“Don’t look at me,” I said. “I haven't any ideas.”

“Are you certain?” Schwarm opened his notebook. “What does the
word ‘fire’ mean to you? What other words does it suggest? Let’s see what
you can associate with ‘fire’ now.”

“Well—words and phrases, of course. Ball of fire. Fire-water. Hellfire.
Creative fire. Spark of genius. You're fired. Playing with fire. Hot seat.
You burn me up. Fight fire with fire. Better to marry than to burn. Hot
number. Carrying the torch. Seeing red. Fires of love. Old flame. Hot
mama. Heat of passion.” I shrugged. “That enough?”
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“Plenty. Now, let’s examine what you’ve just told me. What do these
phrases suggest to you?”

“Some of them refer to pumshment don’t they? Hell and the hot sea.
Getting angry. And most of them have a sexual meaning.”

“Exactly. We all use these figures of speech in our daily vocabulary. But
some people actually think in these terms, and for them the phrases have
a very real connotation.

“It’s not surprising to find that most firebugs begin their careers in their
late adolescence. That’s the period when sexual maladjustment may
precipitate paranoid schizophrenia. Jealousy, rivalry, impotence or frigid-
ity, perversion and fetichism may all play a part. Setting a fire seems to
release a tension in such cases.

“Symbolically, you see, fire-setting is the sex act. It may be the
substitute for incest or some other forbidden form of sexual experience.
It is something feared yet desired. Some fire-setters feel they can control
fires better than their own emotions. Others feel that fire is a more potent
instrument than themselves. In either case, the release from tension is
there—temporarily. But since it does not solve the basic situation, the act
must be repeated. That’s what makes your firebug.”

“But if a person knows this, wouldn’t he seek help?” I asked.

“That’s just the point. Most pyromaniacs refuse to admit the truth, even
to themselves. Some of them operate in an amnesic trance. Others hear
voices that command them. They have the feeling that the fire was started
by someone other than themselves. And they aren’t concerned about the
harm they do—they worry more over what the authorities think of them.
Symbolically to destroy love, or loved ones, isn’t wrong to them. Because
all fire-setters are potential murderers, capable of acting on impulse when
thwarted. I had one youngster in here with all of the classical symptoms:
enuresis, cyclothymic traits. And the urethral sadism component. He used
to bite the heads off his pet white mice.”

"“Charming,” I said. “The part about the mice I understand. The rest
sounds too complicated for me. Can’t you put it into English, Doc?”

“Of course. Think of it this way. Most pyromaniacs come from a poor
environment. There’s a bad family situation—broken home, sexual prom-
iscuity on the part of one or both parents. Your typical pyromaniac—al-
though I hesitate to describe any case as ‘typical’—is a compliant son who
adores his mother but hates his step-father or any man she associates
with, and suspects her of moral transgressions.

“He is afraid to rebel openly, however, so he runs away. Runs into
alcohol, into an unfortunate early marriage. Often the situation is com-
plicated by an unfortunate physical defect or blemish which makes a
feeling of being rejected or unwanted doubly disturbing. Outwardly, of
course, your firebug is a conformist.

“He never quarrels openly with authority. He appears to be gregarious,
cooperative; but when a situation becomes intolerable, he runs away.
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Runs away from mother, runs away from home, from the job, from the
armed forces, from any adjustment with reality which seems unpleasant.
And it’s not his fault, he reasons. It’s his father who punished him, who
gave him his physical defect, who mistreated and deserted his mother,
who violated her. He hates his father, but dares not openly defy him even
in his own mind. So he runs away, runs away into fantasy where an evil
voice—father, of course, in disguise—tells him to set the fire. Or gives
him the feelings which he cannot openly satisfy, and for which he
substitutes by arson.”

“You head-shrinkers are always bring sex into it,” I said.

Schwarm shook his head. “We don'’t bring anything. We merely try to
find what is already there. And in pyromania the sexual parallel seems
obvious. Tension—the urge for gratification becoming irresistible—then
exaltation and release.”

“Interesting,” I said. “But where do I fit in? You gave me some tests,
Doc. What's the verdict?”

Schwarm lighted another cigarette. “Supposing you tell me what you
think.”

I hesitated a moment. “I don’t seem to fit the pattern very well, do I?
My parents were happy together, and there was nothing disturbing in my
childhood. I'm not an adolescent anymore, I have no physical handicap,
I'm not too much of an outward conformist or inward rebel. And I don’t
get any of my kicks from lighting fires or turning in alarms; as I told you,
fire frightens me. But what did the tests indicate?”

“Just what you told me. You're not a pyromaniac, though there’s always
a potential threat.” He bent his head, then looked. “But there’s a great
preoccupation with fire. Almost a pyrophobia. And you've said a half-
dozen times that fire frightens you. Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there some incident, earlier, involving fire—?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about your dreams, Phil? Ever have any dreams about—?”

There was the sound of a door opening in the outer office. The Marines
had landed. “You've got company, Doc,” I said, standing up. “Maybe we
can kick this around some more at another time.”

“Good.” He rose. “Phil, I think I could help you, if only you'd let me.
And you could help yourself.”

“Sure.” I started for the door.

“Want to take the other way out?” He indicated a second door at the
left. “I'm expecting some other people this morning. Dalton asked me to
give them the same checkup.”

“Good enough. Thanks for your time and trouble.”

“You’ll be home if—if anyone needs to get in touch with you?”

“I'm not planning to skip town, Doc,” I told him. “So just tell your friend
Dalton he needn’t worry. I'm going to stick around for the—" I had my
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hand on the doorknob, and I felt like going out before saying that last
word.

Schwarm said it for me. “Fireworks?” |

“That’s right.” I grinned. “Pyromaniacs of the world—ignite!”






NINE

[ GOT HOME ABOUT NINE and slept until half past three. A couple of times
the dream started, but I always managed to wake up before it really got
going. Then I'd doze off again. When I got up I felt better.

I was just finishing my shower when the phone rang. I dripped my way
over to it.

“Hello?”

“Phil? Ed Cronin. Where the hell you been?”

“Read the papers.”

“You read the papers! What’s happening in this city, anyway? Send you
out to get a couple of simple little feature yarns and you land right in the
middle of the biggest local story we’ve hit in three years.”

“Phil Dempster, Star Reporter,” I said. “Did you call me up to tell me
you want my autograph?”

“I want your copy,” Cronin yelled. “Right now

“But the yarn’s dead,” I told him. “The fire killed it. Every time I go out
and try to make an honest buck, somebody burns my bridges ahead of
me.”

“What do you mean, the yarn’s dead? It’s hotter than ever. You found
Ricardi’s body, didn’t you? There’s what we want. Never mind the cults.
A Globe reporter, working on a special assignment, stumbles across—oh,
you heard me. Read the paper!”

“You got a write-up?”

»
!
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“Of course we have. Swiped your photo off the dust jacket of the book.
Gave it a big play. Now we want a follow-up for tomorrow. Exclusive
statement. How soon can you get me a thousand words? I want to put it
on AP—"

“Look, Cronin, I've got to get busy and do one of those articles for you.
If I can find a cult that doesn’t burn up before I get to it.”

“Never mind that stuff now. This is important.”

“Twelve hundred bucks is more important to me.”

“So we'll pay you the dough, articles or no articles. When do I get my
thousand words?”

I looked at my watch. “You there until six?”

“Sure.”

“I'll be down.”

“Comb your hair. We'll take another picture.”

“Anything you say. Want me to pose in a fire-helmet?”

“Shut up and go to work.”

I shut up and went to work. I did him a thousand words on the Church
of the Golden Atom. I worked in my little clown-face friend, and played
him up as the key figure in the mystery. It wasn’t hard to do, because I
was telling the truth. He kiiew what was going on; and why. And I was
just a stooge.

But why?

I couldn’t answer that one, and I didn’t try. I finished the yarn up,
hopped in the car, and took it downtown. Cronin was waiting for me
under the big clock in his office.

I threw the pages on his desk and pointed. “Fifteen minutes early,” I
said. “How’s that for speed?

He grunted and tossed me a paper. “You read this while I read your
stuff.”

I did. It was quite a story. The way Cronin angled it, I—or the Globe,
rather—was a hero. And [—meaning the Globe again—was going to solve
the mysterious fire-deaths that were spreading terror throughout the city.

“Terror throughout the city.” Big deal. But he wrote it like that, played
it up big. Half of the front page was devoted to the fire. I saw my picture,
Dalton’s picture, Ricardi’s picture. There was a big story on Ricardi, using
much of the material I had in the notebook—apparently the reporter who
dug up the original dope was working on the assignment.

I noted that an inquest would be held Saturday—tomorrow morning.

,And the police were looking for my little friend. Good. That meant Dalton
had taken my report seriously after all.

In fact, everybody was taking this seriously. Perhaps Cronin hadn’t
exaggerated the terror angle. One of his snoops had been out rounding
up comments from housewives who were buying locks at hardware stores,
family men who were purchasing shotgun shells. The police were
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rounding up suspects, checking on every known or suspected arsonist in
town. The heat—and I winced as I thought of it—was on.

“Good enough!” Cronin thwacked down the pages. “I'll just jazz this up
a little and run it tomorrow. Come on upstairs now and get yourself
mugged.”

“You’re really serious?”

“Damned right.” We climbed the steps in the hall. “From now on, you
stick to this yarn. Maybe you can pick up some leads tomorrow at the
inquest. Maybe some of our boys will find something out. Whatever they
get I'll pass along to you. The old man wants to play this story for all it’s
worth. And you're the logical byline for anything that breaks.”

“Including my neck.”

“You getting scared?”

“Not me. I alreadygot scared last night. I wasn’t fooling about this little
loony, you know. He stuck a knife in my ribs.”

“Think he set the fire?”

“Not this last one. He couldn’t have. But he might have set the first.
And he knows all about it. There’s something going on, something
connected with these cults.”

“Your job is to find out about it.”

“My job,” I said, “is to stay alive.”

Cronin stood silent as the photographer pushed me into a chair, seared
me with his spots, and took three shots in rapid succession.

“That’sit,” he told me. I got up. Cronin put his arm around my shoulder.

“You can’t let me down, Phil. Not when you're in this deep.”

“Any deeper and I'll be in a grave.”

“Nonsense. I'm not asking you to take any chances. Just keep your eyes
open. If we can feed you a lead, follow it up. Routine stuff, really. But
there may be a chance to hit the jackpot.”

. “I'll bet that will make Captain Dalton ever so happy,” I said. “To know
that one of his principal suspects has turned detective.”

“Flush Captain Dalton,” Cronin advised. “He’s got nothing on you, Phil.
Believe me, I made it my business to find out. Look, he’s going to call you
for the inquest tomorrow anyway. You’'ll have to be there. So why not
earn yourself some quick money by sticking on the assignment? If nothing
turns up, do us a Sunday story on this little guy. Go interview some
doctors, find out about the pyromaniac bit.”

I grinned. “That I've done already,” I said.

“All right. Contact me right after the inquest tomorrow morning. I'll
have two reps there anyway, but I want your slant.”

“Will do.”

I left him in the corridor and took the elevator down. It was time to
eat.

The Dinner Gong was crowded, but I found a booth where I could eat
alone. Only I wasn’t alone. A copperhaired girl sat across from me, and
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next to her was a white-faced man with bleeding lips. Next to him was
the golden countenance of Professor Ricardi, bit it wasn’t golden any
more—it was purple, mottled and inflamed. And asI stared at it, the face
began to change, to melt into another charred and mutilated mask. I
jerked my eyes away and now they rested on another occupant. Doctor
Schwarm, I believe. Doctor Schwarm, who knew that anyone who has a
morbid fear of fire may be a potential pyromaniac, who knew that
sometimes a firebug doesn’t remember what he’s done. Alcohol sets him
off, and then he wanders out in a daze, and when the flames rise he isn’t
sure of what happened. And if he dreams of fire, and there was an earlier
time he won't talk about, then maybe—

I blinked until the thoughts went away, the faces vanished. Silly
business. You couldn’t get four people into the booth-seat across from me.
Absolutely impossible. A lunatic, a neurotic girl, a dead cult-leader and a
head-shrinker. What a combination! Why did I let it bother me? I was
alone. All alone.

That thought didn’t exactly cheer me up, either. I was all alone, but
somewhere out there in the city was another. A man I'd never met, but
who knew about me. He must know now, because he’d read the papers.
He'd know I was dangerous to his plans, and he was'clever enough to act.

Schwarm was probably right when he said that most firebugs were
adolescent and subnormal. But these two crimes weren'’t the work of an
adolescent. They weren’t the work of a subnormal individual, either.
Abnormal would be the proper term. Abnormal, and abnormally cunning.
These fires had been set for a purpose. It wasn’t arson, but murder.

Schwarm had told me that, too. “All firebugs are potential murderers.”

And this one wasn’t a potential but anactual killer. This man, who knew
about me. Who might come after me, knowing I was all alone.

I couldn’t finish my meal. I had to get out of there. When I started the
car, I had to fight to keep it headed for home. Now was the time to run
for it, to run away, far away.

Isn’t that what Schwarm had said? Firebugs are weak, they run away
from reality.

Well?

Was I or wasn’t I?

The only way to find out would be to stick around. And I wanted to
know. A part of me had to know. So I'd stick. But I'd be careful. I'd watch
myself, make sure that Dalton and the cops knew my whereabouts. No
more foolish chances, no more late evening prowls.

It was still twilight, and that helped. The streetlights came on with
reassuring brilliance. Rows of mechanical candles to guide my way home.
Fire is dangerous, but it gives light, and light protects us from darkness. The
Powers of Darkness. We fear fire but we fear the dark more. Why? Red is
light, black is death.

I turned the corner and parked, crossed the street. Then I saw it,
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looming before me in front of the entrance. It was a big car, and it was
black. Jet black. Black as death.

Somebody was waiting for me.

Only a few hours had passed, and already, somebody was waiting.
Waiting in a big black hearse.

I halted, hesitated. I tried to see into the car out of the corner of my
eye, but couldn’t. And I really didn’t want to. Curiosity wasn’t going to
kill this cat. Sweat oozed across my forehead and I was suddenly acutely
conscious that I knew more than anybody else did about the cults, that I
had been the first man on the scene in two murders. Perhaps [ had seen
something I shouldn’t have and had been too drunk the first time to realize
what it was and too scared the second. But somebody else might not know
that. Somebody else might assume I knew far more than I did, that my
supposed knowledge and Captain Dalton’s authority might be the perfect
match ... match.

There was still time to turn around, walk back to my own car, get in,
drive away. Chances are, I'd be followed. But at least I could get onto the
main drag, head for the stationhouse. Dalton would protect me. It was
worth a try.

I turned, took two steps.

Then the car door swung open, on the street side. And the voice reached
me.

“Mr. Dempster! I want to see you.”

The voice was low and musical. A woman’s voice. I glanced over and
saw the streetlight haloing blonde hair. “Please, Mr. Dempster.  must talk
to you at once. I'm Agatha Loodens.”

I turned and crossed the street again to meet Ricardi’s mistress.






TEN

AGATHA LOODENS had leaned back on my sofa, holding a glass in her hand.
It matched her outfit perfectly; the maize dress, the gold button earrings,
the straight blonde hair gathered in a bun at the nape of her bare neck.
Looking at the glass and then at her, I realized she had highball-colored
hair.

“Comfortable?” I asked.
- “Very.” She smiled. Her teeth were very white and very regular.
Everything was very about her.

“Then suppose you tell me what it is you wanted to see me about.”

She laughed. Very musical laugh. “You're quite direct, Mr. Dempster.
I had hope we might consider this in the nature of a social call.”

“You mean a wake?” I said. “After all, Joe’s dead—"

“Please.” She wasn’t laughing now. “I'd rather we didn’t talk about
that.”

“I kind of thought that was what you came here to talk about.”

“Not exactly.” She leaned forward, setting her glass down on the coffee
table which separated my chair from the sofa.

“But—you called him Joe. How did you know his real name?

“It’s in the papers,” I answered. “All of it.”

She nodded. “Of course.” Then she picked up her glass again. Before
she drank she said, “Or almost all of it.”

“Meaning.”
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“I was hoping you'd tell me.”

I stood up and walked over to the dinette table where I mixed myself
another drink. “This isn’t a training camp,” I said. “Do your sparring
someplace else.”

“That’s rude.”

“'m a rude man. A rude man, and a tired one. I've had all the
cross-examinations anybody could possibly need. Police, reporters, a
psychiatrist—"

“Oh! Then you saw Dr. Schwarm too. Did he make you take that quaint
little test of his?”

Inodded. “Itook the quaint little test. In case you're interested, I passed
with flying colors, too.”  walked back, sat down, leaned forward. “Which
means, Mrs. Loodens, that I'm not a firebug, if that’s what you want to
know.”

“Why, I never even considered the possibility. You have a very suspi-
cious mind, Mr. Dempster.”

“Right. And while we're still on the subject, what about you? How did
you score on the inkblots?”

She took another sip, a very delicate sip. “I didn’t see any lamps or
torches or burning brands, if that’s what you mean. I'm afraid my reactions
were purely—feminine. In fact, I think I may have shocked the doctor just
a trifle.” She smiled and stretched back. Her skirt crept a big higher on
her leg. At another time I might have been interested. Chronologically,
she could be a year or two older than I, but exceptionally well-preserved.
Maybe she took ATOMIC ENERGY CAPSULES and used VITAL CREAM.
Come to think of it, I was sure she did.

1 forced myself back to the business at hand. “Now that we’ve had our
medical report, what is it you wanted to ask me? Is it a deal you're after?”

“Perhaps.” She leaned forward. “Did you ever meet Amos Peabody?”

“No .”

“You know nothing about his outfit?”

“His religious organization?”

“I said ‘outfit,” Mr. Dempster. Let’s be frank—he was running a racket,
the same as Joe.”

“You admit it?”

“Why not?” Agatha Loodens adjusted an earring. “I wouldn’t insult your
intelligence by pretending otherwise. The Church of the Golden Atom was
a nice little grift. In time, it might have become a nice big grift. But it’s
_too late now, because of what happened. And that’s why it interests me.
What happened—and why.”

I stared at her. “Suppose you ask your attorney, Mr. Weatherbee.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What made you say that?”

“Seems natural he’d have a theory. After all, isn’t he a partner?”

“He was, until last month.” She sipped her drink. “Or do you already
know that?”
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“News to me.”

“There was a dispute last month, about future plans. Mr. Weatherbee
had some idea about combining with other outfits, with Joe as the leader.
Joe couldn’t see it. So Don pulled out and we went on alone.”

I took her glass for a refill and talked over my shoulder. “Very
interesting,” I said. “Here you are, the three of you, coining money in a
going, growing cult racket. And just because Weatherbee’s plan is re-
jected, he pulls out. Gives up a nice, soft, steady source of income he’s
worked to build up for years. How idealistic!”

She almost yanked the glass out of my hand when I offered it to her.
“Are you being sarcastic?”

“Very,” I told her. “As the British are so fond of saying, I put it to you.
I put it to you that your friend Joe—Professor Ricardi to his devoted
followers—kicked Weatherbee out. I put it to you that he discovered
Weatherbee had other ideas.”

“What kind of ideas would those be?”

“The same ideas any man might get if he spent too much time around
you.”

“Really!” She laughed. “I've never been so complimentarily insulted in
all my—"

“Never mind that. Is it true?”

Agatha Loodens sighed. “Yes. Don started to get ideas. And Joe
threatened to beat him up.”

I nodded. “And that was enough to scare Weatherbee away from a sure
twenty or thirty thousand dollars a year? Please, Mrs. Loodens. I'm going
to have to put it to you again. I think Joe had the goods on Weatherbee—
something he wanted to keep hushed up—and threatened to spill it unless
he got out.”

She didn’t answer. And that was answer enough for me. “Just what was
this secret Weatherbee guarded so closely?”

" “Idon’t know.”

“Ricardi never told you, eh?” I moved closer to her, and Agatha Loodens
stared at me. She had little gold flecks in the pupils of her eyes.

“I put it to you that Weatherbee’s guilty secret concerned your late
husband—perhaps the way he died.”

She raised one hand to her mouth, and I knew I'd hit the jackpot.

“Weatherbee had something to do with your husband’s death. You and
Ricardi knew it. But you didn’t care, because you were all profiting by it
together. Until Weatherbee got ambitious and tried to move in on you.
Ricardi threatened him and made him leave the setup.”

I nodded to myself. “Now it makes sense. You came to me because
you're wondering if Weatherbee could be behind these fires. You're
wondering if he bumped off your boyfriend.”

“Yes, it’s true. That’s the reason.”

“Did Weatherbee murder your husband?”
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“I don’t know. I swear it, I don’t know. Joe knew, but he wouldn’t tell
me. He didn’t want me to get mixed up in it.”

“And you never went to the police. You never wanted to because it
might spoil your setup. I see.”

“No you don’t. The way you tell it, I sound like a criminal—suspecting
a man of being involved in my husband’s death, and not doing anything
about it. But it wasn'’t that simple. Nothing’s ever that simple. I loved Joe,
and if I went to the police, what would they think about that? You know
the answer. They'd try and make it appear as though I helped plan the
killing. Weatherbee would see to that. He’ll do anything to get what he
wants, anything.”

“He wanted you,” I said. “So you think he arranged to murder Joe last
night.”

She nodded. “That’s why I wanted to see you. To find out if there was
anything more you might know about this. To see if Weatherbee had
gotten to you, in case you did know, and threatened you so you’d keep
silent.”

“Supposing he had,” I answered. “What did you plan on doing then?”

Agatha Loodens stood up. “I had my choice of two methods of persua-
sion,” sh