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EDWARD D. HOCH

Shattered Rainbow

b/

Bannion quit his job at three o’clock on a sunny Friday afternoon in
April. It happened suddenly, though certainly he had considered the possibility
many times in the past. It happened with words, a pounding fist, and then the
decision that could not be recalled. It happened, oddly enough, on the same
day that a man called Green robbed and killed an armed messenger for the
Jewelers’ Exchange.

O’Bannion, who had never heard of Green, spent the rest of the afternoon
cleaning out his desk, separating the few personal possessions into a home-
bound pile. When his secretary returned with her afternoon coffee she asked
him what he was doing, though it must have been obvious.

“I finally did it, Shirl,” he told her. “I walked out on the old man.”

She sat down hard, the coffee forgotten. “You mean you quit?” she asked,
still not quite able to grasp it.

“I quit. Walked out while he was still swearing at me. Now if I can just pack
my briefcase and make it to the elevator before he comes after me, I really will
have quit.”

“What will you do?”

“I’m sure I won’t sit around the house feeling sorry for myself. This is the
best thing that could have happened to me.” It sounded properly convincing,
even to him.

He zipped shut the briefcase and told her goodbye. There was no sense being
emotional about it at that point. “Goodbye, Mr. O’Bannion,” she called after
him. “Let me know when you get settled.”

“Sure. Sure I will.”

He rode down in the elevator with an afternoon’s assortment of secretaries
bound for coffee and businessmen bound for martinis, but he no longer felt a
part of them. The cut-off had been too clean, too certain. He was a man
without a job, and he wondered how he would tell his wife.

Kate and the kids were still out shopping when he reached home just before
five o’clock. He hung his raincoat carefully in the closet and mixed himself a
drink. It was the first time he’d drunk before dinner in years, but he felt as if he
needed one.

Kate came in as he was pouring the second.
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“Dave. What are you doing home so early?”

“I quit my job. Finally walked out on the old guy.”

“Oh, Dave—"

“Don’t worry, honey. I'll have another one by Monday morning. I’ve still got
a few contacts around town.”

“Who? Harry Rider?”

“I might call Harry.”

“] wish you hadn’t done it. That temper of yours, Dave—"

“We’ll make out. We always have.” Then, because he’d only just thought of
them, “Where are the kids?”

“Outside playing.”

“We won’t tell them for a few days. They needn’t know over the weekend, at
least.”

“All right, Dave.”

“Want a drink?”

“I want you to tell me about it, how it happened.”

He told her about it. They talked for the better part of an hour, until the two
boys came running in for supper. Then they ate as if nothing at all had
happened, as if it were a Friday night just like any other. But it wasn’t, and he
noticed toward the end of the meal that he was speaking more kindly to the
children than he usually did. Perhaps he was beginning to feel a bit guilty.

After supper, when the boys were being tucked into bed by Kate, he phoned
Harry Rider.

“Harry? How are you, boy? This is Dave O’Bannion.”

The voice that answered him was sleepy with uncertainty. He’d forgotten
that Harry Rider always napped after dinner. “Yes, Dave? How’ve you been?”

“Pretty good. Look, Harry—"”

“Yes?”

“Harry, I quit my job this afternoon.”

“Oh? Kind of sudden, wasn’t it?”

“I’d been thinking about it for a while. Anyway, I'm looking, if you know of
anything around town.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. Then Harry
Rider said, “Gosh, fella, I don’t think I could help you right now. Maybe
something will turn up though.”

“Well, if you hear of anything, Harry—"

“Sure. I'll keep you in mind. Glad you called.”

After he hung up, O’Bannion sat for some moments smoking a cigarette.
When Kate came back downstairs, he was ready for the expected questioning
look. “I heard you talking.”

“I phoned Rider.”

“Why?”

“Why not? He’s got a lot of contacts around this town.”

“All the wrong kind.”

“Maybe in a few weeks I won’t be so fussy.”
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“Can’t you get unemployment insurance or something?”

“Not right away. I wasn’t fired, remember. I walked out.”

“But Harry Rider! He never did a favor for anybody in his life that didn’t
have a dozen strings attached.”

“You didn’t used to think he was so bad, back before we were married.”

“That was before we were married. A lot of things were different then,
Dave.”

He lit a cigarette and started pacing the floor. “Anyway, you don’t have to
worry. He didn’t have anything for me.”

She shook her head as if to clear it. “Oh, I'm sorry. I guess the whole thing is
just too much for me all at once.”

“Just stop worrying. I’ll have a job by the end of next week and a better one
than I left. You can bet on it!”

She smiled at his words, even though neither of them felt quite that optimis-
tic. They both knew it would be a long weekend.

Monday morning was warm and rainy, with a west wind blowing the drops
of rain against the front windows with disturbing force. O’Bannion gazed out
at it unhappily. It would not be a pleasant day to be trudging the streets of the
city in search of a job. The kids, not yet old enough to attend school, were cross
with the prospect of a day indoors, and he could see that Kate was already
tense.

“Cheer up, honey. I'll phone you after lunch.”

“Where are you going to try?”

“Oh, there are a few offices around town that might have openings, espe-
cially for someone who walked out on the old man. I'll hit those today and
tomorrow, and if the scent is cold I can always try an employment agency.”

He went off in the car because Kate wouldn’t be needing it and he wasn’t
quite up to facing the ride in on the same old commuters’ train. It was still too
early in the day, and there would be people he knew, people he wasn’t yet in the
mood to chat with. In the city, he parked the car at the ramp garage he
occasionally used, nodding silently in reply to the attendant’s cheerful morning
greeting.

The first place he tried was an engineering firm where he had contacts. He
thought. They listened in friendly agreement to everything he said, and one of
them even offered to buy him lunch. But there was no job available and he
wasn’t yet ready to accept charity. He thanked them and went and bought his
lunch from a white-coated sidewalk vendor who sold dry ham sandwiches
wrapped in wax paper. He found an empty bench in the park and ate among
the damp trees, thankful at least that the rain had stopped and the wind had
died to a gentle breeze.

The job he'd left, O’Bannion was beginning to realize, had done little to
prepare him for the necessity of stepping quickly into something else. He'd
never had any opportunity to build upon some sketchy engineering courses
he’d left unfinished at college. The job, for all its nine-thousand-a-year salary,
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had been little more than an arduous managership of an office full of unmar-
ried and just-married girls more intent on dates and marriage than work.

He called on two other places that afternoon, and the best he came up with
was a promise of something “maybe in a month or two.” That wasn’t good
enough. He was already more depressed than he cared to admit to Kate.

Tuesday was much the same, and Wednesday. That afternoon, he swallowed
his pride and called the familiar number of his old office. He got by the
switchboard operator without being recognized and in a moment he was
talking to Shirl.

“This is Dave. How are you?”

“Mr. O’Bannion! I'm fine, how are you? Everyone’s been asking about you.”

“I'll bet. Who are you working for now?”

“They have me in the pool till they get someone to replace you. Have you
found anything yet?”

“Not yet. I've got a couple of leads. What I called for—has there been any
mail for me? Anything personal?”

“Just the usual junk, Mr. O’Bannion. Except this morning a letter came for
you from California. Los Angeles. It looks as if it might be personal.”

“It is.” He had some friends in Los Angeles who often misplaced his home
address and wrote him at the office.

“Should I forward it?”

“I suppose so,” he said, and then had a second thought. “Say, would you like
to meet me for a drink after work? I could get the letter from you and you
could tell me what’s been going on.”

She hesitated a moment, but finally agreed. “All right. I guess 1’d have time
for one.”

“Fine. I’ll see you at five—a bit after five—over at the Nightcap.” He hung
up and then phoned Kate to tell her he’d be a bit late for dinner.

By the flickering candlelight of the Nightcap, a quiet little place where
it seemed always to be the cocktail hour, he really looked at Shirl Webster
for the first time. She’d been his secretary for the better part of the past
year, but in that dubious manner of modern business he’d tended to take
her mostly for granted. She was nothing more than an impersonal machine to
take his letters and dictation, answer his phone, and perhaps suggest a birthday !
present for his wife. He’d never really thought of Shirl Webster as a woman,
though he was aware now that she was surely a woman, and a striking one at
that.

“I’m sorry it all happened,” she said, seeming to mean it. “I liked working for
you.”

He noticed for the first time that her eyes were blue, a very light blue in sharp
contrast to the durk of her hair. She was a tall girl, perhaps nearing thirty with
a certain regal grace about her. “I'm glad of that, at least,” he said with a
chuckle. “There were days when I thought the whole place was in league
against me, including you.”
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She shook her head. “Not at all. I was kept busy all day Monday explaining
what had happened to you. All the girls miss you.”

“Makes me sound like a bluebeard or something.” He sipped the martini in
front of him. “Do you have that letter?”

She nodded and handed over a flat envelope with a Los Angeles postmark.
He pardoned himself and slit it open, just to make sure the news was nothing
more urgent than weather and kids and when-are-you-coming-to-visit-us. Then
he folded it away in his inside pocket.

“Nothing important?” she asked.

“The usual stuff. They’re old friends. I'll have to write them, tell them about
my new status.”

“Do these leads of yours sound good, Mr. O’Bannion?”

“I’m not your boss any more. Call me Dave.”

“All right—Dave.”

“To answer your question, no—the leads don’t sound good.”

“Maybe the old man would take you back. He’s having a hard time replacing
you.”

“I have a little pride left, unfortunately. Want another drink?”

For a moment he thought she’d agree, but then she shook her head reluc-
tantly. “I have to get home.”

He realized that in almost a year he’d never even thought where home might
be. “Got a boy friend, Shirl?”

She blinked at him. “I’'m too old to call them boy friends any more.”

“Oh, come on! How old are you—twenty-five?” He’d knocked a few years off
his real guess.

“You're sweet. Now I really have to go. But keep in touch, let me know how
you’re doing.”

“I will.”

He watched her walk to the door, hips tight against the contoured fabric of
her skirt, and he wondered why he’d never noticed that walk before.

Thursday was too nice a day to be out of work. It was fine to walk along
Main Street on your lunch hour and moan about having to return to a desk on
such a beautiful day, but O’Bannion quickly discovered it was only frustrating
to be job-hunting on such a day. The trees in the park were already blossoming
with spring, and the people he passed were smiling. He would have felt happier
in a thunderstorm.

Friday was more of the same. An offer of a job at a thousand dollars a year
less than he’d been making, a promise of something “maybe in the summer,” a
regret for a position just filled. It all added up to a big zero.

On Saturday morning he went to see Harry Rider. He knew the man would be
at work on a Saturday because the tracks were racing. Harry’s main source of
income demanded a six-day week. He was a big man, with a face and hairline
that made it difficult for O’Bannion to remember him as Kate’s one-time suitor.
The years had changed them all, but none more so than Harry Rider.
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“What can I do for you, Dave?” he asked, not bothering to rise from behind
the wide desk strewn with typewritten sheets, racing forms, and three tele-
phones.

O’Bannion stared at the thinning hair, the wrinkles of tired skin around
deep, calculating brown eyes, and said, “I phoned you last week. Maybe you
forgot.”

“Oh! Sure, I remember now. You’re out of a job.”

“That’s it. I’'ve got some good leads in town, but you know how it is when
you just walk out on something. No two weeks’ pay or anything like that.”

“Need ten bucks?” Harry Rider was already reaching for his pocket. The
words, coupled with the motion, made O’Bannion suddenly ill. He was sorry
he’d come.

“No, no—nothing like that. I was wondering if you knew of anything around
here. Even something temporary. You said once you had a lot of influence in
the right places and just to come see you.”

“Sure. I can get you a job cleaning out the stables up at Yonkers. How’s
that?”

O’Bannion’s face froze. “I didn’t come here for that sort of talk, Rider.”

“Just kidding. Never take me serious! Ask Kate. She never took me serious.”

“We weren’t discussing Kate.”

“Sure, sure. She know you came to see me?”

“No.”

“Just as well.”

“I intend to tell her when I get home. I have no secrets from her.”

Harry Rider chuckled. “Maybe it’s time you started having a few.”

He could see he was getting nowhere with the man. There was no job in the
offing, only this opportunity for ridicule. “I’m sorry to take up your time,” he
told Rider, rising from the chair.

“Wait a minute! Maybe I’ll hear of something in your line.”

“Thanks. Don’t trouble yourself.”

He was going out the door when Rider called after him, “I’ll be in touch with
you, Dave.”

O’Bannion didn’t bother to answer.

On Sunday he went to church for the first time in a year. Listening to the
minister rant about the evils of overabundance, he wondered why he’d
bothered. The previous evening he’d told Kate about his visit to Harry Rider.
She reacted about as he expected and there had been an unpleasant scene. She
hadn’t accompanied him to church on Sunday, and when he returned to the
house he found her mood had not improved.

“It’s a nice day,” he said, to make conversation.

“Just great.”

“Still upset because I went to Rider?”

“Why shouldn’t I be? Dave, there are employment agencies, friends, rela-
tives—why go to Harry Rider for a job?”
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“I didn’t know you felt that strongly about it.”

“You knew—you knew darned well. I have a little pride left, even if you
haven’t.”

Anger growing within him, he spun around and started from the room. Then
he paused to face her once more. “Do you happen to know how much we have
in the bank? I figure it’s just about enough to keep us going for another three
weeks. Then we either stop eating or stop paying on the house and car.”

Her lips were a thin line of —what? It almost could have been contempt.
“Maybe you should have thought about the money before you quit your job,”
she snapped.

“Sure, sure! Maybe [—" The ringing of the telephone cut into any retort he
would have made. He decided it was probably just as well and went to answer it.

“Is this Mr. Dave O’Bannion?” a strange voice asked. Male, perhaps a bit
muffled.

e

“Mr. O’Bannion, I understand you are presently at liberty. I have a position
available, temporary work, which I'd like to discuss with you.”

“Sure. Who is this calling?”

“My name is Green. Could you meet me tomorrow to talk it over?”

“Certainly. Where are you located?”

“I’ll be in Room 344 at the Ames Hotel, anytime after ten. It must be
tomorrow, though, as I’'m leaving for Canada on Tuesday.”

O’Bannion assured him it would be tomorrow. Even this mysterious tempo-
rary sort of job was worth looking into. But when Kate questioned him about
the call he implied it was from someone he knew, someone he’d contacted the
previous week. He had a growing feeling in the pit of his stomach that the
strange Mr. Green in his hotel-room office would prove somehow to be an
associate of Harry Rider.

Green, if that was really his name, proved to be a tall man in his mid-thirties.
He didn’t really belong in the hotel room. He seemed more like a man made for
the outdoors, a man who might venture inside only for a drink or necessary
food. He was obviously ill at ease in the surroundings of impersonal luxury
such as one found at the Ames.

“You’re O’Bannion?” he asked, frowning as if he might have expected
someone older.

“That’s right.” He held out his hand and Green shook it. Then they both sat
down and O’Bannion added, “You have a job open?”

Green leaned back in his chair. “A temporary position. It would involve a
trip to Canada.”

“For how long a period? 1 wouldn’t want to be away from my family.” He
said the words because they sounded right. Just at the moment Kate and the
boys were far from his thoughts.

“Only a day or two. And the pay would be good.”

“How good?”
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The man shrugged. “Perhaps five thousand dollars.”

His worst fears realized, O’Bannion got suddenly to his feet. “I guess you’d
better tell Mr. Rider I’'m not interested.”

“Who?”

Why had he gone? Why had he gone to Rider when he’d known all along
that this would be the only sort of job the man could offer? Across the border
for five thousand dollars.

“Harry Rider. 1 believe that’s a name you know.”

Green was blocking him at the door, holding him back. “Wait, wait. Look,
there’s no risk, if that’s what’s worrying you. It’s safe.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll give you something to take with you. All you do is deliver it to an
address in Toronto and you’ll be paid the money.”

“Five thousand dollars for no risk? Why don’t you take it yourself?”

Green was nervous now, unsure of himself. “All right,” he decided suddenly.
“I guess I got the wrong guy. Go!”

O’Bannion went.

The remainder of the day he spent in a sort of twilight, wandering from
office to office, filling out applications for jobs he neither wanted nor qualified
for, existing in a world of mere minutes adding up slowly to hours. Again and
again his thoughts returned to the man in the hotel room, to the five thousand
dollars he’d offered for the flight to Canada.

O’Bannion tried to guess what would have been involved. Harry Rider’s
interests were mainly gambling, horse racing, and the like, although he occa-
sionally dabbled in politics. Perhaps it was nothing more than transporting
betting slips or some political material.

The afternoon was sunny, even now when it was almost ended, even with its
twilight rays filtered through the blossoming branches of the park trees. He
walked with a lengthened, broken shadow behind him, destination undeter-
mined. Then, the random thought just crossing his mind, he started down the
street toward his old office. They’d be leaving now, not a minute too early
because the old man was always watching, but not a minute too late either. He
stood in the shadow of a building, watching faces and figures already receding
from memory after only a week’s time. Then he saw Shirl Webster, walking
very quickly along the curb, head down against the sunset.

O’Bannion crossed the street and intercepted her at the next stoplight.
“Hello, Shirl,” he called from a few paces behind her.

“Dave! I mean—"

“I told you Dave was all right. How are you?”

“Fine. 1 was just this minute thinking about you, wondering how you were
coming along.”

“Got time for a drink?” he asked, and as the words left his mouth he
wondered just how accidental this meeting had been. Didn’t he subconsciously
seek her out rather than return home to Kate?
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“Just one. I have to meet my boy friend.”

He chuckled. “I thought you were too old to call them that.”

“On days like this I feel younger. We going to the Nightcap again?”

“Why not?”

Over a drink, with the candle flickering on the table between them, he
suddenly found himself telling her about his interview with Green in the hotel
room. It was an odd sort of feeling she gave him and he wondered how he
could have worked with her all those months without being affected by the
sensuality of her presence.

“So you walked out on him,” she summed up, making it a simple statement.

“I walked out on him. Wouldn’t you?”

She toyed with the plastic stirring rod from her scotch-and-water. “I don’t
know. Five thousand dollars is more money than I make in a whole year. I
don’t know what I'd have done.”

“It’s obviously something crooked, with Rider involved.”

She frowned into the glass. “The Rider you mention—if he is such a shady
character, why did you go to him in the first place?”

Why? It was the sort of question Kate had asked too. Why? Was it purely a
spirit of revolt against his wife’s wishes, or was there more to it than that? “I
don’t know why,” he answered finally. “Not really.”

He lit her cigarette and watched while she settled back in her chair. “I think
you’re like me, Dave. I think you’re sick of working your life away for someone
like the old man, who doesn’t care about anything but the profit and the
overhead.”

“You think I should have done it? What Green wanted me to do?”

“I don’t know. I think you should have asked a few more questions, thought
about it a little more.”

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.” He signaled the waiter for another drink.

“Are you going to discuss it with your wife?”

“How can I? She’s already barely speaking to me because I went to Rider.
Am I going to tell her now that she was right all along about him being a
crook?”

“Are you asking me what you should do, Dave?”

He wasn’t really. Until that moment he’d been convinced that he’d followed
the right course of action. Now she had planted a doubt. “You’d have asked
more questions.”

“Go back and see him again, Dave. Why not?”

“He’s gone. On his way to Canada.”

“Maybe not. He might be looking for someone else to make the trip.”

“I'm sure he wouldn’t be sitting in that hotel room still. How’d he know I
wouldn’t come back with the police?”

“What could you tell the police? What do you know to tell them?”

“Nothing,” he admitted glumly.

“Let me call the hotel for you, see if he’s still there.”

“I don’t know. I'm getting in so deep—"
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“It’s a great deal of money, Dave. Enough to carry you over till you can find
a really good job.”

“Well, I suppose you could call. I know he won’t be there.”

She rose from her chair. “You said it was the Ames Hotel?”

“Yes.”

She stepped into a phone booth near the door and he watched her dialing the
number. She spoke a few words and then motioned quickly to him. When he
joined her at the booth door she covered the receiver with her hand and said,
“He’s still there. I've got him on the line. You want to go over?”

“I—" He felt suddenly weak in the knees.

“Mr. Green,” she said, returning to the phone. “I’'m calling for Dave O’Ban-
nion. He was up to see you this morning. Yes— Yes. Well, he’d like to reconsider
your offer.”

O’Bannion started to protest and then changed his mind. Well, why not? It
was five thousand dollars, wasn’t it?

He took the phone from her and heard the familiar voice of Green in his ear.
“I'm glad you’ve reconsidered.”

NS

“You just caught me as I was checking out.”

O’Bannion grunted.

“Can we meet someplace else? How about the park behind the library?”

“All right. What time?”

“It’s almost six-thirty now. Make it seven o’clock.”

“Fine. I’ll be there.”

“Alone.”

“All right,” O’Bannion agreed without hesitation. He hadn’t even thought
about taking Shirl with him.

He hung up and joined her back at the table. “All set, Dave?”

“All set. But he wants me to come alone.”

“Oh.” She seemed disappointed.

“I could meet you back here after if you'd like.”

His words brought a smile to her lips. “I'd like.”

“What about that boy friend?”

“I’ll call him.”

He tossed a couple of bills on the table. “Get yourself something to eat. I'll
be back in an hour or so. Maybe sooner.”

He left her and walked across the street to another bar. There he had a quick
drink and phoned Kate at home, making some excuse about a possible job that
sounded phoney even to his own ears. Then he started for the little park behind
the library, his heart beating with growing excitement. He didn’t know whether
the excitement was caused by Green or Shirl or both. He only knew that Kate
had no part in it.

The park was almost dark by seven, lit only by the random lamps in
standards twined by ivy. It was a lunchtime spot for summer secretaries, a
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strolling place for evening couples, a clubhouse for after-dark drifters. Though
he was only a hundred feet from the street O’Bannion still had a sense of fear.

He found Green lounging on a bird-specked bench deep in shadow, his eyes
caught by a necking couple across the path. “Look at that,” he said to
O’Bannion. “At seven o’clock.”

“Yeah.”

“Cigarette?”

“I've got my own, thanks.”

“Who was the girl?”

“My secretary.”

“I thought you were out of a job.”

“She used to be my secretary.”

“Oh.”

“Now what about this deal?”

Green was grinning in the flare of his match. “You’re ready?”

“I'm ready.”

“All right. I have a plane ticket here, round trip to Toronto, leaving tomor-
row night at six.”

“That’s pretty short notice. How long will I have to be away?”

“A day. You can fly back Wednesday night if you want.”

O’Bannion ground out his cigarette and lit a fresh one. The couple on the
opposite bench had unclinched and she was repairing her lipstick. “What’s the
catch? What do I have to do? What’s the deal?”

“Take a‘box of candy to a friend of mine.”

O’Bannion’s hands were steady. “What else?”

“That’s all. I'll be there myself to pay you the five thousand.”

“If you’re going up too, why not take the candy yourself?”

Green smiled slightly and in the dim light he looked suddenly younger—no
older perhaps than O’Bannion. “We don’t need to kid each other. I’ve had
trouble with the police. They might stop me at the border. I'm going up on the
Thruway and crossing at Niagara Falls. I don’t want them to find anything
on me.”

“What is it?”

Green looked vague. “That would be telling. You only get the money if the
box is delivered intact.”

It was now or never. This was the moment to back out, to go no further. But
instead he simply asked, “As long as it’s not narcotics. I don’t want any part of
something like that. O.K.?”

“No narcotics. What do you take me for anyway?”

“When do I get the box of candy?”

“Tomorrow afternoon, four o’clock. Right here.”

“That doesn’t give me much time to catch the plane.”

“I don’t want you to have much time. The man will be waiting for you at the
airport in Toronto. You give him the candy and then get a room for the night.
I'll probably pull in Wednesday morning and pay you off.”
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“How about part of it now?”

Green frowned. “I don’t have it. The money’s in Toronto. And there’s no
money unless you produce the box, unopened.”

“Why don’t you just mail it to him?”

“He’s had police trouble too. They might be watching for something in the
mails.”

“All right,” O’Bannion agreed at last. “I’ll see you here at four.”

Green left first, walking away fast. O’Bannion watched him go, watched him
as in a dream, and wondered what he was getting into. He felt, in that moment,
like a man trapped in a muddy bog. There was only Kate to save him, Kate and
the children, and they were a world away. Then he remembered Shirl Webster
waiting back at the bar and his spirits lifted.

“Why don’t you come with me?” O’Bannion asked after he’d finished telling
Shirl about his conversation with Green.

“What? Go with you! That’s crazy, Dave. What would people say?”

“Who needs to know?”

It was crazy, but he began to think it might not be too crazy. He’d always
been faithful to Kate in the nine years of their marriage—always, that is, except
once in Boston with a girl he met in a bar. But now something had changed,
something in him, or in Kate, or just in the times.

They talked, debated, argued for the rest of the evening, but he already knew
she’d be on the plane with him.

His excuses to Kate in the morning were vague and uncertain. He would be
away overnight, up in—Boston seeing about a job, a really good one right in
his line. It was a damp, almost rainy day and the hours dragged till four and he
met a trenchcoated Green in the park.

“Think the planes will be flying?” he asked.

Green handed over the candy, a great flat box with a ribbon tied around it.
“Of course the planes’ll be flying. A little rain never stopped them.”

“This man will be at the airport?”

“He’ll be there.”

“How will 1 know him?”

Green thought for a moment. “His name is Dufaus. He has a little mustache
and he’s always carrying a briefcase. Looks like a government bigwig.”

“All right. What about you?”

“I’ll see you sometime before noon. I plan to drive all night. There’s a little
motel near the airport. Wait there for me.”

“How do I know you’ll show up?”

Green turned away. “Don’t worry. I’'m trusting you, you can trust me.”

“Will Rider be there too?” O’Bannion asked on an impulse.

“Don’t you worry about Rider. He takes care of himself.”

Overhead, an unseen jet could be heard through the clouds. The planes were
flying.
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They held hands all the way.

It reminded O’Bannion of a youthful night on a hayride when he’d dated the
most popular girl in the senior class for the first time. He’d held hands that
night too, thinking and plotting all the way about how he’d work up to that
first kiss, that first hand around her shoulders, on her knee. That night had
ended disastrously, with the girl going home in a quarterback’s car while
O’Bannion sat alone behind the barn and cried for the first time in years. A
year later, in college, he’d met Kate and there’d never been anyone else. Not
really.

The weather was cooler when they landed, a clear coolness you didn’t really
mind. Above them the sky was full of stars and ahead he could see the flashing
red-neoned MOTEL. The letters fuzzed and flickered irregularly as if the sign
were tired. There to meet them at the airport was the mustached man with the
briefcase, Mr. Dufaus.

He waited until they’d cleared customs and then he came up smiling. “Ah!
O’Bannion?”

“That’s right. You must be Dufaus.”

“Correct. Quite correct. I have a car waiting. This way.”

They followed him to a black foreign-built automobile with low, expensive
lines. He motioned O’Bannion into the front seat with him but made no effort
to start the car. Instead, he held out his hand. “The candy, please.”

“No,” O’Bannion said, halfway into the car.

“What?”

“No.”

“What do you mean?”

“No candy until I get my money.” O’Bannion hadn’t really planned it that
way, but suddenly he had spoken the words and there was no recalling
them.

“You’ll get the money tomorrow. Didn’t he tell you?”

“He told me. You'll get the candy tomorrow.”

Through all of this Shirl had stood behind him on the sidewalk. Now she
tried to pull him from the car. “Dave, be careful.”

O’Bannion backed out of the car, still clutching the candy box. “I'll be at the
motel,” he told Dufaus. “See you in the morning.”

The man with the mustache was visibly upset. “The money cannot possibly
be ready until I've had time to inspect the merchandise.”

“Too bad. I’m sure we can work it out in the morning.”

O’Bannion slammed the car door and walked quickly away, half pulling
Shirl along with him. Dufaus made no attempt to follow.

“Dave, why did you do that? What’s the matter with you all of a sudden?”

“Nothing. I just realized that I haven’t decided about this thing yet, not
really. I want more time to think. A few hours ago we were in New York, a few
days ago I was still an honest man, and a few weeks ago I still had a job. Things
are moving too fast for me. Too fast.”

“Life is fast. We live and die before we know it, much too fast.”



14 EDWARD D. HOCH

“Not by tomorrow morning. It’s not over that fast. Let Dufaus sweat about
it overnight. If this thing I'm carrying is so valuable, maybe I want to keep it a
while.”

They’d reached the motel, a low, long building of concrete that seemed
about to crumble. The manager gave barely a flicker when they checked into a
double room.

“What now?” she asked when they were alone.

“First things first. I'm going to check this candy. They didn’t give me a
chance before. I suppose that’s why Dufaus risked meeting me at the airport—
to get the candy before I had an opportunity to exercise my curiosity.”

He removed the garish ribbon and lifted the lid, to disclose the regular
designs of foil-wrapped chocolates. “Nothing but candy,” Shirl observed over
his shoulder.

“Maybe.”

He unwrapped a piece and studied it. He squeezed with his fingers and broke
it open. Inside, darkened and coated by the butterscotch filling, was something
sharp and glittering in the light. “It’s a—a jewel. Looks like a diamond. Still in
its setting.” He tried another piece of candy and it yielded up the red of a ruby.

“Dave, what is it?”

After the third one he answered, “It looks like part of a necklace of some
sort. It’s been broken at the links and separated into individual pieces so it
could be hidden in the candy. Come on, help me look inside the others.”

Ten minutes later, with all forty-eight pieces of candy broken open on the
bed, they had a rainbow-colored collection of gems, each set in a glistening ring
of platinum. “Who’d want to wear a thing like that?” Shirl asked, wide-eyed.

O’Bannion half remembered something he’d heard or read. “It’s not for
wearing, really. It’s a necklace called the Rainbow and its gems are supposed to
be worth a quarter of a million dollars. It was stolen a week ago from an armed
messenger.”

“You’re sure?”

He nodded. “The messenger was killed. I’'m into this a little deeper than I
figured.” He ran his palm across a forehead suddenly damp with sweat.

Later, sometime in the hours between midnight and dawn, when the only
sound to be heard was the gentle buzz of the electric clock on the far wall Shirl
said, “Do you think they’ll come for us or something? Because you didn’t give
them the candy?”

He laughed and tried to sound amused. “You’ve been seeing too many
movies, gal. Nothing’s going to happen.”

“They killed one man. You said so.”

“Maybe I was wrong. Maybe these jewels are something else.”

“You’re not wrong, Dave. If you don’t think anything’s going to happen, why
don’t you come to bed?”

He laughed and lit a cigarette. “I don’t know, maybe I’m shy.” Then, after a
moment’s silence, “Tell me about this boy friend of yours, Shirl.”
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“He’s just a guy.”

“You like him? Well enough to marry him?”

“Would I be here with you if I did?”

“I don’t know.” He blew smoke in the direction of the window, watching it as
it crossed the single bar of dimly filtered light from outside. “What are you
going to tell him when you get back?”

“I'll think of something,” she said. “More to the point, what are you going to
tell Green and Dufaus in the morning?”

He thought about it for a long time before answering. “I think I'll go to the
police, Shirl,” he said finally.

“The police! But—but why?”

“This is murder. If I don’t get out of it now, it may be too late.”

“But what about us? What about your wife? Do you want it spread all over
the newspapers that we were up here together?”

“No, of course not. But what else can I do?”

“Give them their foolish jewels and be done with it. Take the money and just
forget about it. That’s what you planned to do originally, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so, but things have changed.” Suddenly he ground out
his cigarette. “All right, let’s get out of here then. We’ll get the jewels to the
police somehow without implicating ourselves and be back in the States by
noon.”

But she held him back with her hand. “No, Dave. I'm afraid to go out there.
I'm afraid they’ll be waiting for us.”

“I'll take a look around,” he said and slipped into his jacket.

Outside, the world was a pale dark landscape sleeping in the full moon’s
glow. A car was parked at the head of the driveway. A cigarette-tip glowed like
a far-off star. O’Bannion sighed and went back inside.

“What is it, Dave?”

“You were right. He’s got somebody watching the place.” He looked out the
back window, but decided against risking it with Shirl. There was a twenty-foot
drop to the highway. They could hardly make it without a twisted ankle or
Worse.

“So?”

“So we stay till morning and see what happens.”

The sun was back in the morning, already high in the sky by the time the car
drew up outside. O’Bannion had been watching out the window. He saw
Dufaus and Green join the man who had been watching the motel throughout
the night.

“Here they come,” he told Shirl without looking at her. “Green’s with them.”

She came up to the window and stood just behind O’Bannion, watching.
“Give them the jewels, Dave. We don’t want trouble.”

Then they were at the door, knocking. He opened it and looked into Green’s
expectant eyes. “Well! 1 was worried when Mr. Dufaus told me about his
troubles. Let’s get this settled now.”
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The two of them crowded into the small room, leaving the third man to wait
outside. Green said, “The candy. Where’s the candy?”

“We were hungry. We ate it,” O’Bannion told them.

Green’s mouth twisted into an odd sort of grin. “Look, cut out the wise talk.
You’ll get your money as soon as Dufaus inspects the candy and gives me the
0.K.”

“I didn’t know I was getting involved in a murder,” O’Bannion said. “That
wasn’t part of the deal.”

Dufaus was suddenly agitated. “He knows too much!”

Green’s hand dropped to his pocket. “All right, we’re finished fooling,
O’Bannion. I didn’t let you bring this stuff five hundred miles across the border
just so you could double-cross me.”

His hand was coming out of the pocket when O’Bannion hit him, a glancing
blow to the side of the head that tumbled him onto the bed.

Against the wall, Dufaus uttered a gasp of dismay. “No violence—please! I
only want to purchase the gems!”

O’Bannion moved again, but this time Green was faster. The gun—a small
.32—was out of his pocket, pointed at O’Bannion’s middle. “We’re through
fooling,” he growled. “Shirl, where did he hide the stuff?”

Behind him, as in a nightmare, O’Bannion heard her reply, “In the toilet
tank. I'll get them.” And then, almost as an afterthought, “I’'m sorry, Dave.
Really I am.”

He sat on the bed, unfeeling, as Green and Dufaus counted the gems. And
when she came to sit next to him it was as if a stranger had entered, a
perplexing intruder.

“In the beginning I thought I was doing you a favor,” she said quietly. “You
needed the money and my boy friend—how I hate that expression—he needed
someone to fly to Canada with the necklace. I talked him into calling you. I
never thought it would come to this. I should have risked bringing the thing
over myself.”

“It wasn’t Harry Rider,” he said. That was all he could say.

“Not Rider, no. It was me. When you thought I was calling the hotel
Monday night 1 was really calling Greeny’s apartment. I was afraid you'd
notice that I dialed the number without looking it up. I was afraid you’d notice
Dufaus wasn’t surprised to see me at the airport.”

“I guess I didn’t notice anything. Not a thing.”

Green came over to the bed. “Dufaus is satisfied. Let’s roll.”

“A quarter of a million?” She breathed it, like a prayer.

“Not even half, but I can’t stay to argue. It’ll get us a long way.”

“What about him?” Dufaus asked from the door, pointing at O’Bannion.

“That’s five grand I saved myself,” Green said. He brought the gun into view
once more.

Shirl stepped quickly in front of him. “No, Greeny. No more Killing.” She
held her position.
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“I leave him here to tell the cops everything he knows?”

But Shirl stood firm. “He can’t tell them anything without implicating
himself, with the police, and with his wife. I don’t think he wants to do that.
Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Green faced him with the gun for another moment, uncertain, and then
pocketed it as he turned away. “All right, we’ll leave him.”

She came over to O’Bannion one last time. “Dave?”

“What?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “When he gives me my cut I’ll see you get
something. A thousand or so anyway.”

“Don’t bother,” he said, turning away.

“Dave—”

“Go on. Go!”

He heard them drive away, listened to the sound of traffic reaching him
through the still-open door.

After a time he went out and walked until he found the motel manager, who
was watering a spring garden by the highway. He asked where there was a
telephone he could use and when he found it he dialed the number of the local
police.

It would be a long journey back to Kate, and he wondered if he would make it.
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Wonderful, Wonderful Violence

- ‘hat made it all so ludicrous was the fact that Angus Monroe was the
most unlikely person in the bank to be caught up in so harrowing and dramatic
a situation. He was the most ordinary and inconspicuous sort of person
imaginable—just above fifty, short, portly, grey, immaculate, wordless. He was
a shy bachelor without friends who lived in two rooms on the other side of
town.

But beneath that veneer of reticence and anonymity there beat a sullen and
resentful heart. Angus had the feeling that the world had cruelly passed him by,
that he had never participated. There were, as a consequence, no grand and
gaudy memories to sustain his loneliness.

He appeared at the bank’s front door with predictable punctilio at five to
nine every morning, materializing there like a ghost, neat, indisputable, inevi-
table, his hat balanced on his small head, his small eyes staring blinkless and
persistent behind their silver-rimmed lenses. The assistant manager opened the
door and greeted him with a curt nod to which Angus responded with just as
curt a nod and a brisk “Good morning,” and in his heart chanting with
bitterness the same refrain, You pompous owl. He marched with short steps
past the other employees, each of whom rendered him an assembly-line nod of
greeting, to the employees’ room where he hung away his hat and coat and
poked his arms into his tan-colored working jacket, buttoned it primly, and
went out and took his place as teller behind the third window just as the nine
o’clock bell rang and with great pomp and dignity the assistant manager swept
the doors back with a grand and benign baring of white teeth whether custom-
ers were there or not. You'd think the King of England himself was coming
through, Angus thought darkly to himself.

The routine never varied. At the next window stood Mr. Carlisle, tall, good-
looking, unctuous, with a smooth and clever word for every attractive feminine
patron. All of that grated intolerably on Angus’ nerves as he stood and listened
to Carlisle say all the things he himself would like to say. It all made him clench
his thin lips until they turned white.

And then one morning, a little before ten o’clock, the routine varied,
violently. Angus had just left the cage to get a cup of water and was walking
across the floor when two men moved through the door, letting the doors
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swing back behind them. They strode imperiously, their faces set, their long,
taut-belted trenchcoats flapping tersely with each step. Angus stared at them
curiously, feeling an odd intuitive snap inside of himself, finding himself
wishing these men really were what he felt them to be. Their mere entrance
seemed to generate something in the staid and placid air, a stirring, an uneasi-
ness. They would do something, Angus hoped. They would hold up the tellers,
throw bombs, fire bullets through the nerveless infuriating clock; they would
do something.

And they did.

One of the men, the taller, slid his hand into his coat and snapped out a gun.
There was instant pandemonium even before he uttered a word. A woman
teller screamed. The assistant manager sprung up at his desk—and in the face
of a mighty .45 automatic sat right down. The tall man was snapping orders,
moving along the windows, his gun prominently in the faces of everyone. The
smaller man was taking charge of the several patrons, herding them together
against a wall which was obscured from outside eyes. The tall man, his fedora
pulled forward almost covering his eyes, was collecting money in a large canvas
bag. It was all happening swiftly, uncannily, almost dreamlike, the excitement
poised and bristling in the startled air.

“You too!” Suddenly Angus heard the words directed at him, realized that
this was the second time the small man had spoken to him. The portly teller
was standing alone in the middle of the floor watching everything like a
spectator, reserving all judgment. He realized everyone was looking at him as if
expecting him to take some action.

The small man came menacingly toward him, holding his .45 automatic low,
the black barrel glaring up at Angus.

“Get over there!” the small man ordered.

“I—heard you,” Angus said, but still unable to move, rooted to the spot, not
afraid but fascinated, almost like a child, watching it all with that blank
speechless fascination of the child.

“Come on!” the tall man called. He was moving away from the tellers’ cages,
holding the large canvas bag, the top of which slacked over but which still
showed considerable content. “Take him,” the tall man said.

The small man shot a quizzical glance over his shoulder, then, turning back
to Angus, drove the .45 up into his soft yielding stomach, making Angus gasp.

“Move out, Maxie,” the small man said to Angus. “Slow and careful.” He
moved around behind Angus.

The tall man was at the door, addressing the line of frozen-faced people.

“Anybody says anything before fifteen minutes—” and he indicated the
approaching Angus “—and he gets flowers and regrets.” Then, with a bold and
confident gesture, he swung open the doors and went out, followed by a
hesitant, doubtful Angus and the small man whose eyes, as cold and as rigid as
steel, swept meaningfully over the people.

There was a car parked up the block. As they approached it Angus could
hear the motor trembling under the hood.
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The tall man appeared casual, but his words and his gestures were brisk,
cold, calculated.

“Shove the guy in front with us,” he said, talking, moving, all in one smooth
practiced breath, opening the door, the canvas bag disappearing into the back.

“All right, Maxie,” the small man said, pushing Angus with his body. Angus
slid across the front seat’s cold smooth plastic seatcover. In a moment the two
men were around him and the car had started.

Angus, still not fully emerged from his dream, from the shock of imagina-
tion ceasing and reality beginning, stared straight ahead through the wide
curve of windshield, feeling an importance, a significance that he had never
known before, a tingling of great excitement. Suddenly before his inward eye
flashed the scene that must be occurring back at the bank. He saw them all
darting around like people hurled and juggled, babbling and exclaiming and
telling each other what had happened and what they thought and how awful it
had been. And preeminent above it all would be his name, their concern for
him, Angus Monroe, who had been abducted by thieves, thrust into the hands
of potential killers, whose life was suddenly a heroic and dreadful thing. If only
they could see how calm and composed he was, how easily he was facing it.

He began to sidle glances at the men. The tall man, guiding the wheel, sat
aloof, his profile slightly raised, watching the road with a disinterest and
impatience as though he had covered it a thousand uneventful times in his life
and would a thousand times more. The other sat in a slouch, his arms crossed,
a wryly pleased expression on his face. Angus could fairly feel him whirling the
money about in his warped and corrupted brain.

But soon the captive began to feel a slight trickling of fear and apprehension.
He felt it quavering in his knees, wallowing in his stomach. The excitement had
worn away, the glory beginning to become dubious. But he endeavored to
suppress the fear, to resist it, master it. He cleared his throat. This seemed to
arouse the small man.

“Y’know, Maxie’s all right,” the small man said, shifting about in his seat.

The tall man said nothing.

“No fuss, no yelling,” the small man said.

“Nobody argues with a revolver,” Angus said dryly, and was immediately
pleased with himself. He thought it a singularly apt and clever statement.
(Certainly, the obnoxious Carlisle would never have had the composure and
alertness of mind in this situation to say such a thing.)

“Maxie,” the small man said genially, grinning with small, rotted teeth that
only half showed, “you’re acquainted with a basic law of survival.”

“My name is not Maxie,” Angus said, still in that dry, almost bored tone.
“My name is—” and he could not say Angus. That was suddenly a most
ridiculous and unfortunate and unmanly name, hardly a name to invoke
respect.“—Floyd,” he said, making a spontaneous choice, pleased with it.

“Maxie,” the small man retorted promptly. “Your name is Maxie. Isn’t that
right, Champ?” he asked the tall man.

“His name is Blank for all I care,” Champ said.
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“His name will be Blank if he doesn’t behave himself,” the small man said.

“I know which side my bread is buttered on,” Angus said, tossing it off with
a casualness that astonished him.

“He’ll behave,” Champ said.

“You know why we call him Champ?” the small man asked. “That’s because
that’s what he is. He’s the champ of them all. Right, Champ?”

The tall man grinned tersely, his eyes still watching the road as if he expected
it to break into pieces. “You could say that,” he said.

They were outside of town now, speeding past neat little cottages, past great
fields of barley, past the high school, heading out toward the country. The
grass was very green, the trees rich in leaves and scent. The small man rolled
down the window and the warm breeze poured into the car.

Angus was desperately anxious to ask where they were going but he knew
such a question would be curtly repulsed. He was grimly determined not to
behave like a “victim” so he sat as stolid and as noncommittal as if he were a
legitimate part of the whole thing.

“You got a family, Maxie?” the small man asked, apropos of nothing.

“No,” Angus said.

“That’s good,” the small man said.

It made the fear begin to tremble again. It sped the realities skidding into
Angus’ mind. He was utterly helpless here between these two men. He knew
their faces now, even the name of one of them. He knew their car, the direction
they had taken. They were being too casual with him, as if they could trust him
never to speak of what had happened. It made him wish he had never come to
work this morning, or that he had not stopped and stood so fearless and
prominent in the middle of the floor for them to take him out. What was he
going to gain from being a hero?

“I’'m a man with a weak heart,” he suddenly said, improvising.

“Hear that, Champ?” the small man said, leaning over to talk to the tall man.
“Maxie’s got a bad clock. Don’t scare him.”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” Champ said.

Soon they were deep in the country. They drove for miles without passing a
house or a person or even another car. The tar road was dark with languorous
shadows that kept clipping and bounding over the hood and fleeing up the
windshield.

If Angus had been hoping for them to be stopped by state troopers or to
encounter a road block somewhere, that hope was soon dissipated. They
turned off the main road into a narrow dirt road, the car grinding over the
rocks and ruts, a vague cloud of dust lifting around it, floating behind the
windless air. They slashed through some brush and then came to a halt before a
small, lifeless cabin. The halt, the sudden silence, was a relief.

The two men slid out of the car. The small man waited for Angus. The gun
had reappeared, steady and menacing below the tight-smiling face. The tall
man had reached in and hauled out the bag of money. They followed him into
the cabin.
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There was nothing inside except a table and several chairs. A small low cot
stood against a wall. There was one window, the shade pulled down before it, |
muffling the sunlight that fell dimly to the floor. Their feet clumped on the
pine-board floor.

Champ swung the bag onto the table.

“Get the rope,” he said, his voice quiet, sharp, as if talking to no one in
particular but knowing that someone would be there to hear, and obey.

They’re going to hang me, Angus thought feverishly. Wild schemes filled
him with furious desperation. His eyes glazed.

The small man went out and in a moment returned with a length of rope. He
was whistling.

“Tie him up,” Champ said, his voice still sharp and confident, his eyes hard
upon the bag of money.

With relief, Angus gave himself to be bound. The small man sat him down in
one of the chairs-and with maddening efficiency tied him to it, binding his
hands behind with the heavy scratchy rope. Angus sat there, as helpless and
forlorn as a child. He watched the two men hold the bag upside down and the
money empty onto the table. Champ was looking at him, smiling across the
table at him.

“How much do you reckon it is?” Champ asked.

With his practiced eye, Angus regarded the money, his underlip pushing out.

“Ten thousand,” he said after a moment.

“Maxie should know,” the small man said.

“We’ll see,” Champ said. Slowly, tediously, he began to count the money,
thumbing the edges of the packets, sliding the loose bills from hand to hand.

“Eleven thousand five,” he said, finally.

There was a moment of reverence.

“Maxie was close,” the small man said.

“What are you going to do to me?” Angus, unable to hold back any longer,
blurted out.

“Let it be a surprise,” Champ said.

“Yeah,” the small man said. “Do you like surprises, Maxie?”

“Only pleasant ones,” Angus said dimly.

His 'captors sat down then and lit cigarettes. They smoked quietly, placidly.
For a while they seemed oblivious of Angus’ presence. They seemed to be
inhaling their wealth, accustoming themselves to it. They were quite at their
ease.

Angus began to feel the indignity of himself sitting there bound and helpless,
as miserable as a creature in a cage. He stared at them, his mounting indigna-
tion—as well as their oblivious serenity—making him want to shout at them.
And then his thoughts began to drift back to the bank again, to all the furor
and excitement that must have occurred there, most of which would have
subsided by now. Everyone would be expressing concern for Mr. Monroe.

He imagined them envisioning his plight, shaking their heads, talking about
what a fine old person he was. He wanted to snarl at them. He thought then,

=
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inexplicably, of the application form he had filled out twenty years ago when
he had first applied for a job at the bank, of the line which read, “In case of
emergency notify” and of the blank space he had left below it. Poor Mr.
Monroe. That would go around the bank too. He would be a lonely heroic
figure. Life would be changed for a while when he got back, when he took his
place behind the teller’s window again. He would be a more formidable person
then, but only for a little while, gradually fading back into obscurity—if he got
back.

They stuffed the money into the bag and took it out with them. He heard
them putting it in the car. Then Champ came back and lay down on the cot
that was behind Angus. Soon he was sleeping. The small man lounged in the
doorway. He had shed his trenchcoat. His .45 bulged in his belt.

“What are you going to do?” Angus asked quietly.

“Nothing much, Maxie,” the small man said. He was smoking, staring into
the forest, the smoke weaving lazily on the dry windless air, rolling off into the
forest.

“Are you going to leave me here?”

“Maybe. When it gets dark we’re taking off.”

“They’ll be looking for your car.”

“But not around here. They’ll have us pegged as being a long way out by
tonight.”

“Clever,” Angus said.

“We sure do hope so, Maxie,” the small man said, flicking his cigarette into
the air, expelling a final stream of smoke into the sunlight, sighing.

It was beginning to grow dark. The two holdup men were sitting outside in
the car. Angus could hear the murmur of their voices. They had been sitting
out there for almost two hours, ever since Champ had risen from his sleep. And
all that while Angus had been wriggling and straining his hands, gradually
loosening his bonds. It excited him greatly when he realized that his hands
were almost free, that with a few more jerks and twists they would be free.
What would happen then he didn’t know. He gazed hopefully at the window,
but it was right next to the car; it would hardly be the place from which to
escape. There was a brief vision of himself leaping upon and subduing the two
men, and an even more glorious one of him dragging them in by their collars,
the bag of money tucked under his arm. They’d give me five dollars and an
afternoon off for that, he thought.

The two men appeared in the doorway. They were staring at him. He knew
now that they had been discussing his fate.

“We could leave him here,” the small man said.

“They wouldn’t find him for months,” Champ said, his eyes regarding Angus
thoughtfully, as if measuring him for an ordeal.

“It wouldn’t really be murder either.”

Angus stared back at the tall man, trying to read his eyes, which were small
and inscrutable below the dark line of his hat brim.
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“We’ll decide when I get back,” Champ said. “You watch him.”

The tall man buttoned and belted his trenchcoat as carefully as if it was a
uniform and left the cabin. They heard his feet scuffling softly, the sounds
becoming more and more distant, then inaudible.

“Where’s he going?” Angus asked.

“Just down the road to have a look,” the small man said. He wandered about
the cabin. He was still coatless, the gun still thrust into his belt.

Angus began to whirl desperate ideas through his mind. He was perspiring
freely. If they left him there he would be all right; he would be able to get up
and walk away after they left. But—he had seen the thought in Champ’s eyes—
he knew them, could identify them. Would they take the risk of leaving him
when he could possibly extricate himself and incriminate them?

The small man stepped out of the cabin and went to the car. Instantly, purely
on impulse, Angus shook the loosened bonds around his wrists to the floor and
tried to leap up, his heart hammering, his body hot, wet, but the chair to which
he was still tied hobbled him. He swung his arms, and by trying with all his
strength to lurch free of the chair he toppled it over. Rickety to begin with, his
weight plus the force of the fall wrenched the chair apart and he was soon up
on his feet, freeing himself of the rope and the chair’s fragments. His sudden
freedom was almost unendurable, it called for swift and desperate action,
action he was too terrified even to contemplate.

He heard the slam of a car door. He picked up a chair and pressed himself
against the wall next to the door, lifting the chair higher and higher. He saw the
small man’s shadow roll across the threshold, and then his body, his face—his
face startled for the instant and then furious as Angus hurled down the chair,
giving him a vicious and intricate smash with it, crumbling him, the small man
trying to catch himself in the doorway but missing, collapsing, and the thought
burning like static fire in Angus’ mind that the small man was merely dazed,
not unconscious, and so Angus reached down for the gun, jerking it free as the
small man began to turn in protest. Angus drew back, holding the gun on him.

And the small man gave him no choice. In the face of the loaded, weighty
gun he began to rise, his bruised and snarling face brooking no fears, no
threats. Angus fired, once. He was amazed that the gun worked, amazed at the
roar, at the commotion it caused in his hand, almost causing him to drop it.
And amazed as the small man, halfway to his feet, was hurled back against the
doorway, his white shirt suddenly flowing with blood as he rolled over and
flung a ghastly sightless face up to the pale moon that had risen over the trees.

Angus began to tremble. He jumped over the body and ran out into the
woods. He almost expected the grotesque moon-cast forest to lunge and thrust
at him, but it held back, still, attentive, the stars gathered round the peeping
moon like dazzled eyes.

He suddenly became aware of the fast sounds down the road, the sounds of
running feet rapping the dark road. He crouched behind the car, holding the
immense gun in both hands now, training it on the spot in the dark from where
Champ would emerge.
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The running became louder, more urgent. A figure began to loom, floating
out of the dark. The tall man came across the grass.

“Lou!” he shouted, seeing the small man’s stretched and lifeless body in front
of the door.

Angus stood up, holding the gun in both hands, not more than five feet from
the moving figure that was now cautiously drawing a gun. Angus fired. Champ
was sprawled across the ground. It seemed that he hadn’t even fallen, that
merely the roar, the smoke had driven him there. Angus peered down, his eyes
wide, speculative.

A great hush descended. The forest crooned softly, interminably . . .

Angus Monroe sat in the police station, neat, shy, pale.

The chief of police was nodding. “You have our deepest sympathy, Mr.
Monroe,” he was saying. “It must have been a nightmare.”

Angus nodded.

“You're lucky you’re alive,” the bank president said.

“You say you have no idea where they went?” the chief asked.

“No,” Angus said, proceeding to repeat his story. “They knocked me out in
the car and the next thing I knew I woke up in the bushes. I do know that they
were going to meet someone else, in a cabin somewhere in the woods I believe
they said, and, from what 1 gathered, someone they didn’t trust very much.
From the way they spoke they were anticipating trouble.”

“Thieves always fall out,” the bank president said righteously.

Angus nodded. But his mind was thinking ahead. Everyone would under-
stand when he resigned his position. The ordeal had been too great. He would
go away, far away. He would have everyone’s compassion, as well as eleven
thousand five.



LAWRENCE BLOCK

The Most Unusual Snatch

’]::ey grabbed Carole Butler a few minutes before midnight just a block and
a half from her own front door. It never would have happened if her father had
let her take the car. But she was six months shy of eighteen, and the law said
you had to be eighteen to drive at night, and her father was a great believer in
the law. So she had taken the bus, got off two blocks from her house, and
walked half a block before a tall thin man with his hat down over his eyes
appeared suddenly and asked her the time.

She was about to tell him to go buy his own watch when an arm came
around her from behind and a damp cloth fastened over her mouth and nose. It
smelled like a hospital room.

She heard voices, faintly, as if from far away. “Not too long, you don’t want
to kill her.”

“What’s the difference? Kill her now or kill her later, she’s just as dead.”

“You kill her now and she can’t make the phone call.”

There was more, but she didn’t hear it. The chloroform did its work and she
sagged, limp, unconscious.

At first, when she came to, groggy and weak and sick to her stomach,
she thought she had been taken to a hospital. Then she realized it was just the
smell of the chloroform. Her head seemed awash in the stuff. She breathed
steadily, in and out, in and out, stayed where she was and didn’t open her
eyes.

She heard the same two voices she had heard before. One was assuring the
other that everything would go right on schedule, that they couldn’t miss.
“Seventy-five thou,” he said several times. “Wait another hour, let him sweat a
little. Then call him and tell him it’ll cost him seventy-five thou to see his
darling daughter again. That’s all we tell him, just that we got her, and the
price. Then we let him stew in it for another two hours.”

“Why drag it out?”

“Because it has to drag until morning anyway. He’s not going to have that
kind of bread around the house. He’ll have to go on the send for it, and that
means nine o’clock when the banks open. Give him the whole message right
away and he’ll have too much time to get nervous and call copper. But space it
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out just right and we’ll have him on the string until morning, and then he can
go straight to the bank and get the money ready.”

Carole opened her eyes slowly, carefully. The one who was doing most of the
talking was the same tall thin man who had asked her the time. He was less
than beautiful, she noticed. His nose was lopsided, angling off to the left as
though it had been broken and improperly reset. His chin was scarcely there at
all. He ought to wear a goatee, she thought. He would still be no thing of
beauty, but it might help.

The other one was shorter, heavier, and younger, no more than ten years
older than Carole. He had wide shoulders, close-set eyes, and a generally
stupid face, but he wasn’t altogether bad-looking. Not bad at all she told
herself. Between the two of them, they seemed to have kidnapped her. She
wanted to laugh out loud.

“Better cool it,” the younger one said. “Looks like she’s coming out of it.”

She picked up her cue, making a great show of blinking her eyes vacantly
and yawning and stretching. Stretching was difficult, as she seemed to be tied
to a chair. It was an odd sensation. She had never been tied up before, and she
didn’t care for it.

“Hey,” she said, “where am 1?”

She could have answered the question herself. She was, to judge from
appearances, in an especially squalid shack. The shack itself was fairly close to a
highway, judging from the traffic noises. If she had to guess, she would place the
location somewhere below the southern edge of the city, probably a few hundred
yards off Highway 130 near the river. There were plenty of empty fishing shacks
there, she remembered, and it was a fair bet that this was one of them.

“Now just take it easy, Carole,” the thin man said. “You take it easy and
nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“You kidnapped me.”

“You just take it easy and—"

She squealed with joy. “This is too much! You’ve actually kidnapped me.
Oh, this is wild! Did you call my old man yet?”

“No.”

“Will you let me listen when you do?” She started to giggle. “I'd give
anything to see his face when you tell him. He’ll split. He’ll just fall apart.”

They were both staring at her, open-mouthed. The younger man said, “You
sound happy about it.”

“Happy? Of course I'm happy. This is the most exciting thing that ever
happened to me!”

“But your father—”

“I hope you gouge him good,” she went on. “He’s the cheapest old man on
earth. He wouldn’t pay a nickel to see a man go over the Falls. How much are
you going to ask?”

“Never mind,” the thin man said.

“I just hope it’s enough. He can afford plenty.”

The thin man grinned. “How does seventy-five thousand dollars strike you?”
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“Not enough. He can afford more than that,” she said. “He’s very rich, but
you wouldn’t know it the way he hangs onto his money.”

“Seventy-five thou is pretty rich.”

She shook her head. “Not for him. He could afford plenty more.”

“It’s not what he can afford, it’s what he can raise in a hurry. We don’t want
to drag this out for days. We want it over by morning.”

She thought for a minute. “Well, it’s your funeral,” she said pertly.

The shorter man approached her. “What do you mean by that?”

“Forget it, Ray,” his partner said.

“No, I want to find out. What did you mean by that, honey?”

She looked up at them. “Well, I don’t want to tell you your business,” she
said slowly. “I mean, you’re the kidnappers. You’re the ones who are taking all
the chances. I mean, if you get caught they can really give you a hard time,
can’t they?”

“The chair,” the thin man said.

“That’s what I thought, so I don’t want to tell you how to do all this, but
there was something that occurred to me.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“Well, first of all, I don’t think it’s a good idea to wait for morning. You
wouldn’t know it, of course, but he doesn’t have to wait until the banks open.
He’s a doctor, and I know he gets paid in cash a lot of the time, cash that never
goes to the bank, never gets entered in the books. It goes straight into the safe
in the basement and stays there.”

“Taxes—”

“Something like that. Anyway, I heard him telling somebody that he never
has less than a hundred thousand dollars in that safe. So you wouldn’t have to
wait until the banks open, and you wouldn’t have to settle for seventy-five
thousand either. You could ask for an even hundred thousand and get it easy.”

The two kidnappers looked at her, at each other, then at her again.

“I mean,” she said, “I’'m only trying to be helpful.”

“You must hate him something awful, kid.”

“Now you’re catching on.”

“Doesn’t he treat you right?”

“All his money,” she said, “and I don’t even get my own car. I had to take the
bus tonight; otherwise you wouldn’t have got me the way you did, so it’s his
fault 1 was kidnapped. Why shouldn’t he pay a bundle?”

“This is some kid, Howie,” the younger man said.

Howie nodded. “You sure about the hundred thousand?”

“He’ll probably try to stall, tell us he needs time to raise the dough.”

“So tell him you know about the safe.”

“Maybe he—"

“And that way he won’t call the police,” she went on. “Because of not paying
taxes on the money and all that. He won’t want that to come out into the open,
so he’ll pay.”

“It’s like you planned this job yourself, baby,” Ray said.
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“I almost did.”

“Huh?”

“I used to think what a gas it would be if I got kidnapped. What a fit the old
man would throw and everything.” She giggled. “But I never really thought it
would happen. It’s too perfect.”

“I think I'll make that call now,” Howie said. “I'll be back in maybe half an
hour. Ray here’ll take good care of you, kitten.” He nodded and was gone.

She had expected that Howie would make the call and was glad it had turned
out that way. Ray seemed to be the easier of the two to get along with. It wasn’t
just that he was younger and better-looking. He was also, as far as she could
tell, more good-natured and a whole lot less intelligent.

“Who would have figured it?” he said now. “I mean, you go and pull a
snatch, you don’t expect anybody to be so cooperative.”

“Have you ever done this before, Ray?”

“No.”

“It must be scary.”

“Aw, I guess it’s easy enough. More money than a bank job and a whole lot
less risk. The only hard part is when the mark—your old man, that is—delivers
the money. You have to get the dough without being spotted. Outside of that,
it’s no sweat at all.”

“And afterward?”

“Huh?”

The palms of her hands were moist with sweat. She said, “What happens
afterward? Will you let me go, Ray?”

“Oh, sure.”

“You won’t kill me?”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” he said.

She knew exactly what he meant. He meant, Let’s not talk about it, doll, but
of course we’ll kill you. What else?

“I’m more fun when I’'m alive,” she said.

“I’ll bet you are.”

“You better believe it.”

He came closer to her. She straightened her shoulders to emphasize her
youthful curves and watched his eyes move over her body.

“That’s a pretty sweater,” he said. “You look real good in a sweater. I'll bet a
guy could have a whole lot of fun with you, baby.”

“I’m more fun,” she said, “when I’m not tied up. Howie won’t be back for a
half hour. But I don’t guess that would worry you.”

“Not a bit.”

She sat perfectly still while he untied her. Then she got slowly to her feet.
Her legs were cramped and her fingers tingled a little from the limited circula-
tion. Ray took her in his arms and kissed her, then took a black automatic
from his pocket and placed it on the table.

“Now don’t get any idea about making a grab for the gun,” he said. “You’d
only get hurt, you know.”
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Later he insisted on tying her up again.

“But I won’t try anything,” she protested. “Honest, Ray. You know I
wouldn’t try anything. I want everything to go off just right.”

“Howie wouldn’t like it,” he said doggedly and that was all there was to it.

“But don’t make it too tight,” she begged. “It hurts.”

He didn't make it too tight.

When Howie came back he was smiling broadly. He closed the door and
locked it and lit a cigarette. “Like a charm," he said through a cloud of smoke.
“Went like a charm. You're O.K., honey girl.”

“What did he say?”

“Got hysterical first of all. Kept telling me not to hurt vou, that he'd pay if
only we’d release you. He kept saying how much he loved vou and all.”

She started to laugh. “Oh, beautiful!™

“And you were right about the safe. He started to blubber that he couldn't
possibly raise a hundred thousand on short notice. Then I hit him with the safe,
said I knew he kept plenty of dough right there in his own basement, and that
really got to him. He went all to pieces. I think vou could have knocked him
over with a lettuce leaf when he heard that.”

“And he’l pay up?”

“No trouble at all, and if it’s all cash he’s been salting away that’s the best
news yet: no serial numbers copied down, no big bills, no runs of new bills in
sequence. That means we don't have to wholesale the kidnap dough to one of
the Eastern mobs for forty cents on the dollar. We wind up with a hundred
thousand, and we wind up clean.”

“And he’ll be scared to go to the police afterward,” Carole put in. “Did you
set up the delivery of the money?”

“No. I said I'd call in an hour. I may cut it to a half hour though. I think
we've got him where we want him. This is going so smooth it scares me. [ want
it over and done with, nice and easy.”

She was silent for a moment. Howie wanted it over and done with, undoubt-
edly wanted no loose ends. Inevitably he was going to think of her. Carole
Butler, as an obvious loose end, which meant that he would probably want to
tie her off, and the black automatic on the table was just the thing to do the job.
She stared at the gun, imagined the sound of it, the impact of the bullet in her
flesh. She was terrified, but she made sure none of this showed in her face or in
her voice.

Casually she asked, “About the money—how are you going to pick it up?

“That’s the only part that worries me.”

“I don't think he’ll call the police. Not my old man. Frankly, I don’t think
he’d have the guts. But if he did. that would be the time when they’'d try to
catch you, wouldn't it?”

“That’s the general idea.”

She thought for a moment. “If we were anywhere near the south end of
town, I know a perfect spot—but I suppose we're miles from there.”

“What's the spot?”

"
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She told him about it—the overpass on Route 130 at the approach to the
turnpike. They could have her father drive onto the pike, toss the money over
the side of the overpass when he reached it, and they could be waiting down
below to pick it up. Any cops who were with him would be stuck up there on
the turnpike and they could get away clean.

“It’s not bad,” Ray said.

“It’s perfect,” Howie added. “You thought that up all by yourself?”

“Well, I got the idea from a really super-duper movie—"

“I think it’s worth doing it that way.” Howie sighed. “I was going to get fancy,
have him walk to a garbage can, stick it inside, then cut out. Then we go in and
get it out of the can. But suppose the cops had the whole place staked out?” He
smiled. “You've got a good head on your shoulders, kitten. It’s a shame—"

“What’s a shame?”

“That you’re not part of the gang, the way your mind works. You'd be real
good at it.”

That, she knew, was not really what he’d meant. It’s a shame we have to kill
you anyway, he meant. You’re a smart kid, and even a pretty kid, but all the
same you’re going to get a bullet between the eyes, and it’s a shame.

She pictured her father, waiting by the telephone. If he called the police, she
knew it would be all over for her, and he might very well call them. But if she
could stop him, if she could make sure that he let the delivery of the ransom
money go according to plan, then maybe she would have a chance. It wouldn’t
be the best chance in the world, but anything was better than nothing at all.

When Howie said he was going to make the second phone call she asked him
to take her along. “Let me talk to him,” she begged. “I want to hear his voice. I
want to hear him in a panic. He’s always so cool about everything, so smug and
superior. I want to see what he sounds like when he gets in a sweat.”

“I don’t know—"

“I’ll convince him that you're desperate and dangerous,” she continued. “I’ll
tell him—” she managed to giggle “—that I know you’ll kill me if he doesn’t
cooperate, but that I’'m sure you’ll let me go straight home just as soon as the
ransom is paid as long as he keeps the police out of it.”

“Well, I don’t know. It sounds good, but—"~

“It’s a good idea, Howie,” Ray said. “That way he knows we've got her and
he knows she’s still alive. I think the kid knows what she’s talking about.”

It took a little talking, but finally Howie was convinced of the wisdom of the
move. Ray untied her and the three of them got into Howie’s car and drove
down the road to a pay phone. Howie made the call and talked for a few
minutes, explaining how and where the ransom was to be delivered. Then he
gave the phone to Carole.

“Oh, Daddy,” she sobbed. “Oh, Daddy, I'm scared! Daddy, do just what
they tell you. There are four of them and they’re desperate, and I'm scared of
them. Please pay them, Daddy. The woman said if the police were brought in
she’d cut my throat with a knife. She said she’d cut me and kill me, Daddy, and
I'm so scared of them—"
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Back in the cabin, as Howie tied her in the chair, he asked, “What was all
that gas about four of us? And the bit about the woman?”

“I just thought it sounded dramatic.”

“It was dramatic as a nine-alarm fire, but why bother?”

“Well,” she said, “the bigger the gang is, the more dangerous it sounds, and if
he reports it later, let the police go looking for three men and a woman. That
way you’ll have even less trouble getting away clear. And of course I'll give
them four phony descriptions, just to make it easier for you.”

She hoped that would soak in. She could only give the phony descriptions if
she were left alive, and she hoped that much penetrated.

It was around three-thirty in the morning when Howie left for the ransom. “I
should be about an hour,” he said. “If I'm not back in that time, then things are
bad. Then we’ve got trouble.”

“What do [ do then?” Ray asked.

“You know what to do.”

“I mean, how do I get out of here? We've only got the one car, and you’ll be
n it.”

“So beat it on foot, or stay right where you are. You don’t have to worry
about me cracking. The only way they’ll get me is dead, and if I’'m dead you
won’t have to worry about them finding out where we’ve got her tucked away.
Just take care of the chick and get out on foot.”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

“I think you’re right. I think this is smooth as silk, but anything to be sure.
You got your gun?”

“On the table.”

“Ought to keep it on you.”

“Well, maybe.”

“Remember,” Howie said, “you can figure on me getting back in an hour at the
outside. Probably be no more than half of that, but an hour is tops. So long.”

“Good luck,” Carole called after him.

Howie stopped and looked at her. He had a very strange expression on his
face. “Yeah,” he said finally. “Luck. Sure, thanks.”

When Howie was gone, Ray said, “You never should have made the phone
call. I mean, I think it was a good idea and all, but that way Howie tied you up,
see, and he tied you tight. Me, I would have tied you loose, see, but he doesn’t
think the same way.” He considered things. “In a way,” he went on, “Howie is
what you might call a funny guy. Everything has to go just right, know what I
mean? He doesn’t like to leave a thing to chance.”

“Could you untie me?”

“Well, I don’t know if I should.”

“At least make this looser? It’s got my fingers numb already. It hurts pretty
bad, Ray. Please?”

“Well, 1 suppose so.” He untied her. As soon as she was loose he moved to
the table, scooped up the gun, wedged it beneath the waistband of his trousers.
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He likes me, she thought. He even wants me to be comfortable and he
doesn’t particularly want to kill me, but he doesn’t trust me. He’s too nervous
to trust anybody.

“Could I have a cigarette?” she asked.

“Huh? Oh, sure.” He gave her one, lit it for her. They smoked together for
several minutes in silence. It isn’t going to work, she thought, not the way things
are going. She had him believing her, but that didn’t seem to be enough. Howie
was the brains and the boss, and what Howie said went, and Howie would say to
kill her. She wondered which one of them would use the gun on her.

“Uh, Carole—"

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. Just forget it.”

He wanted her to bring it up, she knew. So she said, “Listen, Ray, let me tell
you something. I like you a lot, but to tell you the truth I’m scared of Howie.”

“You are?”

“I’ve been playing it straight with you, and I think you’ve been straight with
me. Ray, you've got the brains to realize you’ll be much better off if you let me

0.” He doesn’t, she thought, have any brains at all, but flattery never hurt.
“But Howie is different from you and me. He’s not—wéll, normal. I know he
wants to kill me.”

“Oh, now—"

“I mean it, Ray.” She clutched his arm. “If I live, Dad won’t report it. He
can’t afford to. But if you kill me—"

“Yeah, I know.”

“Suppose you let me go.”

“Afterward?”

She shook her head. “No, now, before Howie comes back. He won’t care by
then, he’ll have the money. You can just let me go, and then the two of you will
take the money and get out of town. Nobody will ever know a thing. I'll tell
Dad the two of you released me and he’ll be so glad to get me back and so
scared of the tax men he’ll never say a word. You could let me go, Ray, couldn’t
you? Before Howie gets back?”

He thought it over for a long time, and she could see he wanted to. But he
said, “I don’t know, Howie would take me apart—"

“Say I grabbed something and hit you, and managed to knock you out. Tell
him he tied the ropes wrong and I slipped loose and got you from behind. He’ll
be mad, maybe, but what will he care? As long as you have the money—"

“He won’t believe you hit me.’

“Suppose I did hit you? Not hard, but enough to leave a mark so you could
point to it for proof.”

He grinned suddenly. “Sure, Carole, you’ve been good to me. The first time,
when he made that first phone call, you were real good. I'll tell you something,
the idea of killing you bothers me. And you’re right about Howie. Here, belt
me one behind the ear. Make it a good one, but not too hard, O.K.?” And he
handed her the gun.
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He looked completely astonished when she shot him. He just didn’t believe
it. She reversed the gun in her hand, curled her index finger around the trigger,
and pointed the gun straight at his heart. His eyes bugged out and his mouth
dropped open, and he just stared at her, not saying anything at all. She shot
him twice in the center of the chest and watched him fall slowly, incredibly, to
the floor, dead.

When Howie’s car pulled up she was ready. She crouched by the doorway,
gun in hand, waiting. The car door flew open and she heard his footsteps on the
gravel path. He pulled the door open, calling out jubilantly that it had gone
like clockwork, just like clockwork, then he caught sight of Ray’s corpse on the
floor and did a fantastic double-take. When he saw her and the gun, he started
to say something, but she emptied the gun into him, four bullets, one after the
other, and all of them hit him and they worked; he fell; he died.

She got the bag of money out of his hand before he could bleed on it.

The rest wasn’t too difficult. She took the rope with which she’d been tied
and rubbed it back and forth on the chair leg until it finally frayed through.
Behind the cabin she found a toolshed. She used a shovel, dug a shallow pit,
dropped the money into it, filled in the hole. She carried the gun down to the
water’s edge, wiped it free of fingerprints, and heaved it into the creek.

Finally, when just the right amount of time had passed, she walked out to the
highway and kept going until she found a telephone, a highway emergency booth.

“Just stay right where you are,” her father said. “Don’t call the police. I'll
come for you.”

“Hurry. Daddy. I'm so scared.”

He picked her up. She was shaking, and he held her in his arms and soothed
her.

“I was so frightened,” she said. “And then when the one man came back with
the ransom money, the other man took out a gun and shot him and the third
man, and then the man who did the shooting, he and the woman ran away in
their other car. I was sure they were going to kill me but the man said not to
bother, the gun was empty and it didn’t matter now. The woman wanted to kill
me with the knife but she didn’t. I was sure she would. Oh, Daddy—"

“It’s all right now,” he said. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

She showed him the cabin and the two dead men and the rope. “It took me
forever to get out of it,” she said. “But I saw in the movies how you can work
your way out, and I wasn’t tied too tight, so I managed to do it.”

“You’re a brave girl, Carole.”

On the way home he said, “I'm not going to call the police, Carole. I don’t
want to subject you to a lot of horrible questioning. Sooner or later they’ll find
those two in the cabin, but that was nothing to do with us. They’ll just find two
dead criminals, and the world’s better off without them.” He thought for a
moment. “Besides,” he added, “I'm sure I'd have a hard time explaining where
I got that money.”
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A Murder Is Arranged

Mary must murder her husband. There was nothing else to do. She
hadn’t the slightest doubt about it.

She had forgiven John everything except for his actions these last few weeks.

No, that wasn’t putting it accurately. She hadn’t forgiven him anything. Until
recently, there had been nothing to forgive, no matter what people might have
thought.

John was the ideal mate for her. What would her life have been without him?
When she thought of the husbands of her friends—those dull, earnest, aspiring
types—she shuddered. How blessed she had been to have John instead of one
of them.

John was exactly right for her.

Her mother, her sisters, aunts, cousins, and friends had said she was too
good for John—though, mind you, they admitted he was fascinating, a real
charmer, the best company in the world. What they deplored was that John
wrapped her around his little finger. That was what they all harped upon. She
did what he wanted, she danced to his tune.

They twitted her that no matter what she thought, John didn’t put the sun in
the sky. They were wrong—John had put the sun in her sky, he was the sun in
her sky.

If only they could have realized what had happened. She was no longer
dancing to John’s tune. She wasn’t being twisted around his little finger.

She was about to murder him.

The only hindrance was that she had no idea how to murder John. Exactly
how did a self-respecting woman go about killing her husband?

Why hadn’t she learned how to shoot from her father and brothers? Marks-
men all, they could so easily have taught her how to reach John’s heart with
one bullet—but there would be an awful noise and no doubt a great deal of
blood. Besides, if she shot John her relatives and friends would no doubt say
that John had got his just desserts at last. Nor did she have any intention of
being tried for John’s murder—that would defeat her purpose. John’s death
must be made to look either natural or accidental.

It had been foolish for people to insist she was too good for John and she
didn’t intend that anyone should crow or gloat over John's death. Because, for
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all his infidelities, he was everything she wanted. When they were together at
dinners and parties his eyes didn’t wander. Of course he greeted other women,
exchanged pleasantries with them, complimented them on their clothes and
appearance, but his arm embraced Mary all the while.

In contrast, how inexcusable was the behavior of the other husbands. At
dances at the club, at cocktail parties in private homes, those other men began
to make passes with the first whiff of Scotch, while John was beside Mary
feeding her cream-cheese-and-chives dip and asking if she wanted more ice in
her drink. His lapses might have been many, but they were ali done with finesse
while she was out of sight. He was careful to see that she lost no face. There was
no flaunting of any of his encounters. Whenever he had been away with
someone else he had acted like a dutiful son, sending flowers to Mama, writing
cards and letters, assuring her that his love for her was deep and eternal. For a
brief time he was, figuratively, only a jaunty dog gamboling down the street for
a short trot and would return soon; and when he did return his arms were
loaded with lavish presents.

Well, if people called that being twisted around John’s little finger she
preferred it to the sordid, sneaky liaisons indulged in by other men in their
social group.

All this mulling was getting her no closer to dispatching John. She must
murder him in a quiet, unobtrusive way. She much preferred that there be no
blood.

What about suffocating him?

No, that wouldn’t do. The poor man would gasp and turn purple and John was
much too handsome to spend his last moments in such an agitated manner.
Besides, she doubted that she had sufficient strength to strangle or suffocate him.

How sad that it had come to this—that her love for him, her devotion,
infatuation, commitment, whatever it was, anyway her total absorption in him
had been ruined.

His character, attitude and persona had altered entirely. He had become
messy and slovenly. The impeccable, faultlessly groomed John had disap-
peared altogether, and he had begun to act like a satyr. When he accompanied
her on shopping trips he would stop in the middle of a sidewalk to ogle a young
girl. At the checkout counter he would make a pass at the clerk. John had
always drunk well. He could drink for hours and not show it. Now his speech
was often slurred. He even walked unsteadily.

His manners had become boorish. He didn’t compliment Mary any longer
on her cooking, but would scrape the food to one side of the plate as if it were
beneath his contempt.

He had begun to speak harshly to her. Dear, darling, beloved, all those
endearments with which he had addressed her had been deleted from his
conversation as if they were obscene. Formerly he had hung upon every word
she uttered. Now he often pretended he hadn’t heard what she said. Twice he
had told her to shut up—this from John who had never raised his voice in
speaking to her! Now he had become a bully and a ruffian.
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She was chagrined and mortified.

But how on earth was she to murder him?

There were no long flights of stairs down which she could send him spinning.

There was no swimming pool in which she might conveniently drown him.

More than anything, his new grossness disgusted her. How had he contrived
that leer? When had she ever refused him? When hadn’t she welcomed him with
open arms? How dare he use those earthy, demeaning approaches when he
wanted to make love? When had she ever been coy? Love was an open,
defenseless plain upon which lovers met without reservation or pretense and he
was behaving now as if their passion were vulgar and degrading. He made her
feel cheap.

For the first time ever he had forgotten her birthday, and on their wedding
anniversary instead of taking her to the customary champagne dinner and
showering her with dozens of roses and carnations and an exquisite chiffon
nightgown, he had yawned and said he was much too tired to go out—a ham
sandwich and a bottle of beer in the kitchen were all he wanted. Then he had
said in an offhand but cutting manner that there had been enough celebrations
of an event so long in the past and he was sure she was as weary of them as he
was.

Finally, what set a limit to his few remaining days on earth was his cruel
reference to their having no children. “It’s damned bleak, isn’t it, not to have
any children? Nothing but the two of us.”

He really was a brute. Just the two of them was what he had insisted upon!
He had said he didn’t want children who would only come between them and
their happiness. They were complete in themselves. They needed nothing and
no one else.

John must die immediately for rejecting that premise on which so much of
their joy had been based. She must get this caricature that her husband had
become into the ground immediately.

Yet she owed him something for the happiness that they had shared and so,
to honor that debt, she would murder him decently and quietly by giving him
an overdose of sleeping pills.

Why had it taken her so long to think of the one perfect method? It seemed
stupid of her not to have arrived at it long before, but perhaps she had needed
to be goaded by that final insult of not having borne him any children.

John knew he hadn’t deserved Mary, but he had made her happy. He
believed in love and rapture, and he had loved her completely. He was a
romantic. Men were the romantics of this world and women were the practical
ones.

There had been many women in his life, but Mary had come first and she
knew it. He went out of his way to show her. Not that he had exploited the
others. He had reason to think he had made them happy too. Mary, though,
was his life. His flirtations had never brought shame to Mary or made her feel
neglected. They had been minor skirmishes and only added piquancy to the
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passion he felt for Mary. He wished he could have given her the world, but he
had no knack for business, and he was grateful to his grandfather who had set
up a trust fund for him shortly before he and Mary were married, and had then
promptly and conveniently died. Also, Mary had her own tidy annuities
gleaned from several rich and thrifty great-aunts and some cousins twice
removed. He was grateful to them all. He loved women, no matter how old or
young they were so long as they were pleasant.

He had a gift for love and dalliance.

But he had no courage and he could not endure pain and he could not abide
sympathy. Illness robbed a man of everything. He could not confront agony
and anguish. Perhaps that was why he had punished himself when he was
younger by doing volunteer hospital work in the wards filled with the hope-
lessly ill. He had seen so many die hideous deaths of what he now had—but he
refused to accept that painful, lingering death for himself. Perhaps he had
thought that he could trick life into giving him an easy death if he helped others
in pain. Well, life couldn’t be manipulated; fate wouldn’t oblige.

Mary, however, could be manipulated.

All those relatives and friends had joked over the years that John could twist
Mary around his finger. It was true. He could have, but he hadn’t. Yet now that
he needed to manipulate her he knew that he could.

John might have taken his own life, but that would have been cowardly. It
would have been an affront to Mary, who had made him completely happy—
the life she had given him was more than happy, it had been blissful. To the
world his suicide would have negated their perfect years together, and it would
have placed upon Mary a terrible, unendurable burden of guilt. Mary must be
made to give him death. An easy one. A quick one.

He knew her so well and was precisely aware of how she responded to him
and what there was about him that attracted her. It would be a matter of only a
few weeks until he could make her take his life.

The days had gone as he had predicted and Mary’s disgust had flourished.
He knew the exact moment when she had accumulated enough sleeping pills,
and the next morning he pushed himself across the bed and nudged her—she
had taken to sleeping as far away from him as the width of the large bed
allowed. His voice was sharp and demanding, “I want a large glass of orange
juice and I want it immediately.”

Mary sprang out of bed and grabbed her robe and hurried to the kitchen.
She was gone only a little while and John saw her hand quiver as she set a small
tray holding the orange juice on the bedside table. He rudely jerked the glass
from the tray and gulped the juice.

Only then could he trust himself to smile at her. “Thank you, darling,” he
said, but she had already left the room and did not hear him.
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The Poisoned Pawn

If it weren't for the state of his own health (his stomach felt lined with
broken green bottle glass), Milo Bloom would have giggled at the sight of his
roommate in the six-bed ward on the third floor of Misericordia Hospital.
Both of his arms were in casts, giving them the appearance of two chubby white
sausages; the left arm dangled from a pulley in a complex traction arrangement
that somehow included his left leg. Later, he learned that his companion (Dietz
was his name), had fallen from a loading platform. Milo’s hospital admittance
record told a far more dramatic story. He had been poisoned.

“And I'll tell you something,” Milo said, shaking his head sadly and making
the broken glass jiggle, “ I learned a lesson from it. I was lying under my own
dining table, and my whole life flashed in front of my eyes, and you know what
it looked like? One long chess game. I saw myself born on QB4, a white pawn
wrapped in a baby blanket, and here 1 was, dying, caught in a zugzwang and
about to be checkmated . . .”

Of course, Milo was still under sedation and wasn’t expected to talk coher-
ently. An hour later, however, he was able to express himself more clearly.

“Never again,” he said solemnly. “Never, never again will I play another
game of chess. I’ll never touch another piece, never read another chess column.
You say the name ‘Bobby Fischer’ to me, I'll put my hands over my ears. For
thirty years I was a prisoner of that miserable board, but now I’m through. You
call that a game? That’s an obsession! And look where it got me. Just look!”

What he really meant, of course, was “listen,” which is what Dietz, who had
no other plans that day, was perfectly willing to do.

My father cared very little about chess. When he proudly displayed me to the
membership of the Greenpoint Chess Club, and mockingly promoted a match
with Kupperman, its champion, it wasn’t for love of the game; just hate for
Kupperman. I was eleven years old, Kupperman was forty-five. The thought of
my tiny hands strangling Kupperman’s King filled him with ecstasy.

1 sat opposite Kupperman’s hulking body and ignored the heavy-jowled
sneer that had terrified other opponents, confident that I was a prodigy, whose
ability Kupperman would underestimate. Then zip! wham! thud! the pieces
came together in the center of the board. Bang! Kupperman’s Queen lashed out
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in an unorthodox early attack. Whoosh! came his black Knights in a double
assault that made me whimper. Then crash/ my defense crumpled and my King
was running for his life, only to fall dead ignobly at the feet of a Rook Pawn.
Unbelievable. In seventeen moves, most of them textbook-defying, Kupper-
man had crushed me. Guess who didn’t get ice cream that night?

Of course, I was humiliated by Kupperman’s victory. I had bested every
opponent in my peer group, and thought I was ready for prodigy-type encoun-
ters. I didn’t realize at the time how very good Kupperman was. The fact that
he was Number One in a small Brooklyn chess club gave no real measure of the
man’s talent, his extraordinary, Petrosian-like play.

I learned a great deal more about that talent in the next two decades,
because that wasn’t the last Bloom-Kupperman match; it was only the first of
many.

Kupperman refused to play me again until four years later, when I was
not only a ripe fifteen, but had already proved my worth by winning the Junior
Championship of Brooklyn. I was bristling with self-confidence then, but when
I faced the 49-year-old Kupperman across the table, and once again witnessed
the strange, slashing style, the wild romping of his Knights, the long-delayed
castling, the baffling retreat of well-developed pieces, surprising zwi-
schenzuge—in-between moves with no apparent purpose—and most disturb-
ing of all, little stabbing moves of his Pawns, pinpricks from both sides of the
board, nibbling at my presumably solid center, panic set in and my brain
fogged over, to say nothing of my glasses from the steam of my own acceler-
ated breathing. Yes, I lost that game, too; but it wasn’t to be my last loss to
Kupperman, even though he abruptly decided to leave not only the Greenpoint
Chess Club, but the East Coast itself.

I never knew for certain why Kupperman decided to leave. My father
theorized that he was an asthma victim who had been advised to bask in the
drying sunshine of Arizona or some other western state. Actually, the first
postmark I saw from a Kupperman correspondence was a town called Kenton,
Illinois. He had sent a letter to the Greenpoint Chess Club, offering to play its
current champion by mail. 1 suppose he was homesick for Brooklyn. Now,
guess who was current champion? Milo Bloom.

I was twenty-two then, past the age of prodigy, but smug in my dominance of
the neighborhood potzers, and pantingly eager to face the Kupperman unor-
thodoxy again, certain that nobody could break so many rules and still come
out on top consistently. I replied to Kupperman at once, special delivery no
less, and told him with becoming modesty of my ascension in the club and my
gracious willingness to play him by mail.

A week later, I received his reply, a written scowl is what it was, and an
opening move—N-KB3! Obviously, Kupperman hadn’t changed too much in
the intervening seven years.

Well, 1 might as well get it over with and admit that Kupperman defeated me
in that game and, if anything, the defeat was more shattering than the head-to-
head encounters of the past. Incredibly, Kupperman posted most of his pieces
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on the back rank. Then came a Knight sacrifice, a pinned Queen, and a neatly-
executed check.

Foreseeing the slaughter ahead, I resigned, despite the fact that I was
actually ahead by one Pawn.

Obviously, my early resignation didn’t fully satisfy Kupperman (I could just
visualize him, his unshaven cheeks quivering in a fleshy frown, as he tore open
my letter and growled in chagrin at my reply). Almost the next day, I received a
letter asking me why I hadn’t sent my White opening for the next game.

I finally did: P-Q4. He replied with N-KB3. I moved my own Knight. He
responded by moving his Pawn to the Queen’s third square. I moved my Knight
to the Bishop’s third square, and he promptly pinned it with his Bishop,
contrary to all common sense. Then he proceeded to let me have both Bishops
and bring up my Queen. I should have known that I was doomed then and
there. He smothered my Bishops, made an aggressive castling move, and
needled me with Pawns until my position was hopeless.

A month went by before Kupperman sent me the next opening move (this
time, his letter was postmarked Tyler, Kansas) and we were launched into the
third game of what was to become a lifetime of humiliating encounters.

Yes, that’s correct. I never won a game from Kupperman. Yet, despite my
continuing chagrin and, one might think, despite Kupperman’s boredom, our
games-by-mail were played for a period of nineteen years. The only real
variations were in Kupperman’s postmarks; he seemed to change his residence
monthly. Otherwise the pattern remained the same: Kupperman’s unorthodox,
Petrosian-like style invariably bested my solid, self-righteous, textbook game.
As you can imagine, beating Kupperman became the primary challenge, then,
of my life.

Then he sent me The Letter.

It was the first time Kupperman’s correspondence consisted of anything but
chess notations. It was postmarked from New Mexico, and the handwriting
looked as if it had been scrawled out with a screwdriver dipped in axle grease.

“Dear Grandmaster,” it said, with heavy irony. “Please be advised that the
present score is 97 games to nothing. Please be advised that upon my hun-
dredth victory, we play no more. Yours respectfully, A. Kupperman.”

I don’t know how to describe the effect of that letter upon me. I couldn’t
have been more staggered if my family doctor had diagnosed a terminal ill-
ness. Yes, I knew full well that the score was 97-to-0, although I hadn’t real-
ized that Kupperman kept such scrupulous records; but the humiliation that
lay ahead of me, the hundredth defeat, the final defeat, was almost too much
for me to bear. Suddenly, I knew that if I didn’t beat Kupperman at least once
before that deadline, my life would be lived out in shame and total frustra-
tion.

It was no use returning to the textbooks; I had studied thousands of games
(all of Petrosian’s, until I knew each move by rote) without finding the secret of
overcoming Kupperman’s singular style. If anything, his use of Knights and
Pawns was even wilder and more distinctive than Petrosian’s. It was no use
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hoping for a sudden failure of Kupperman’s play; not with only three games
left. In fact, it was no use believing in miracles of any kind.

I walked about in a daze, unable to decide whether to send Kupperman the
opening move of the 98th game. My employer (the accounting firm of Bernard
& Yerkes) began to complain bitterly about frequent errors in my work. The
young woman I had been dating for almost two years took personal affront at
my attitude and she severed our relationship.

Then, one day, the solution to my problem appeared almost magically before
my eyes.

Strangely enough, I had seen the very same advertisement in Chess Review for
almost a dozen years, and it never assumed the significance it did that evening.

The advertisement read: “Grandmaster willing to play for small fee, by mail.
Guaranteed credentials. Fee returned in case of draw or mate. Yankovich,
Box 87.”

I had never been tempted to clash with any other player by mail except
Kupperman; I had certainly never been willing to lose money in such encounters.

I stared at the small print of the advertisement, and my brain seemed flooded
with brilliant light. It was as if a voice, a basso profundo voice, was speaking to
me and saying: Why not let someone else beat Kupperman?

The simple beauty of the idea thrilled me, and completely obliterated all
ethical doubts. Who said chess was a game of ethics, anyway? Chess players are
notorious for their killer instincts. Half the sport lay in rattling your opponent.
Who can deny the malevolent effects of Fischer’s gamesmanship on Boris
Spassky? Yes, this would be different; this would be a blatant falsehood. If 1
gained a victory, it would be a false one; but if I could beat Kupperman, even a
phantom victory would do.

That night I addressed a letter to the grandmaster’s box number, and within
two days received a reply. Yankovich’s fee was a mere twenty-five dollars,
he wrote. He required the money in advance, but promised to return it after
the conclusion of the game, in the event of a draw or a defeat. He wished me
luck, and on the assumption that I would be interested, sent me his opening
move: P-Q4.

With a feeling of rising excitement, I sent off two letters that day. One to
Yankovich, Box 87, and one to A. Kupperman in New Mexico. The letter to
Yankovich contained twenty-five dollars, and a brief note explaining that I
would send my countermove by return mail. The letter to Kupperman was
briefer. It merely said: “P-04.”

Within two days, I had Kupperman’s reply: “N-KB3.”

I wasted no time in writing to Yankovich. “N-KB3,” my letter said.

Yankovich was equally prompt. “N-KB3,” he said.

I wrote Kupperman. “N-KB3.”

Kupperman replied: “P-B4.”

I wrote Yankovich. “P-B4.”

By the sixth move, Yankovich-Bloom’s Bishop had captured Kupperman’s
Knight, and Kupperman’s King’s Pawn took possession of our Bishop. (I had
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begun to think of the White forces as ours.) True to form, Kupperman didnt
capture toward the center. This fact seemed to give Yankovich pause, because
his next letter arrived two days later than usual. He responded with a Pawn
move, as did Kupperman, who then gave up a Pawn. I felt a momentary sense
of triumph, which was diminished a dozen moves later when I realized that
Kupperman, once again poising his pieces on the back rank, was up to his old
tricks. I fervently hoped that Grandmaster Yankovich wouldn’t be as bemused
by this tactic as I was.

Unfortunately, he was. It took Kupperman forty moves to beat him into
submission, but after battering at Yankovich-Bloom’s King’s side, he suddenly
switched his attack to the Queen’, and . . . we had to resign.

Believe me, I took no pleasure in the letter Yankovich sent me, congratulat-
ing me on my victory and returning my twenty-five dollars.

Nor was there much pleasure in the grudging note that Kupperman penned
in his screwdriver style to the bottom of his next missive, which read: “Good
game. P-K4.”

I decided, however, that the experiment was worth continuing. Perhaps
Yankovich had simply been unprepared for so unorthodox a style as Kupper-
man’s. Surely, in the next round he would be much warier. So I returned the
twenty-five dollars to Box 87, and sent Yankovich my opening move: “P-K4.”

Yankovich took an extra day to respond with P-K3.

I don’t know how to describe the rest of that game. Some chess games
almost defy description. Their sweep and grandeur can only be compared to
symphonies, or epic novels. Yes, that would be more appropriate to describe
my 99th game with Kupperman. (By the fourteenth move, I stopped calling it
Yankovich-Bloom, and simply thought of it as “mine.”)

The game was full of plots and counterplots, much like the famous Bogol-
jubow-Alekhine match at Hastings in 1922. As we passed the fortieth move,
with neither side boasting a clear advantage, I began to recognize that even if
my next-to-last game with Kupperman might not be a victory, it would be no
less than a Draw.

Finally, on the fifty-first move, an obviously admiring Yankovich offered the
Draw to Kupperman-Bloom. In turn, I offered it to Kupperman, and waited
anxiously for his rejection or acceptance.

Kupperman wrote back: “Draw accepted.” He added, in a greasy postscript,
“Send opening move to new address— Box 991, General Post Office, Chicago,
n.”

My heart was pounding when I addressed my next letter to Yankovich,
asking him to retain the twenty-five dollars, and to send me Ais White move for
what was to be my final match—with Yankovich, with Kupperman, or with
anyone else.

Yankovich replied with a P-K4.

I wrote to Kupperman, and across the top of the page I inscribed the words:
“Match No. 100-P-K4.”

Kupperman answered with an identical move, and the Last Battle was joined.
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Then a strange thing happened. Despite the fact that I was still the interme-
diary, the shadow player, the very existence of Yankovich began to recede in
my mind. Yes, the letters continued to arrive from Box 87, and it was Yanko-
vich’s hand still inscribing the White moves, but now each move seemed to
emanate from my own brain, and Yankovich seemed as insubstantial as
thought itself. In the Chess Journal of my mind, this one-hundredth match
would be recorded as Bloom vs. Kupperman, win, lose or draw.

If the previous match had been a masterpiece, this one was a monument.

I won’t claim it was the greatest chess game ever played, but for its sheer wild
inventiveness, its incredible twists and turns, it was unmatched in either my
experience or my reading.

If anything, Kupperman was out-Petrosianing Petrosian in the daring mys-
tery of his maneuvers. Like a Petrosian-Spassky game I particularly admired, it
was impossible to see a truly decisive series of moves until thirty plays had been
made, and suddenly, two glorious armies seemed opposed to each other on the
crest of a mountain. With each letter in my mailbox, the rhythm of my
heartbeats accelerated, until 1 began to wonder how 1 could bear so much
suspense—suspense doubled by virtue of receiving both sides of the game from
the two battling champions, one of whom I had completely identified as
myself. Impatiently, 1 waited to see how I was going to respond to Kupper-
man’s latest castling, how I was going to defend against his romping Knights,
how I was going to withstand the pinpricks of his Pawns.

Then it happened.

With explosive suddenness, there were four captures of major pieces, and
only Pawns and Rooks and Kings remained in action. Then, my King moved
against both Kupperman’s Rook and Pawn, and Kupperman saw the inevita-
ble. He resigned.

Yes, you can imagine my sense of joy and triumph and fulfillment. I was so
elated that I neglected to send my own resignation to Yankovich; not that he
required formal notification. Yankovich, however, was gracious to his defeated
foe, not realizing that my defeat was actually victory. He wrote me a letter,
congratulating me on the extraordinary game I had played against him, and
while he could not return the twenty-five dollar fee according to the rules of
our agreement, he could send me a fine bottle of wine to thank me for a most
rewarding experience.

The wine was magnificent. It was a Chateau Latour, ’59. I drank it all down
with a fine dinner-for-one in my apartment, not willing to share this moment
with anyone. I recall toasting my invisible chess player across the table, and
that was the last thing I recalled. The next thing 1 saw was the tube of a
stomach pump.

No, there wasn’t any way I could help the police locate Yankovich. He was as
phantomlike as I had been myself. The name was a pseudonym, the box
number was abandoned after the wine had been dispatched to me, and the
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review could provide no clues to the identity of the box holder. The reason for
his poisoning attempt was made clear only when Kupperman himself read that
I was hospitalized, and wrote me a brief letter of explanation.

Yankovich’s real name was Schlagel, Kupperman said. Forty years ago,
Schlagel and Kupperman (his name, too, was an alias) had been cell mates in a
Siberian prison. They had made five years pass more swiftly by playing more
than two thousand games of chess. Schlagel had the advantage when the series
ended with Kupperman’s release.

Kupperman then took a different kind of advantage. Schlagel had charged
him with seeking out the beautiful young wife Schlagel had left behind.
Kupperman found her, and gave her Schiagel’s best. He also gave her Kupper-
man’s best. Six months later, she and Kupperman headed for the United States.

Like so many romances, the ending was tragicomic. Schlagel’s wife devel-
oped into a fat shrew who finally died of overweight. No matter; Schlagel still
wanted revenge, and came to the States to seek it after his release. He knew
Kupperman would have changed his name, of course, but he wouldn’t change
his chess style.

Consequently, year after year, Schlagel-Yankovich ran his advertisement in
the chess journals, hoping to find the player whose method Schlagel would
recognize in an instant . . .

“Well, that’s what happened,” Milo Bloom told his roommate at Misericor-
dia Hospital. “Believe me, if I didn’t have a nosy landlady, 1 would be dead
now. Luckily, she called the ambulance in time.

“Sure, it was a terrible thing to happen to anybody. But at least I've learned
my lesson. Life wasn’t meant to be spent pushing funnylooking pieces around a
checkered board. But maybe you’ve never even tried the game . . .”

The man in traction mumbled something.

“What was that?” Milo asked.

“I play,” Dietz said. “I play chess. I've even got a pocket set with me.”

Milo, merely curious to see what the set looked like, eased himself out of bed
and removed it from the bedside table. It was a nice little one, all leather and
ivory.

“It’s not a bad way to pass the time,” Dietz said cautiously. “I mean, I know
you said you’d never play anymore, but—if you wanted to try just one game . . .”

Milo looked at his casts, and said, “Even if I wanted to play—how could you?”

Dietz smiled shyly, and showed him. He picked up the pieces with his teeth.
In the face of a dedication matching his own, how could Milo refuse? He
moved the Pawn to P-K4.
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The Lifesaver

Benny’s Cottage was a cocktail lounge few unescorted women would ven-
ture into, especially on a Saturday night. Eleanor Matthews was one of the few.
Five minutes had passed since Danny, alone in his green sportscar, had watched
her saunter through the front door. Five more minutes would be just about right,
just long enough not to arouse her suspicion when he “accidentally” bumped into
her. If he waited much longer than that, he might find her already occupied with
some other man. Too, the faster he could get her out of the bar the less risk of
anyone later remembering his face, even though that part of it wasn’t too much of
a worry. He’d watched her go home with four different strangers in a week.

She was alone at the bar when Danny, wearing T-shirt, denims, and sneakers
walked up beside her. He ordered a beer, then casually turned toward her. Her
heavily painted lips parted slightly in a smile.

Danny feigned a thoughtful frown. “Don’t I know you?” He knew her all
right, knew enough about her to—

She stared directly into his blue eyes. “With your looks, honey, you don’t
need a line.”

He snapped his fingers. “I remember now.” He reminded her about the
beach. She remembered too, and insisted on buying him a drink. It was the
least she could do, she told him, after what had happened.

Later, in her living room, as he lowered the glass from his lips, the bourbon
set fire to his tonsils, almost bringing tears to his eyes. He hoped she hadn’t
noticed. She herself swallowed her whiskey like a Little Leaguer gulps cherry-
flavored soda after a hot ball game.

She seemed barely awake now, her head against his broad shoulder, her legs
drawn up almost under her. A bottle on the coffee table in front of them
showed less than two fingers of whiskey. She sat up with a start.

“Booze almost gone,” she announced, thick-tongued but concerned, her
mouth twisted in a grotesque smirk.

She picked up the bottle, her hand wrapped around the neck of it like a
sailor hugging a cold beer, and put it to her mouth. Dropping her head back,
she tipped the bottle upright. The liquor disappeared. Her arm dropped
numbly. Whiskey trickled down her chin. She smiled drunkenly, then without
opening her eyes she said, “Hey, forgot your name again.”
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“Ed,” he lied. It would do no harm, really, to tell her his real name,
because— But then, unnecessary chances were foolish.

“Eddie! Yeah, thass right. Remember now.” She sank back on the couch.

He knew she was twenty-six. She looked thirty-five or forty. Her face was
thin, wrinkled, her cheeks sunken. With her face filled out, she might have been
attractive, even beautiful. Now, with her eye makeup running and her powder
thick and splotchy, she looked dissipated, prematurely aged, a discarded piece
of human rubbish. She was useless to herself or to anyone else. She wouldn’t be
missed.

The phone rang and Danny’s hand involuntarily shot toward it, but he
stopped himself in time. It rang again, demanding attention. The shock of the
sound to him was the shock of diving into a cold ocean after sitting under a hot
sun for several hours. His hand trembled and he was suddenly, acutely aware
of how much on edge he had been the whole night. When it came right down to
it like this, he was always a little nervous.

Eleanor Matthews didn’t seem to hear the phone, not until the fourth ring.
She’d fallen asleep, a drunkard’s deep, sudden sleep. Now she stirred, tried to
focus bleary eyes, glancing at Danny as if to ask why he wasn’t doing some-
thing about that annoying sound and reached for the phone.

“Hello,” she said, then waited. Danny heard a man’s voice, the words too
muffled to understand. Her nose wrinkled in anger—or disgust—Danny wasn’t
certain which.

“I told you! Leave me alone! We’re through!” she closed her eyes a moment,
listening, then shook her head. “We’ve had it, Carl. No! No! No! I don’t want to
try again. No, I can’t see you. I don’t want to talk about it.” She slammed down
the receiver.

The exchange had sobered her somewhat. Then she seemed to remember
where she was and who she was with—a boy almost—somebody to occupy her
mind, to make her forget. She took a cigarette from a bowl on the table and
worked the lighter between trembling hands. Danny offered her no help. She
took a deep drag and exhaled a thick billow of smoke. “Don’t worry—we’re
separated. He’s filing for a divorce. They all do sooner or later.”

She looked around. “Be a sweet boy and get more booze for Ellie from the
kitchen, will you?”

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

She slammed her hand on the table, losing her cigarette. “You too? A perfect
stranger! Why is it everybody has to try to reform me? Look, honey, I want to
drink. I /ike to drink. I'm a lush. ’'m gonna die young! That’s my business.
Right?” She broke down, sobbing, her face buried in her hands.

Danny reached down and picked up her cigarette. He put it in the ashtray and
stood up. Not yet twenty-one, he was tall, broad-shouldered, darkly tanned. His
biceps bulged against the sleeves of his T-shirt. His blond hair, sun-bleached, was
crewcut. His features bore a strange mixture of male handsomeness and feminine
delicacy. His eyes were deep ocean-blue, his cheekbones pronounced above a
broad jaw. “Excuse me.” He turned and softly walked away from her.
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She watched him move across the living room. “Hey! The kitchen’s that
way—the booze is in there.”

He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

“Oh.” She giggled and put her hand to her mouth.

In the bathroom he used his handkerchief to turn on the tub faucets.
Deliberately, he adjusted the hot and cold water. The tub began to fill. He
hadn’t closed the door behind him. By the sound of her steps, he knew she was
staggering across the living room, and he turned as she appeared in the
doorway.

“What are you doing?”

“Running bath water,” he answered simply, smiling. Dimples cut into his
cheeks, but his eyes studied her with an icy coldness. “I thought you might—
like a bath.” His manner changed. “I just thought—" he felt giddy, detached
“—it would feel good.”

“Me take a bath?” She looked from him to the tub and back to his face. “Are
you nuts?”

Something flashed in his mind, and he moved forward, bringing his hands
toward her throat. She staggered back. He stopped, fought to control himself.

“You're tired.” He breathed deeply. “I thought soaking in a hot tub would
feel good. Besides,” he told her, putting his hands on her shoulders, “I could
wash your back.”

She relaxed, and laughed nervously. “Well, this is one I never heard. But 1
like it, I like it.” She kissed him on the lips, her breath stinging his nostrils.
“What happens then? Do you tuck me into a nice warm bed?”

“Why don’t we wait and see?” He smiled. “I might just do that.”

“0.K., surprise me.” She unbuttoned her dress and pulled it over her head.
Slip, panties, and bra followed. Naked, she stood before him without modesty.
He hadn’t made a move toward her. She sat down in the tub and let herself
slide down into the warm water. “Hmmm, it does feel good.”

He picked up a bar of soap and a washcloth. Muscles jumped along his
wrists and forearms as he began sudsing the cloth. Silently, he soaped her
shoulders, gently massaging her skin with his fingers. His hands moved closer
to her neck.

She closed her eyes. “Hey, this is service.”

“Give me your hands.” He spread the washcloth open on his palm and she
placed both hands in it. His fingers tightened like steel bands, choking off the
circulation of blood in her fingers. He read the terror in her eyes. Holding both
her hands in his hand, he moved them to her stomach, and drove his fist into
her midsection.

She struggled against the pain. He grabbed a towel from the rack at his side.
She was wide awake now, terrified.

She opened her mouth to scream, but he shoved the towel against her teeth
and pushed her head down into the water. She kicked and thrashed, trying to
break loose from his grip. Roughly, he jabbed her hands into her own stomach,
knocking the wind out of her. The strength to fight left her. Her struggles
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weakened. She tried to shake her head free from his hand, but he held her
down, moving the towel away from her mouth before it was too late.

She must not suffocate. She had to drown. That was important. She had to
die that way, and that way only.

He looked straight ahead at the black tile squares. Then he closed his eyes,
and still held her down. He started counting slowly—one—two—He couldn’t
tell when it was that she stopped moving. At the count of twenty, he stopped,
and looked down at her body.

Water was running from the faucet too rapidly for the overflow drain to
handle it and spilled over the rim of the tub. He was kneeling on the floor and
his white denims darkened wetly from the knees down.

When he stood up water covered the bathroom floor. Carefully, he wrapped
the towel around her head. He used his handkerchief again to turn off the
faucets. With the water off, the house became very still.

Before leaving the room, he paused to be certain he hadn’t touched anything
that would hold a fingerprint. He took his time in the living room too, wiping
the glass he had used and the whiskey bottle. He polished clean the knob on the
front door as he stepped out into the night.

The L.A. night was damp and cold, permeated with a light misty fog. It was
past twelve o’clock when Andy eased the unmarked squad car over to the curb.
Stu Blake ambled out of the nearest apartment house, one of the plain grey
square kind that looks like a prison building.

Andy Ettinger smiled to himself as he watched the lumbering gait of the
large young man hurrying toward the car. His latest partner must be cursing
the day, not many years ago, that he decided to be a police detective. A kid
thinks of all the glamour, never gives much thought to the prospect of being
rousted out of a warm bed to hurry out into a cold night to look at an often
colder body. A kid doesn’t think about that end of it, not until he’s had to go
through it a few times. If Andy had a buck for every night it had happened to
him in twenty-three years, he could afford to tell the department to keep his
pension.

Andy reached across the car and jerked back the door handle to let the door
swing open. Stu got in and closed the door without slamming it.

“That’s a good boy.”

Stu looked at him with sleeping eyes. “Oh. Sure. Why wake everybody else
up? Just because we’re a couple of nuts who don’t know when it’s time to be
home in bed.”

Andy was tempted to make a crack about Stu’s bride of six months. Instead
he remarked, “You want regular hours? So you should have been a dentist.”

“That’s what my old man always said.” Stu frowned. “In fact, Sally was
saying that just the other day.”

“Already?”

“What do you mean—already? We’ve been married almost seven months.”

“Sorry, kid, I forgot you were an old married man.”
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“Another bathtub deal?” Stu yawned.

Andy nodded. “Over in the Wilshire District this time. Andrews phoned me
soon as it came in. A woman. Husband found her dead, floating in the tub
around—" he glanced at his watch “—twenty minutes ago.”

“Sound like the others?”

“Andrews thought so. That’s why he called me.”

“How come nobody ever gets murdered in the daytime, at a decent hour?”

“Same reason babies are always born at three in the morning.”

Stu grunted. “Ask a stupid question and—"

“When’s the big day?”

“Doctor says between Christmas and New Year’s.”

“Maybe you’ll get a haircut to celebrate, huh?” Andy looked at the young
man beside him. Stu was twenty-five, an ex-football player, ruggedly hand-
some, with a head of thick brown hair that refused to be controlled. Andy had
been ribbing him about it for the month they’d been working together.

“I know. It’s tickling my ears. So who has time to go to a barber?”

“You’re complaining? I wish I had a reason to go to a barber.” Andy brushed
his hand across his own bald head. They both laughed.

Thirty minutes later they stopped before a white Spanish-style stucco house
with iron bars on the windows and red clay tiles on the roof. A patrol car was
parked in the driveway.

A red-faced police officer opened the front door for them. “Hi, Andy.”

Andy nodded, and looked past the policeman’s shoulder to see a man sitting
on a couch. “Matthews?”

“Yes, sir.” He spoke softly. “Been sitting there, just sort of moaning and
crying the whole time.”

“Just you and he here?”

“Yes, sir. The lab boys are on their way.”

Andy walked over to the couch and introduced himself and his partner.
Matthews, a middle-aged man wearing a well-tailored dark-blue suit, stood up
to shake hands with them.

“You discovered your wife’s body, Mr. Matthews?”

Matthews nodded abruptly. He opened his mouth to answer, but a sob
choked off his words.

Andy looked around the room. Besides the front door, there were two
other doors, one leading to the kitchen and one leading to a hallway. Two sets
of wet footprints on the rug pointed to the hallway door. Andy took a closer
look.

“I’ll take the bathroom. You can ask Mr. Matthews a few questions when
he’s up to it.”

Stu nodded. “Right.”

When Andy was on a case he was the first man into the murder room, and he
went in alone. Nobody else entered until he said so. A few rookies had found it
difficult to understand, but Stu hadn’t given him any trouble. Walking close to
the wall, Andy made a wide track around the wet imprints.
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The floor of the bathroom was wet. The water in the tub was level with the
bottom of the overflow outlet. The woman in the tub, a towel wrapped around
her head and covering her face, appeared at first to be taking a beauty bath. A
closer inspection showed she wasn’t breathing. Andy left her exactly as he’d
found her, leaving even the towel untouched. A bar of white soap was floating
against her leg. Andy noted it had a thick softened outer layer, the way soap
gets when it’s left in the water. No chance for prints. Except for the wet floor
and the woman in the tub he saw nothing unusual—no signs of a struggle,
nothing remiss. As he studied the room, he heard Stu questioning Matthews in
the next room.

Matthews said, “I rang the doorbell three times. She didn’t answer. Her car
was out front. She never walked anywhere. It was late. I was sure she was
home. The lights were on. I was afraid something was wrong.”

“Why should you think that, Mr. Matthews?”

“You see, Eleanor—my wife—she, well, she ran around. She was—was
always meeting fellows in bars and bringing them home. She did it whenever I
was out of town. She didn’t think I knew.” After a painful pause he continued,
“Anyway, [ waited. Then I let myself in. I still have a key to the house.”

“You still have one?”

Andy smiled. The kid was turning out to be a good interrogator. It took a
good man to catch the subtle but important remarks in a suspect’s story.

“We've been separated for two months. That’s why I came over—to try to
patch things up.”

If the woman had died any other way, or if Matthews hadn’t struck him as
such a decent sort, Andy would have jumped him right then. He could write a
book just about the homicide cases he’d handled where a husband trying for a
reconciliation had ended up by killing his wife, usually along with the boy
friend with whom he found her.

“Go on,” Stu said.

“I let myself in. I called her name. No answer, so I looked around the house.
That’s when I found her.”

“You touched nothing?”

“Only the telephone, when I called the police.”

“When was the last time you saw her alive?”

Silence a moment. “That would be about a week ago. That’s why I had to see
her tonight. I couldn’t stand being away from her. I had to see her—even
though she told me not to come.”

“When did she tell you that?”

“I phoned her around nine o’clock. She—she hung up on me,” he stam-
mered.

Andy came back in the living room. “Did she seem upset?”

“No, not any more than usual. Not so much that I'd ever dream she’d kill
herself.”

“Kill herself?” Andy and Stu said it at the same time. Stu let Andy go ahead.
“You think she committed suicide?”
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“Of course. Didn’t she? I've always been afraid of something like this.”

Andy shook his head. “I hardly think so, Mr. Matthews. It’s practically
impossible for a person to drown himself.”

“An accident then? Maybe she hit her head. Maybe she—passed out.”

“The coroner can tell us more about that.” Andy was convinced Matthews
wasn’t implicated. “That’s all for tonight, Mr. Matthews. 1 know it’s Sunday,
but I'd like to ask you to come down to my office tomorrow—I mean today.
It’s important.”

Matthews used his handkerchief to dry his face, then he blew his nose. “I've
got to work. I don’t know how I'll do it, but I have to. I'm a missile engineer.
We’re on a crash program, and if 1 don’t get done what has to be done by
Monday morning we’ll have two hundred people sitting idle.”

“Sometimes it’s better to bury yourself in work.” Andy spoke from expe-
rience. The day after his wife had been killed in a smashup on the freeway, he
was investigating an ax murder in East Los Angeles.

“I’ll be through around four o’clock. I'll come down then.”

“I wouldn’t ask you, but it is important. I doubt very much that your wife’s
death was an accident. Someone murdered her. Is there anything you can think
of now that might help us find out who did it?”

Matthews shook his head in bewilderment. “No! Eleanor drank a lot, but she
had no enemies. Everyone who knew her liked her, and tried to help her.”

“0.K., we’ll talk about it tomorrow. You can go now.”

Matthews mumbled, “Thank you,” then got up slowly and moved toward
the door, pausing to glance once at the bathroom in disbelief.

The experts, two of them, got there right after Matthews left. The rug was
thick and just absorbent enough to hold the shape of the imprints. They
sprinkled plaster of Paris on the deepest indentations.

The shoe print was Andy’s second clue in five cases. Several blond hairs, an
inch or so long—barely long enough for the victim to grab but she had
managed it in her struggle—had been found at the scene of the second killing.

“We have a lot to go on, sir—the color of his hair and the size of his shoe.”
Stu wasn’t too encouraged.

“More’n a lot of cases I've seen. We’ve got the top and the bottom. All we
have to do is fill in the middle.”

The medical examiner wasn’t much help. “Can’t say for sure just yet, but my
guess is she was just plain drowned. No signs of strangulation, no bruises or
abrasions. No wounds that I can see. We’ll know better after the autopsy.”

“How long has she been dead?” Andy asked.

“Being in that hot water complicates things, but I'd guess three or four
hours.”

“You do a lot of guessing, don’t you?” Stu said.

The coroner looked at Andy. “’Nother fresh one, huh?”

“Yeah, they stuck me with another one.” Andy shrugged, and winked at Stu
when the coroner wasn’t looking. He figured rookies had a hard enough time
of it.
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Playa del Rey, a beach town almost directly west of L.A., lies on the coast
between Laguna Beach and Malibu. Playa’s beach is less crowded during the
summer than most of the adjacent beaches. There’s a lot of sand but no place
to park a car. It’s a wide beach, with a long walk to the water from anyplace
you’re lucky enough to find for your car.

It was late in the season, with one of the last good Sunday crowds. Danny
always hated to see the end of summer, the deserted beaches. The usual heavy
afternoon breeze was building up and the surf was getting choppy. It had been
a slow day. He’d pulled a middle-aged businessman, a teenaged girl, and two
surfers out of rip tides.

He sat on his chair-tower, his eyes taking a swinging glance at the water
every few minutes. He read the bodies in the surf as easily as words on a page; a
swimmer in trouble was as obvious as a word printed upside down. The most
obvious potential rescue was a swimmer away from the crowd, out too far.

He was aware of her presence before he looked down. He felt her eyes on him.

“Hi, Danny.” There she was looking up at him. She was eighteen or nine-
teen, with long blonde hair blowing loose. She smiled and he couldn’t help but
smile back. Her solid one-piece blue suit wasn’t skimpy by modern standards,
but she managed to look sexier in it than most girls do in bikinis. Her young
body would look good in a baggy potato sack.

“Hi, Maggie.”

“You saved another one, I saw the whole thing.” Her eyes sparkled. Her hair
bounced about her shoulders as she tilted her head and shaded her eyes against
the sun. Every day she told him the same things about how wonderful he was.
He could never be sure just how much his saving her life had to do with it—
he’d pulled her out a week ago—but he didn’t really care. She embarrassed him
with her open hero worship, but he liked it and he liked her.

He made his way down the ladder from the chair to the sand.

“How many’s that for today?”

“How many what?”

“You know, silly. How many people did you save?”

“You mean how many did I help out of the water?”

“Come on, Danny, how many?”

“Only four. Look, Maggie, probably none of them would have drowned. I
just keep them from getting tired out there.”

“Yeah, sure.” She got serious. “Danny? Is there something wrong with me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Am I ugly or what? It’s been a whole week. You haven’t even asked me for
my phone number.”

“Well, we’re not supposed to do that. Besides, how do you know I didn’t
look it up? I've got your name and address. Remember that card we filled out?”

“Why haven’t you called then?”

“I’'ve been busy. I'm shy too.”

“You're fooling again, Danny. I don’t have a phone. My father had it taken
out.”
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“He sounds strict. What would he think of you talking to a strange boy on
the beach?”

“You’re not a strange boy—you saved my life. He wants to meet you, to
thank you. How about it?”

“0.K. You doing anything tonight?”

She bit her lower lip excitedly. “No.”

“Would you like to go to dinner and take in a movie?”

“Danny, I'd love to. Come by around six?”

Carl Matthews stepped into the office at four-thirty.

“Thanks for coming, Mr. Matthews.” Andy shook his hand. “I'll try to make
this as brief as possible.”

Andy informed him of his constitutional rights and asked for his permis-
sion to tape the interview. Matthews insisted that he needed no attorney
to be present. “I've nothing to hide. I don’t need a lawyer to help me tell you
the truth. I’'m here to help you find the killer, not to figure out ways to prevent
implicating myself. I suppose a lawyer would tell me not to say anything. We’d
never get anywhere that way.”

Andy admired the man’s sincerity, but he’d seen a lot of innocent men
become entangled in a bushel of trouble by not having an attorney with them.
However, Andy wasn’t going to press the point.

“I want you to start at the beginning, from the time you met Mrs. Matthews
until—well, until now. Don’t leave out anything. Tell me everything that comes
into your mind.”

Carl Matthews had known Eleanor for a year and a half. They had met at a
party, fallen in love, and married two months later. She wasn’t drinking then.
She had tried to tell him that she’d once been an alcoholic, but he hadn’t been
able to believe her. She’d been married twice before. She wanted children
badly, but neither of her first two husbands had been able to give her children.
Matthews told Andy how she had started to drink after about a year, how he
had realized when it was too late that she was turning to drink because of a
feeling of inadequacy.

It was toward the end of the interview when Matthews said, “I really thought
she had committed suicide when I found her in the bathroom. She spoke many
times of trying it. In fact, I really think she was trying to kill herself, drown
herself, in the ocean just a few weeks ago. The lifeguard got to her just in time.
There was a heavy undertow—down at Playa del Rey. She—”

“Playa del Rey?”

“Yes, we went to the beach every chance we had.”

Butterflies brushed their wings against the lining of Andy’s stomach. Andy
claimed he got butterflies in his stomach when the pieces begin to fit together.
Some oldtimers claimed their feet itched, or their ears burned, or their mouths
got dry, like a boxer when he’s got that feeling the next punch is going to do it.
This was one of the times.

Andy stood up.
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“Mr. Matthews, I’'m not going to keep you any longer. You've been very
helpful.”

“That’s all you want to ask me?”

Andy had a good feeling about Matthews. “That’s all for now. Just keep
yourself available in case I need you.”

“All right, I'll do that.”

As soon as Matthews left, Andy dug out the files on the other bathtub cases.
It was in the third case, the Johnson fellow, that he thought it had come up. He
was right. He found it there in the interview with Johnson’s wife. He read the
transcription:

“Detective Ettinger: Is there anything else you can tell us?

Mrs. Johnson: It seems so funny that just a week ago, poor Leonard almost
drowned in the ocean—right down at Playa del Rey—and now this in the —in
his own bathroom.”

It required seven phone calls and an hour for Andy to check out his hunch.

The pieces fit together. All five victims had been pulled from the surf at
Playa del Rey during the past four months.

Andy dialed Stu’s number. “I'm down at the office. Be here in fifteen
minutes. We've got work to do.”

By the time Stu arrived Andy had arranged to meet Paul Langly, the captain
of the Playa del Rey beach-guard crew, at Langly’s office.

Langly was waiting for them when they got there. A husky redhead with
freckles, Langly failed to understand why they wanted a list of all the beach
guards who worked Playa del Rey during the summer. When they told him
what they had in mind, he came up with something better—the file of rescues.
The guards must fill out a white card for each rescue, showing name, age, and
address of the victim. There they were, all five names, and all with the same
name at the bottom—Danny Gruen. Gruen lived in nearby El Segundo. They
headed over there on the double.

A silver-haired woman answered their ring. Andy told her who they were.
“We’re looking for a Mr. Dan Gruen, ma’am.”

“That’s my son.” Her eyes clouded. “Why are you—Danny hasn’t done
anything wrong. He’s a good boy. He’s never done anything wrong—"

“Is he home?”

“No, he’s out on a date with a girl—a nice girl, he told me.”

“Do you know the girl?”

“No, Danny didn’t tell me her name. He doesn’t always tell me who—"

Andy interrupted. “That’s not important, Mrs. Gruen. This is an emergency.
We’ll have to search Danny’s room.”

“But I don’t think you—" she started to object.

“Did your son bring a package home from work today?” Andy glanced at
Stu and caught the look of puzzlement on his face.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see him come in.”
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“A clock—a small clock. It was left at your son’s lifeguard station as a prank.
It’s really a bomb and we don’t know when it’s set to go off.” Andy ignored
Stu’s cough. Sometimes you had to stretch the rules a little.

“Who would—"”

“We don’t have time to explain, Mrs. Gruen.” Andy’s tone was urgent. “Your
son may have left it in his room. I think you’d better leave the house while we
search for it.”

“Are you sure—"

“Yes, ma’am. Some nutty kid at the beach was jealous because his girl kept
flirting with your son.” He turned to Stu. “It could blow any minute, Stu.
You’d better help Mrs. Gruen outside. I'll have a look. No use both of us taking
a chance.”

Stu nodded, and took a firm grip on the woman’s arm. Andy waited until
they were outside.

He found the boy’s room. It was in good condition—for a college kid’s
room. The bed wasn’t made, several men’s magazines were scattered near the
bed, pajamas were draped over a chair, pennants took up half the wall space.
All in all, it looked like a normal, growing young man’s pad. Andy looked
under the mattress. He searched the closet. A pair of tennis shoes lay in the
corner—they were damp. On the floor was a discarded cardboard container.
Andy traced the outline of both shoes on the cardboard, folded it, and put it in
his coat pocket. If he tried to walk out with the shoes, it might look phoney.
Besides, without a search warrant, the shoes might not be admissible as
evidence.

He found what he was looking for in the bottom drawer of the dresser, a
small notebook with names in it, pages and pages of names. Most of the names
had lines through them. Some had crosses. Andy recognized the five that had
been crossed out.

Four names were still open. He took a deep breath as he tucked the book
into his pocket.

He was about to leave when he remembered one more thing. He went to the
bathroom. There was a hairbrush, the kind men use on short haircuts, on the
basin. He picked several hairs from it and dropped them into a small envelope
he always carried.

“Nothing in there,” he told Mrs. Gruen and Stu when he got outside. “Your
son has a car, hasn’t he, ma’am?”

She told them what kind of a car her son owned and found the license
number on a gas credit-card bill.

They told Mrs. Gruen not to worry about her son’s safety, that they would be
sure to find him before anything happened.

Back in the car, Stu wasn’t so sure they had done the right thing. “You didn’t
have to do that. You scared the daylights out of her.”

Andy handed him the little black book. “I had to save time. That girl is in
trouble.”
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Andy radioed for a car to be sent to Danny’s house while Stu looked
through the names.

“I see what you mean. Looks like four names are still open, three of them
women.”

“Yeah” was all Andy said. He was thinking about that nice girl Danny
Gruen’s mother had been talking about.

As they drove along Sepulveda the fog began to roll in from the ocean.

“Your folks are nice, Maggie.” Danny meant it.

“Thank you. They like you too.”

“How can you tell?”

“Oh, Papa didn’t make a big deal about my deadline. When he doesn’t like
my date he makes a big deal about getting in by twelve-thirty.”

“He watches you pretty close. Not many parents do these days.”

“l don’t mind.” She smiled. “Papa’s fair about it. Some girls’ folks don’t
care what they do, where they go, who they go with. I don’t think I'd like
that.”

Danny glanced at her. “How come so far away? Come on, scoot over so I
don’t have to yell.”

“I thought you were shy.” She slid over on the seat, moving closer to him
without crowding him. “Where are we going to eat?”

“Like I told your father, Redondo Beach. You like fish, I hope.”

“Love it.”

Andy and Stu found phone numbers listed for two of the three women.
Andy phoned one, Stu the other. Andy’s was a Torrance woman, at home with
her husband. Andy explained the situation to the man without going into
detail and told him to keep his wife home until they heard from the police. The
other gal was an S.C. coed. Stu talked to her father, who agreed to bring her
home from her sorority house until things cleared up. The third girl, Maggie
Randolph, wasn’t listed in the phone book.

The two detectives headed for Maggie’s house.

They got to the house an hour after the girl had left with “such a fine-looking
young man,” as Maggie’s father put it. Andy figured there was no sense in
overly alarming them. He told them they wanted Danny for questioning—
routine questioning. “Did they say anything about their plans for the night?”
Stu asked. “Where they were going?”

“We always know where our girl is going,” Mr. Randolph answered.
“They’re going to have dinner in Redondo Beach, then they’re going to see one
of those Elvis movies.”

“Did they say where for dinner?”

Mrs. Randolph volunteered, “No, but Danny said he knew a fine place for a
fish dinner.”

“How about the show?”

They both shook their heads.
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“I think we have enough to go on,” Andy told Stu. They gave the Randolphs
a number to use just as soon as their girl got home. They didn’t tell them they
would have a car sent to the house to wait.

By the time they reached the Redondo Beach city limits the fog was so thick
they had slowed down to five to seven miles an hour. Storefronts were barely
visible from the street.

“Fog picked a great night,” Stu moaned.

“Yeah, it’s going to be rough.”

Maggie blotted her lips and set aside her napkin.

“Good?” Danny needn’t have asked. Her plate was clean except for a few fish
bones.

“Lousy. I only ate it to be polite,” she answered, then laughed at the shocked
expression on his face.

He smiled. Maggie had an infectious warmth that reached out to him. He’d
been relieved a week ago when he’d decided, without a doubt, that she had a
place on this earth. She’d been worth saving.

“Why did you wait so long, Danny, to ask me out? I had to flirt with you
every day for a week. I almost died waiting.”

“I don’t go out much. Like I told you, I'm shy.”

“Am I the first one you've rescued and taken out on a date?”

He hesitated before answering. “Yes, as a matter of fact.”

She stared into his eyes. “It must be wonderful to be able to save lives.”

“That’s what I'm trained for.”

“I mean, it must fee/ wonderful. I bet you've saved a hundred lives.”

“In three summers, at least a hundred, I guess.”

“Well, doesn’t it make you feel—Oh, I don’t know how to say it.”

“It makes me feel like I'm doing my job. That’s what they pay me for. I don’t
like to talk about it.” This kind of talk made him nervous. He wanted to drop
the subject.

The mild outburst had surprised her. She nodded without saying anything,
and they finished their dessert quickly and in silence.

When they stepped outside he asked, “You sure you want to go to a movie?”

“Why? Do you want to take me home? I made you angry.”

“No, of course not. You’re the first person I've met in a long time that I can
talk to. I'd just like to talk. There’s something I've got to tell somebody. We
could walk out on the pier.”

“In this fog?”

“Sure, it’s fun.”

She hesitated only a moment. “O.K., let’s go.”

The pier was a couple of blocks from the restaurant. They left his car in the
parking lot and started through the fog. She held onto his arm tightly. “Don’t
let go of me,” she told him. “Boy, I've never seen it this thick.”

A foghorn broke the air.

Maggie hesitated. “I’m scared.”
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“Of what? You’re with me, what’s there to be scared of?”

“It’s just so weird not being able to see anything in front of your face.”

The shops had closed early. They walked along one side of the pier with
Danny guiding himself by the rail and Maggie walking on the inside. It was like
being blind.

When they had been walking for five minutes Maggig said, “You wanted to
tell me something.”

“I don’t know if I should.”

“Why not? Is it something wrong?”

“No, I don’t think so—not really wrong. That is, I'm not sure. I just have to
tell someone.” He stopped. “Can I trust you? Can i really trust you? You
promise not to tell anyone?”

“Sure, | promise, Danny. What is it?”

He knew he could trust this girl. He could tell her everything.

Andy and Stu had made their plans in the Redondo Beach Police Station.
Captain Josephson was anxious to help.

The town force had been alerted. Each car was assigned to check all restau-
rants in its cruising area. Andy figured if Danny had told the truth, the couple
might still be in one of the local eating places. The first step was to check the
parking lots for Danny’s green car. The fog was so thick the lots had to be
checked on foot. Squad cars moved around the city at five miles an hour.

Andy and Stu, unfamiliar with the area, had chosen the three-block section
where most of the restaurants were concentrated. They moved on foot.

Near the end of the last block they found the car, in the parking lot of Otto’s
Grotto. They checked their guns and entered the seafood restaurant. Stu
phoned the station to let them know where they were while Andy questioned
the girl cashier. The place was empty.

“Yeah, I remember him. Tall, blond, good-looking. He had a sweet-looking
girl with him. They left an hour ago.”

“You sure?”

“They’re the only customers we had tonight, Mac.”

“His car’s out in back.”

The girl shrugged. “Maybe they went for a walk. Maybe they went out on the
pler.”

Stu heard the remark as he walked up. The two men exchanged glances as
Andy said, “Out on the pier. Phone Josephson. Tell him to send some men to
the pier. Tell him to alert the Coast Guard too. We might need them.”

“Right.” Stu nodded and hurried back to the phone.

“What’s the quickest way to the pier?”

“Straight down the street one block, then over a block. You can’t miss it—
when it’s not so foggy.”

At the end of the deserted pier Danny was telling Maggie what had hap-
pened at the beginning of summer. “It was a week after I saved his life that I
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saw his picture in the papers, all over the front page. He’d picked up this little
girl, just six years old. He told her that her mommy was hurt. Then he took her
for a ride, strangled her, left the poor little thing out in the bushes.”

“How could a man do that, Danny?”

“Not a man—a monster. I've seen things like that in the papers before, but
this time it was different. Here was a man who was alive only because I'd saved
his life. If I hadn’t pulled him out of the ocean he would have drowned. He
would have been dead. And that little girl would still be alive. That’s all I could
think about for weeks.”

“You can’t blame yourself for that. It’s fate.”

He felt good telling her about it. He knew he could trust her now. He could
tell her everything. She’d understand.

“I thought a lot about that little girl. I"d stay awake at night. Was she really
meant to die like that? Was that monster really meant to be saved so he could
live long enough to do a terrible thing like that? Or should he have died? And I
interfered!” His last words were harsh, angry. “I helped kill her. If it weren’t for
me she’d be alive now, and I was responsible.”

“Danny, you—you can’t do this.”

“I have the picture.” He took out his wallet and opened it for her. “I cut it
out of the paper. Such a tiny, pretty thing, with big brown eyes and pigtails.”
The tears came to his eyes as he thought about it.

“He’s going to the gas chamber, Danny.”

“That’s right, he’s going to die—but he should have died in the ocean.” A
hardness entered his voice. “I’ve got a secret to tell you. It’s about one of the
fellows I work with. He thinks that maybe some of the people we save are
meant to die—not all of them, but maybe some of them. So after he saves them
he checks into their lives. He follows them. He finds out whether they were
worth saving or not.”

“I don’t understand, Danny. What good does that do?”

Danny waited a moment. He looked her straight in the eyes, trying to predict
her reaction. Then he told her, “He kills them.”

“That’s crazy! That’s murder!”

“No, no, not murder.” How could he explain it so she’d understand? “The
ones he kills are the ones who should have died.” Something was wrong. Why
was she backing away from him? “He saved their lives. He has the right to take
them away, destroy them.”

“He told you all this?”

“Yes. Because I was the one who got him started, when I saved that mad-
man’s life. That’s what started him to thinking.”

“We have to tell the police. Danny, don’t you see? He’s as crazy as the man
who killed the little girl.”

“What?” He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Don’t say that!”

“You're hurting me.”

“Say he’s not crazy!”

“Danny, stop!”
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“Say it! Say he’s not crazy!” He turned her around until her back was against
the low wooden railing.

The fog cleared for a moment. Their eyes met and he knew now that nobody
would ever understand. He’d been a fool to think she would. “You know, don’t
you?”

“No, Danny, no.”

“You lie. You're going to tell the police about me.”

“Gruen. Danny Gruen.” At the sound of his name echoing through the fog
he stopped and listened. Maggie opened her mouth to scream. He caught her
as she took a deep breath and clamped his hand over her mouth, forcing her
back over the railing.

“I swear I heard voices out there,” Stu insisted.

“Me too.” Andy squinted, tried to penetrate the fog. It was no use. You
couldn’t see your own hand in front of your face. The flashlights had turned
out to be useless.

“Let’s hold hands and make a human bridge across the pier,” Stu said. “That
way he won’t slip past us.”

“It’s worth a try. O.K., boys, let’s make like ring-around-the-rosie.” Andy
was at the right end of the line, using the railing as a guide. He could hear the
waves crashing below as they advanced.

“Let’s go easy. We’re not sure it’s our man. Besides, if it is, he has a girl with
him.”

They hadn’t gone far when they heard a girl’s frightened scream. They
stopped.

One of the Redondo men said, “I think she was falling.”

“Let’s go, on the double,” Andy ordered. They started to trot, still holding
onto each other.

Somebody ran into Andy, head-on. He fell on his back, a heavy body on top
of him, fingers working at his throat. His grip with Stu had been broken.

“Andy, you O.K.?” It was Stu, yelling almost into his ear.

Andy gurgled, thrashed out with his arms. The grip suddenly loosened and
he felt the weight lifted from him.

“Andy, is this you? Talk, man!”

“I’'m down here,” Andy blurted out, rubbing his throat. He could faintly
make out two outlines struggling, punching at each other, next to the railing.
There was a loud grunt, then one figure disappeared.

“Stu?” Andy asked cautiously, taking his gun from its shoulder holster.

“It’s me. I'm all right. Our friend is in the water. Think I got him in the
throat. I doubt if he’ll make it. He’s—”

“Help! Help!” The girl’s cries, barely loud enough to reach them, were weak.

“Come on,” Andy shouted as he moved along the railing. “She’s farther
out.”

“Keep yelling so we can find you.” Stu’s deep voice carried through the fog.

They ran toward the voice, and stopped when it began to die away.
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“We passed her.” Andy turned and bumped into Stu. “Back up.”

They walked, slowing, homing in on the voice.

“I think she’s right below us now.” Stu’s voice was firm, confident. “I’'m
going in.”

“Wait! You can’t jump—you can’t see anything down there.”

Stu laughed nervously. “All the better—I’m chicken about heights. If you
don’t hear from me, keep talking to her.”

Andy tried to grab his partner’s arm as Stu climbed over the railing, but he
was too late. Stu jumped into the fog and disappeared.

The Coast Guard made it in thirty minutes. Stu and Maggie had hugged a
barnacle-laden piling. They were scratched, tired, and half frozen, but they
were all right.

As the boat made its way to shore, Andy poured two cups of hot coffee and
handed them to Stu and the girl, huddled under blankets. “Didn’t anyone tell
you we’re supposed to be brains, not heroes?”

“No, sir,” Stu answered innocently. “Nobody ever mentioned that, and it’s
not in the book. One of us had to go. I figured I had the best chance, so I just
jumped.”

Andy straightened up. “Hey, wait a minute. I'm not that old.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant that I figured I had enough hair on
my head to keep my brain from freezing up in that cold water. But you, well—"

Andy laughed and slapped him on the back. “O.K., say no more, Tarzan.’

The boat dropped the couple off and went back to search for Danny Gruen.
They found him two hours later, floating face down. Andy assumed that Stu’s
karate blow had paralyzed the killer enough so that he hadn’t been able to help
himself after he hit the water. Andy wanted to believe he had drowned. It didn’t
help the other five, but it made a little sense.

[}
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What Frightened You, Fred?

Tle warden shook his head sadly as he looked me over. “You’re not real
bright, Fred. You are out not even forty-eight hours and now we got you back
with us again. It was hardly worth the trouble filling out your parole papers.”

Dr. Cullen sat at one end of the warden’s desk. He took off his heavy shell-
rimmed glasses and polished them with a handkerchief. “How old are you, Fred?”

“Fifty-five, sir,” I said.

Warden Bragan puffed his cigar. “Just plain stupid.”

Dr. Cullen smiled slightly. “Perhaps not, Warden.” He turned back to me.
“Did the big buildings frighten you, Fred? The people, the cars, and the loud
noises?”

I wondered whether all psychiatrists wore bow ties and tweed jackets.
Perhaps it was their uniform. “We had movies in here every Wednesday night,
sir,” I said. “I’ve seen big buildings and cars and people before.”

“Ah,” Dr. Cullen said. “But that’s not the same as actually seeing them in
real life, now is it, Fred?”

“No, sir,” I said.

Dr. Cullen put the glasses back on his nose. “You've been in prison off and
on for twenty-five years of your life?”

“I guess so, sir,” I said. “If that’s what the record shows.”

Bragan grinned. “Well, anyway I’'m glad to have you back, Fred. You’re the
best typist and file clerk I ever had.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. I cleared my throat. “Will I have to put in any time
in the laundry first?”

Bragan chewed on his cigar and thought about it. He was a big, heavy man,
and he was going to run for governor. That’s what the prison radio announced
four days ago. It didn’t mean anything to us in here, but I knew that some
people outside wouldn’t like Bragan to be governor.

He decided to do me a favor. “I should say not,” he said. “I need you in the
office. As far as I'm concerned, you haven’t been gone at all.”

Bragan’s eyes went over me again. “You’d think that some people would
learn to behave on the outside. But I guess nobody can teach you. Not even
with a hammer.”

Dr. Cullen folded his hands. “In a sense you are right about Fred. But 1
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believe there’s more to his case than that.” He turned to me. “What was it like
outside? Was it cold?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I believe the temperature was around forty-five or even a
little lower.”

He smiled patiently. “That’s not what 1 mean, Fred.”

It had been gusty with the smell of winter hanging in the air when I walked
out the pedestrian section of the big gates.

There wasn’t anybody waiting for me in the graveled parking lot. I hadn’t
really expected anyone to be. I just had the small hope that Tony Wando might
have remembered to send a car for old times’ sake. He could have been keeping
track of the time I spent inside the walls.

I made myself a cigarette and waited for the shuttle bus to come along.

The driver was only vaguely interested in me. He’d made pickups here
before. At the railway station I bought a ticket and boarded the train.

When I got off two hours later, I passed up the taxi stands and walked. I had
eighty-six dollars in my pocket, but that represented four years of sweat and 1
couldn’t see spending any part of it for a ride. Not that money.

Big Mike Kowalski was in front of his place watching a delivery man wheel
cases of beer into his bar. Mike had put on some weight since I'd seen him last,
but he had the build that wasn’t troubled by extra pounds.

I stopped next to him. “Hello, Mike.”

He nodded and looked down at the suitcase. “You going someplace?”

“I’'ve been Mike,” I said. “Four years.”

He remembered. “That’s right. Hardly noticed that you were gone.”

I smiled. “People don’t.”

He stifled a yawn. “When did you get out?”

“Just now. A few hours ago, as a matter of fact.”

He put the cigar back in his mouth. “Let’s go inside and get warmed up. I'll
set up a round for old times’ sake.”

I shook my head. “Can’t do that, Mike. I'm on parole.”

He shrugged. “Can’t see why anybody’d make a fuss about a few beers.” His
eyes went over me. “Did they get you a job?”

“I’'m supposed to report to a warehouse on the north side Monday morning.
It’s office work, they tell me.”

The wind swirled dust in the gutters and Mike shivered slightly behind his
big white apron.

I changed the suitcase to my left hand. “I guess I'd better get going before
you get pneumonia. I'll try to get a room in my old place. Let people know that
I'm out, will you, Mike?”

He grinned. “Who’d want to know?” He asked that because he couldn’t
think of anybody right then and there.

“You never know, Mike,“ I said. “I could be important to somebody.”

I began walking and after a while when it began to drizzle I turned up my
coat collar.
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I stopped in front of a small café and looked at the wall clock. Right about
now we’d be filing into the big mess hall. It was Thursday and we’d be having
beef stew, bread, and coffee.

I went inside the café. There was beef stew on the menu, but it didn’t taste
just right. Not so filling either, I thought.

“What did you do on the outside, Fred?” Dr. Cullen asked. “During those
few hours?”

The warden snorted. “The fool got drunk and busted a tavern window.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “That’s what 1 did.”

Dr. Cullen smiled. “Why didn’t you run away after you did that, Fred? Why
did you wait for the police to arrive?”

“I guess I had too much to drink, sir,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking clear.”

Bragan showed large uneven teeth. “You sure weren’t. You violated your
parole and that’s going to cost you another two years.”

“Fourteen months, sir,” I said respectfully.

Dr. Cullen consulted the papers on his lap. “You don’t have any living
relatives, do you?”

“No, sir.”

“Did you get any mail while you were in here? Or write to anyone?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you have any close friends on the outside? People you could go to?”

“No, sir.”

He leaned forward. “But you do have friends here in this prison, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I think I have a few.”

He sat back, satisfied. “You were in trouble here only once. Isn’t that right,
Fred?”

“I don’t remember, sir.”

Bragan laughed. “He got caught in a shakedown inspection a couple of years
ago. We found a knife in his mattress.” He looked at me. “What would you
want with a knife, Fred?”

It was the one 1 was going to use on Ed Reilly, for the way he shoved me
around in the yard. But Ed had more enemies than me and somebody else got
to him while 1 was in solitary.

“I don’t really remember, sir,” I said.

Dr. Cullen made a bridge with the tips of his fingers. “Fred came back here
not because he was careless or stupid. He wanted to be back.”

Bragan grinned, waiting for more.

“It’s quite common, Warden,” Dr. Cullen said. “Especially with those men
who’ve spent a large portion of their lives in prison. It’s called institutionaliza-
tion. These men are actually ill-at-ease and even frightened by the outside world.”

Bragan didn’t go along with that. “Don’t give me that malarky. Nobody likes
to be told when to get up and when to go to bed, what to wear and when and
how to wear it, when to eat, when to work, and when to stop. Isn’t that right,
Fred?”
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I thought he had done a good job of describing the lives of almost anybody,
inside or out. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, sir,” I said.

Dr. Cullen was patient. “Freedom means responsibility. It means decision
and worry. That’s why so many people actually reject it—without consciously
knowing they’re rejecting it, of course.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “The whole world’s a prison.”

There was a trace of annoyance in the doctor’s voice. “I am referring
specifically to this place.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

Bragan laughed. “You’re up the wrong creek, Doc. Fred can’t stand this
place any more than I cah.”

Dr. Cullen became slightly stiff. “I know what I am speaking about. I have
had training for my job, Mr. Bragan.”

Bragan grinned. “Meaning that 1 haven’t? I'm just a political appointee?”

Dr. Cullen said nothing.

Bragan kept grinning. “I don’t need any training. This job is just a stepping
stone for me. I’'ve been here five years and I feel like I've been serving time
myself.”

Dr. Cullen turned to me. “The world outside must be a lonely place for you.
Isn’t that right, Fred?”

I didn’t know exactly why 1 wanted to go back to my old rooming house.
Maybe it was just because it was one of the few places where I was remembered.

Mrs. Carr answered the doorbell. She was a massive woman with suspicion
permanent in her watery blue eyes.

“It’s me,” I said. “Remember? Fred Riordan.”

She squinted until recognition came.

“I’d like a room,” I said. “My old one, if that’s vacant?”

Her voice was cold. “I don’t have no rooms left.”

I smiled. “That’s not what the sign in the window says.”

She stood immovable, a silhouette against the dim lights of the hallway.

“I've never made any trouble for you,” I said. “I'll pay in advance. Two
weeks.”

She hesitated.

“I’'m on parole, ” I said. “I have to be good.”

She made up her mind. “Fourteen dollars.”

I followed her up the balustraded stairway. The railing was damp with
furniture oil. “Is Jake Miller still here?”

She stopped in front of my old room. “He died a couple of years ago.
Nobody’s here now that you’d know.”

She opened the door of my room. Inside was the remembered bareness. A
brass bedstead, a chest of drawers, a plain wooden chair. There’d probably be a
half dozen wire hangers in the closet.

“No smoking in bed,” Mrs. Carr said. “And I don’t want trouble of any kind.”
Her eyes went over me. “You don’t look too bad. Older, but well fed and rested.”
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“People live longer in prisons,” I said. “It’s the regular hours that do it.”

When she was gone, I opened the paper-lined drawers of the chest until I
found an ashtray. I sat on the bed and smoked a cigarette. When I was through
I turned off the overhead light. I took off my shoes and lay down on the bed.

After a while the cold began to seep into my bones. The cold was something
I'd forgotten. I'd have to get used to it again.

I pulled the quilt up to my chin.

I listened to the footsteps of the other roomers as they came up the creaking
stairs and I heard the closing and opening of doors and the voices of strangers.

After a few hours there was nothing but the occasional hiss of auto tires on
the wet streets down below.

There were no hundred men making their individual sleep-sounds. There
were no echo-tinged footsteps of the guards walking the tiers.

“People get into habits of living,” Dr. Cullen said. “When their routine is
disturbed they become confused. They are lost.”

I thought I could use a cigarette, but I knew that the warden wouldn’t let me
smoke one here. “Yes, sir,” I said. “The bookkeeper looks forward to retire-
ment all his life, but when it comes he doesn’t know what to do with himself.
He’s unhappy.”

Dr. Cullen forced a smile. “I’'m afraid you still don’t understand, Fred.” He
rubbed his temples. “What were you sent up here for, Fred?”

It was all there in the papers on his lap. “For armed robbery, sir.”

Bragan lolled in his swivel chair. “Fred held up a filling station. He was picked
up less than a half hour later. He don’t seem to have much luck with his jobs.”

Dr. Cullen tamped the record sheets to neat squareness and put them back
into the folder. “He doesn’t really want luck, Warden. He may not even realize
it consciously, but this is his home. Here are the only friends he knows. Here it
is warm. Here all his decisions are made for him. He has a bed and food and
the work isn’t too hard. He has absolutely nothing to worry about.”

Bragan waited for the door to close behind the doctor and then turned to me.
He grinned. “You’re back here because you’re plain stupid. Isn’t that right,
Fred?”

Mrs. Carr knocked at my door at noon the next day. “Telephone for you.”

I went downstairs to the wall phone. It was Tony Wando and he wanted to
see me right away, on the double.

Tony’s high-ceilinged apartment was on the top floor of the Sheldon Build-
ing and he could look down at and down on the city he almost owned.

He mixed two drinks and handed one to me. “What’s the matter, Fred? You
like the big house?”

“No,” I said. “I sweat when I even think about it.”

He smiled slightly. “Then why did you keep fooling around with the little
things, Fred? Filling stations, delicatessens, drugstores. You always got
caught.”
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I sipped my drink. “You paid me good when I worked, Tony, but I got a job
from you maybe once every two or three years. I couldn’t live on that.”

He thought it over and shrugged. “I guess you’re right. I don’t have much of
your kind of business.”

He finished his drink and then he told me what he wanted me to do.

I wiped my forehead with a handkerchief. “I don’t want it, Tony. Get
somebody else.”

He shook his head. “This has got to look natural. Like one of the things that
just happen when a man has a job like he has. If there’s any smell that it’s a
syndicate killing we’ll be knee-deep in investigations.”

He stopped pacing, “You'’re perfect for the setup, Fred. You’ll be near him
and you can find the right time. You're good with a knife, Fred, and you can
make it look like any one of a thousand could have done it.”

He came closer. “It’s got to be done. He’s getting independent ideas, Fred.
He don’t wait until I tell him any more. He talks back. If he ever gets in the
state capital he’ll make his own organization.” Tony’s eyes were dark. “I can’t
have that, Fred. Bragan was nothing when I picked him up, but now he’s biting
my hand.”

He watched me. “I know that it means another fourteen months back there
for you, but you’ll get a thousand for every month. It’s that important to me.”

After I left Tony, I went out and got drunk. Then I smashed a tavern window
and waited for the cops to pick me up.

I had a job to do inside the walls.
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Doctor’s Dilemma

As soon as we reached the courthouse corridor Papa’s face convulsed like
a baby’s in torment. “I'm dying,” he moaned. “I'm bleeding to death.”

“You're fine, Papa.™ I said. “Youll outlive us all.”

“Ten grand.™ A sob caught in his throat. “I posted bail for that lunatic client
on your say-so, Counselor. ‘Don’t worry,” you told me. ‘There’s no risk.” So
where is he? Why didn’t he show up in count?”

Papa was Nick Papadopolous, bald, swarthy, barrel-shaped. with capillaries
tracing a ruby pattern across his ample nose. “You're a bail bondsman,” I said.
“There are risks in every business. You win some, vou lose some.”

It wrung a groan of anguish from his throat. “You have to find him,
Counselor. You owe it to me. I trusted you. You heard what the judge said.
Have him in court by ten o'clock tomorrow morning or forfeit bail. If he took
off, so help me, Jordan, I1l finish vou with everv bondsman in town. Youll
never be able to raise another nickel.”

“He’ll be here, Papa. I'll have him in court tomorrow morning if I have to
carry him. Jaffee isn’t a bail jumper. He has too much at stake.”

I believed it. Would a trained physician, a hospital intern, risk his career and
his future by jumping bail and holing up somewhere because he’s charged with
felonious assault? Not likely. Dr. Allan Jaffee, a splendid physical specimen,
voung, handsome, studious, ambitious, seemed to have everything—except
will power. He was an obsessive gambler; poker, craps, roulette, sporting
events, anything. He had already run through a sizeable inheritance and now,
with no liquid assets, he was in the hole to his bookie for four thousand dollars.
So he stalled. So the bookie had dispatched some muscle to pressure the
doctor, which turned out to be a mistake. Young Jaffee, a former collegiate
welterweight champ, had inflicted upon the collector a bent nose, the need for
extensive dental work, and various multiple abrasions, contusions, and trau-
mas.

Because it was a noisy affair, someone had called the law. The cops shipped
the collector off in an ambulance and promptly processed Jaffee into the
slammer.

At the preliminary hearing, despite my plea of self-defense, the judge agreed
with the Assistant D.A. that high bail was appropriate under the circum-

%
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stances. He sternly labeled the fists of a trained boxer as dangerous weapons,
and set the trial date.

So at 10:00 this morning, the clerk had bawled: “The People of the State of
New York versus Allan Jaffee.” The judge was on the bench, the jury was in the
box, the prosecutor was ready, defense counsel was ready, everybody on tap—
except the defendant. He hadn’t shown.

“Your Honor,” I said, “the accused is a medical doctor training at Manhat-
tan General. It is possible that he was detained by an emergency. So it seems we
have a problem—”

“No, Counselor. We have no problem. You have a problem. And you have
twenty minutes to solve it.” He called a recess.

So I had sprinted out of the courtroom, down the corridor to a booth, and
got on the horn to the hospital, but they had no knowledge of Jaffee’s
whereabouts. 1 tried his apartment. The line was busy. Apparently he hadn’t
even left yet.

When the twenty minutes were gone, I approached the bench and said to the
glaring judge, “If it please Your Honor, I would beg the Court’s indulgence
for—~

He cut me off. “The Court’s indulgence is exhausted, Mr. Jordan. This is
intolerable, a blatant disregard of the State’s time and money. A warrant will
be issued forthwith for immediate execution by the marshal. If the accused has
left the jurisdiction of this Court, bail will be forfeit. Your deadline is tomor-
row morning, sir. Ten o’clock.” He rapped his gavel and called the next case.

Papa’s agitation was understandable. With a worldwide liquidity crisis, ten
grand was important money. I disengaged his fingers from my sleeve and went
back to the telephone. Still a busy signal. I tried twice more—no change. So 1
said the hell with it and went out and flagged a cab and rode up to East
Seventy-ninth Street.

Jaffee lived on the second floor of an aging brownstone. He didn’t answer
the bell. The door was open and I walked into utter chaos. The place had been
ransacked and pillaged. I headed for the bedroom, expecting the worst.

He was on the floor, propped up against the bed. This time he had been
hopelessly overmatched. Somebody, more likely several somebodies, had
worked him over good. His face was hamburger. He tried to talk, but it was an
incoherent guttural croak. The doctor needed a doctor, but soon.

I looked for the telephone and saw the handset hanging off the hook, which
explained the busy signal. I hung up, jiggled, finally got a dial tone, and put a call
through to Manhattan General. [ told them that one of their interns had been
injured, that he was in critical condition, and I gave them his name and address,
adding, “This is an emergency. Better step on it if you don’t want to lose him.”

I turned back and found him out cold, unconscious—probably a blessing.

When the ambulance arrived, 1 was allowed to ride along, and sat beside the
driver while first-aid was being administered in the back. We careened through
traffic with the siren wailing, running a few signals and frightening a lot of
pedestrians.
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“Who clobbered him?” the driver asked.

“I don’t know. I found him like that.”

“You a friend of Doc Jaffee’s?”

“I’m his lawyer.”

“Hey, now! He was supposed to be in court this morning, wasn’t he?”

“You know about that?”

“Sure, He was on ambulance duty this week and he told me about it. Said he
owed a bundle to his bookie but couldn’t raise a dime. Said he banged up a guy
who came to collect, strictly self-defense, but his lawyer told him you never
know what a jury might do. So he was pretty jumpy yesterday morning. Man,
Jaffee was one sorry character, and that’s why I couldn’t understand the
change.”

“What change?”

“The change in his mood. All morning he’s got a long jaw, his face at half
past six, and then suddenly he’s walking on air, laughing and full of jokes.”

“When did this happen?”

“Right after we got that stewardess.”

“What stewardess?”

“The one from Global Airlines.” He made a face. “Poor kid. She had taken
one of those airport limousines from Kennedy and it dropped her off at Grand
Central. She was crossing Lexington when the taxi clipped her. Boy, he
must’ve been moving. She was a mess. Jaffee didn’t think she’d make it. I don’t
know what he did back there, but he was working on her, oxygen, needles,
everything, until we got her to Emergency. It was after he came out and hopped
aboard for another call that I noticed the change. It was weird. Nothing
chewing at him any more. Smiling from ear to ear.”

“Do you remember the girl’s name?”

“Korth, Alison Korth. I remember because Doc Jaffee was so busy helping
the Emergency team I had to fill out the forms.”

He swung the ambulance east one block, cut the siren, turned up a ramp, and
ran back to help wheel the patient through a pair of swinging doors, where
people were waiting to take over. A formidable-looking nurse blocked my path
and ordered me to wait in the reception lounge.

I sat among gloomy-faced people, thinking about young Jaffee. The obvious
assumption was that his bookie, a man named Big Sam Tarloff, couldn’t sit
back idly and do nothing after one of his collectors had been so injudiciously
handled by a deadbeat. People would laugh. Under the circumstances, how
could he keep potential welshers in line? So he would have to make an example
of Jaffee.

I was restless and fidgety. Curiosity precluded inactivity. So I got up and
wandered over to the reception desk and asked the girl for Miss Alison Korth.
She consulted her chart.

“Room 625.”

I took the elevator up and marched past the nurses’ station, found the
number, and poked my head through a partially open door. The girl on the bed
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was swathed in bandages, eyes closed, heavily sedated, left arm and right leg in
traction, her face pitifully dwindled and grey.

A voice startled me. “Are you one of the doctors?”

I blinked and then saw the speaker, seated primly on a chair against the wall.
She looked drawn and woebegone.

“No, ma’am,” I said.

“Well, if you’re another insurance man from the taxi company, go away.
We’re going to retain a lawyer and you can talk to him.”

“That’s the way to handle it,” I said. “Are you a friend of Alison’s?”

“I’m her sister.”

“Stick to your guns. Don’t let any of those clowns try to pressure you into a
hasty settlement.”

She stood up and came close, her eyes dark and intense. “Did you know
Alison?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Who are you?” I gave her one of my cards and she looked at it, frowning.
“Scott Jordan. The name sounds vaguely familiar . . . but we haven’t asked
anyone for a lawyer. Are you an ambulance chaser?”

“Hardly, Miss Korth. I don’t handle automobile liability cases.”

“Then who do you represent?”

“Dr. Allan Jaffee.”

“The intern who treated Alison in the ambulance?”

“Yes.”

“He’s very nice. He looked in on Alison several times yesterday while I was
here.” Her frown deepened. “I don’t understand. Why does Dr. Jaffee need a
lawyer?”

“It’s a long story, Miss Korth. I'd like to tell you about it over a cup of
coffee. There’s a rather decent cafeteria in the building.” She looked dubious
and | added, “There’s nothing you can do for your sister at the moment, and
the hall nurse can page you if anything develops.”

She thought for a moment, then nodded and accompanied me along the
corridor to the elevator, stopping briefly to confer at the nurses’ station. The
elevator door opened and a man stepped out. He stopped short.

“Hello, Vicky.”

“Hello, Ben,” she said without warmth.

“How is Alison?”

“About the same,” she replied.

“Has she regained consciousness?”

“Just for a moment, but they gave her some shots and she’s sleeping now.
She shouldn’t be disturbed.”

He lifted an eyebrow in my direction, a tall, blunt-featured man with dark
curly hair, wearing sports clothes. Vicky introduced us.

“This is Captain Ben Cowan, the co-pilot on Alison’s last flight. Scott
Jordan.”

He nodded frantically. “Were you just leaving?”
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“We’re on our way to the cafeteria,” I said.

“May I join you?”

“I think not,” Vicky said. “Mr. Jordan and I have some business to discuss.”

He registered no reaction to the rebuff. “I see. Well, would you tell Alison I
was here and that I'll look in again?”

“Of course.”

Going down in the elevator there was no further dialogue between them.
Captain Cowan left us on the lobby floor and we descended to the lower level. I
brought coffee to a small corner table.

“You don’t seem overly fond of the captain,” I said.

“I detest him.”

“Is he a close friend of Alison’s?” I pursued the thought.

She made a face. “Alison’s infatuated, crazy about him. And I don’t like it
one tiny bit. 1 think Ben Cowan is bad medicine.”

“In what way?”

“Call it instinct, feminine intuition. Alison and I have always been
very close. She shares my apartment whenever her flight lays over in New
York. She started going with Cowan about a year ago and she’s been moon-
struck ever since, sort of in a daze. She used to confide in me. But now, since
Ben, she’s become withdrawn, even secretive. Alison’s not very practical.
She was always naive and trusting and I worry about her. And now this—
this—" Her chin began to quiver, but she got it under control and blinked back
tears.

I sipped coffee and gave her time to recover. After a while, in a small rusty
voice, she asked me about Allan Jaffee. So I told her about the gambling debt,
the fight and the assault charge, and his failure to appear in court. I told her
about going to his apartment and finding him half dead from a merciless
beating. Vicky was shocked, but it took her mind off Alison only briefly. She
grew fidgety, so I took her back to the sixth floor and then went down to find
someone who could brief me on Jaffee’s condition.

I spoke to a resident who looked stumbling tired and furiously angry; tired
because he’d been working a ten-hour tour and angry because they kept him
repairing damages inflicted by people on people. “I’'m sorry, sir,” he told me.
“Dr. Jaffee can talk to no one.”

“Not even his lawyer?”

“Not even his Maker. For one thing, his jaw is wired. For another, we’ve got
him under enough sedation to keep him fuzzy for twenty-four hours.”

“Will he be able to write?”

“Yes. After a couple of fractured fingers knit properly. Try again in a couple
of days.”

A couple of days might be too late and I was in no mood to wait. So I went
out and was waving for a cab when a hand fell on my shoulder. It was Captain
Ben Cowan of Global Airlines.

“I'm sorry if 1 seem persistent, Mr. Jordan,” he said. “But I’'m terribly
worried about Alison and I can’t seem to get any information at the hospital.
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Everything is one big fat secret with those people. I thought, since you’re a
friend of Vicky’s, you might know something.”

“Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

He looked rueful. “Vicky and I aren’t on the same wavelength. I don’t think
she likes me.”

“Well, the fact is, Captain, 1 don’t have any information myself.”

“Haven’t the doctors told Vicky anything?”

“We didn’t discuss it. I don’t know either of the girls very well, Captain. I met
Vicky only today.”

“Oh?” A deep frown scored his forehead. “Vicky gave me an entirely differ-
ent impression. I thought you’d gone to the hospital to see her.”

“Not her. A client of mine.”

“A client?” he said, puzzled.

“I’'m an attorney. I represent the intern who treated Alison at the accident.”

“Jaffee?”

“Right. Dr. Allan Jaffee.”

“Well, then, 1 guess you can’t be much help.”

“Afraid not,” I agreed as a cab pulled up in answer to my signal.

Tarloff’s was a secondhand bookstore on lower Fourth Avenue, a large and
profitable establishment stocking a few splendid first editions and managed by
the owner’s brother-in-law. On the second floor Sam Tarloff operated a freneti-
cally busy horse parlor with half a dozen constantly ringing telephones manned
by larcenous-eyed employees. Big Sam, a heavy, bear-shaped man with an
incongruously seraphic smile, sat on a platform watching everything and
everybody.

He recognized me and said cordially, “Well, Counselor, good to see you.
Let’s use my private office.” I followed him into a small room. He beamed at
me. “And what is your pleasure, Mr. Jordan?”

“Nubile young cheerleaders,” I told him. “Right now, however, I would like
to see your hands.”

“What for?”

“Come off it, Samuel. You know as well as 1 do that Dr. Jaffee’s in the
hospital.”

“Where else should he be? He works there.”

“Not as an employee at the moment. As a patient.”

“What happened to him?”

“Somebody clubbed him half to death. I want to see if you have any bruised
knuckles.”

“Me? You think I did it?”

“You, or one of your men. It’s a logical conclusion.”

“Because he hurt one of my employees?”

“That, yes, and because he still owes you money.”

“You’re wrong, Counselor. He doesn’t owe me money. He paid off last night,
every cent, in cash, including interest.”
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“Samuel, I’'m an old hand. Where would Jaffee get that kind of money on an
intern’s salary?”

“Not my business, Counselor. I gave him a receipt. Ask him.”

“He can’t talk. His jaw is wired.”

“So look in his pockets. He’s got it somewhere.”

After countless hours of grilling people on the witness stand, you develop an
instinct for the perjurer. Tarloff was not lying. I believed him. “You have lines
out, Sam. Tell me, who do you think worked him over?”

He turned up a palm. “I don’t know. But it was in the cards, Counselor, it
had to happen sooner or later. Jaffee is a very reckless young man. He gambles
without capital. Who knows, maybe he was into the Shylocks for a bundle too.
I'll ask around if you want.”

“I"d appreciate that.”

“How about a little tip, Counselor, a filly in the third at Belmont? Only
please take your business to an Off-Track Betting window.”

“Not today, Samuel. May I use one of your phones?”

“Be my guest.”

I rang Manhattan General and got through to Vicky Korth in her sister’s
room, still keeping the vigil. I asked her if Alison was close to anyone else at
Global. She gave me a name, Ann Leslie, another stewardess, who generally
stayed at the Barbizon, a hostelry for single females. Vicky offered to phone
and tell her to expect me.

I found Ann Leslie waiting in the lobby, a slender girl, radiating concern,
wanting to know when she could visit Alison.

“In a couple of days,” I said.

“Darn!” She made a tragic face. “We’re flying out again on Wednesday.”

“Where to?”

“Same destination. Amsterdam. Same crew too, except for Alison. I'll miss
her.”

“l imagine Captain Ben Cowan will miss her too.”

She squinted appraisingly. “You know about him?”

“Vicky told me. And she’s not happy about it.”

Ann Leslie tightened her mouth. “Neither am 1. That Cowan—he’s a chaser,
a womanizer. He uses people. He made passes at me too, before Alison joined
the crew, but I wouldn’t have any part of him. I just don’t trust him. Have you
met Ben?”

“Yes. He seems genuinely fond of Alison.”

“It’s an act, believe me.”

“Is he openly attentive to her?”

“They’re not keeping it a secret, if that’s what you mean.”

“Would you know why he didn’t accompany her into Manhattan yesterday
when you put down at Kennedy?”

“Yes. Because he was held up at Customs. They wanted to talk to him in one
of those private rooms. I was there and I heard him tell Alison to go ahead
without him and that he'd meet her later.”
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“Are members of the crew usually held up at Customs?”

“Not as a rule. They never bothered me. But it couldn’t have been much
because I know he’s flying out with us again on Wednesday, on our next
flight.”

We talked for a while longer and 1 thanked her and promised to tell Alison
that Ann would be in to see her as soon as the doctors permitted it. I left and
cabbed over to Jaffee’s apartment. The super recognized me and let me in.

I stood and surveyed the chaos. Nothing had been left untouched. Even the
upholstery had been razored open and kapok strewed over the floor. Desk
drawers were pulled out and overturned. I hunkered down, sifting through
papers. I didn’t find any receipt from Sam Tarloff, but after about an hour I
did find something even more interesting: a duplicate deposit slip from the
Gotham Trust, bearing yesterday’s date, and showing a deposit of $34,000.

I straightened and took it to a chair and stared at it, wondering how Jaffee,
presumably broke, without credit, could manage a deposit of that magnitude. I
saw that it wasn’t a cash deposit. The $34,000 was entered in the column
allotted to checks.

But a check from whom? And for what? As I studied it, I felt a sudden surge
of excitement, of anticipation, because the Gotham Trust was my own bank, an
institution in which I had certain connections. Bank records aren’t quite as
inviolate as most people believe.

Twenty minutes later I marched through the bank’s revolving doors and
approached the desk of Mr. Henry Wharton, an assistant vice-president for
whom I had performed a ticklish chore only four months before. He rose to
shake my hand. Then he sat back and listened to my request. He frowned at
Jaffee’s deposit slip and rubbed his forehead and looked up at me with a
pained expression.

“Well, now, Mr. Jordan, this is highly irregular.”

“I know.”

“It isn’t the policy of this bank to make disclosures about our depositors.’

“I know.”

“You’re making it very difficult for me.”

“I know.”

He signed and levered himself erect and disappeared into some hidden recess
of the bank. I waited patiently. He was perspiring slightly when he returned.
He cleared an obstruction from his throat. “You understand this is strictly
confidential.”

“Absolutely.”

He lowered his voice. “Well, then, according to our microfilm records the
deposit was made by a check drawn to the order of Dr. Allan Jaffee by the firm
of Jacques Sutro, Ltd. I assume you recognize the name.”

“I do indeed. And I'm deeply indebted, Harry.”

“For what? I haven’t told you a thing.”

“That’s right. Now would it be possible for me to get a blowup of that

9
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microfilm?” He turned pale and a convulsive shudder almost lifted him out of
the chair. I added quickly, “All right, Harry, forget it. I'm leaving.”
He was not sorry to see me go.

Mr. Jacques Sutro is a dealer in precious gems, operating out of the elegant
second floor of a Fifth Avenue townhouse. Sutro, a portly specimen with silver
hair and a manner as smooth as polished opal, folded his beautifully mani-
cured hands and listened to me with a beautiful smile that displayed some of
the finest porcelain dentures in captivity.

“And so,” I concluded, “as Dr. Jaffee’s attorney, I would appreciate a few
details about any transaction you had with him.”

“Why not discuss it with your client?”

“I would if I could, Mr. Sutro. Unfortunately, Dr. Jaffee had an accident
and he’s a patient at Manhattan General under very heavy sedation. It may be
days before he can talk. In the meantime, I'm handling his legal affairs and it’s
imperative for me to fill out the picture.”

Sutro pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Would you mind if I called the hospital?”

“Not at all. Please do.”

He got the number, spoke into the mouthpiece, listened intently, then
nodded and hung up. He spread his fingers. “You must understand that I knew
young Jaffee’s father before the old man died.”

“So did I, Mr. Sutro. As a matter of fact, he took me into his office when I
first got out of law school. That’s why I'm interested in the son’s welfare.”

“I see. Well, the old gentleman was a valued customer of mine. He purchased
some very fine pieces for his wife when she was alive. And later he even
acquired some unset stones as a hedge against inflation. Young Allan liqui-
dated them through my firm after his father died. Then yesterday afternoon he
came here and offered to sell some additional stones he had inherited.”

“Merchandise you recognized?”

“No. But young Jaffee assured me his father had bought gems from various
other dealers too. I examined the pieces and offered him a very fair price.”

“How much did you offer?”

“Forty thousand dollars. He said he needed some cash right away, an
emergency in fact, and that he couldn’t wait for my check to clear the bank. He
said if I let him have four thousand in cash he’d knock two thousand off the
total price. So I gave him the cash and a check for the balance, thirty-four
thousand.” Sutro looked mildly anxious. “Nothing wrong in that, is there,
Counselor?”

I shrugged noncommittally. Within a very short time, Mr. Sutro, I sus-
pected, was due for a severe shock, but I was going to let someone else give it to
him. He was chewing the inside of his cheek when I left.

What I needed now was Vicky Korth’s cooperation. I went looking for her at
the hospital but she wasn’t in Alison’s room and neither was Alison. The room
had been cleaned out, the bed freshly made; there was no sign of any occu-
pancy. I felt a cold, sinking sensation and headed for the nurses’ station.
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Two girls in white were on duty. My inquiry seemed to upset them both.
Their response was neither typical nor brisk. Alison Korth had suddenly
developed serious respiratory problems and despite all efforts they had lost her.

I had no way of knowing whether Vicky wanted to be alone or would
welcome company. My own experience led me to believe that most mourners
crave the solace of visitors. I checked her address in the telephone directory
and rode uptown.

Vicky answered my ring and opened the door. The shock of Alison’s death
hadn’t yet fully registered. She looked dazed and numb and she needed a
sympathetic ear.

“Oh, Scott,” she said in a small trembly voice, “it didn’t really have to
happen. They were careless—”

“Who?” I asked.

“The nurses, the doctors, somebody—"

We sat down and I held her hand. “Tell me about it.”

“She—she was having trouble breathing and they put her in oxygen. It’s my
fault. I left her alone. I went down for a sandwich and when I came back I saw
something was wrong. Her face was dark. I saw that the equipment had come
loose, the tube from the oxygen tank, and Alison was—was—" Her eyes filled
and she hid her face against my chest.

I said quietly, “You couldn’t have anticipated anything like that, Vicky. You
mustn’t condemn yourself for lack of omniscience.”

After a while she sat back and wanted to reminisce, to talk about their
childhood. She was touched by nostalgia and bittersweet memories. It was
good therapy. She even smiled once or twice.

When she finally ran out of words I began to talk. I put her completely into
the picture. I told her about my interviews, about my deductions and my
conclusions. I told her Alison had been used and that I needed her help—and
told her what 1 wanted her to do.

She sat quietly and brooded at me for a long moment, then she got up and
went to the telephone. She dialed a number and said in a wooden voice, “This
is Vicky. I thought you ought to know, Alison died this afternoon. I'm calling
you because she’d want me to. The funeral is Thursday. Services at Lambert’s
Mortuary—Oh, I see. Well, if you wish you can see her in the reposing room
this evening. I made arrangements at the hospital when they gave me a package
with Alison’s things. I'll be there myself at six. Please let her friends know.”

It was almost seven o’clock. I sat alone in Vicky’s apartment and waited. My
pupils had expanded to the growing darkness. A large brown parcel lay on the
coffee table. Behind me a closet door was open and waiting. Traffic sounds
were muted. I kept my head cocked, concentrating, an ear bent in the direction
of the hall door.

I was not quite sure how I’d play it if he came. I wasn’t even sure he’d come,
but then, without warning, the doorbell rang. It seemed abnormally loud. 1
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didn’t move. There was a pause and it rang again. Standard operating proce-
dure: ring first to make sure no one’s at home. I held my breath. Then it came,
a metallic fumbling at the lock. I glided quickly into the closet, leaving the
door slightly ajar, giving me an adequate angle of vision.

Hinges creaked and a pencil beam probed the darkness. A voice called softly,
“Vicky, are you home?” Silence. Overhead lights clicked on. He came into view
and I saw his eyes encompass the room in a quick circular sweep. He walked to
the coffee table, picked up the parcel, and tore open the wrapping. He spread
out the contents, staring at Alison’s clothes.

“It’s no use, Cowan,” I said, showing myself. “You won’t find them here.”

His head pitched sideways and he stood impaled, jaws rigid.

I said, “You’re one miserable, gold-plated, card-carrying, full-time rat.
Conning a naive and trusting little cupcake like Alison Korth into doing your
dirty work.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“That’s a dry hole, Cowan. Step out of it. You know what I’'m talking about.
Diamonds. Unset stones from Amsterdam. Your moonlighting sideline as a co-
pilot on Global. You suspected you were under surveillance and you got Alison
to smuggle a shipment off the plane and into the country for you. Concealed
on her person. That’s why you were clean when they fanned you at Kennedy
yesterday.”

His mouth was pinched. “You’ve got bats loose, Mr. Lawyer.”

“Save it, Cowan. The deal was blown when Alison had an accident and was
taken to the hospital. You thought the stones were discovered when she was
undressed and you sweated that one out. But when nothing happened you
began to wonder and reached a conclusion. The ambulance intern would have
to loosen her uniform to use his stethoscope, so he must have found the stuff
taped to her body. You checked him out and that’s why you knew his name
when I told you that the intern who’d treated Alison at the accident was a client
of mine.

“You asked me what happened to him. Why did anything have to have
happened to him? I'd go to the hospital if I wanted to see him because he
worked there, wouldn’t I? But you already knew what happened because you
made it happen. You broke into his apartment to search for the loot and you
heard him come back and you ambushed him. You hit him from behind, but
Jaffee’s not an easy man to cool, and even wounded he fought back. I don’t
know, maybe you even had help. Maybe you tried to make him talk.”

Cowan stood like a statue carved out of stone.

“You got nothing from Jaffee,” I said, “and nothing from his apartment. So
maybe you were wrong about him. Maybe Alison had concealed the stones
somewhere in her clothes and nobody had found them. That’s why you came
here tonight after Vicky told you she’d brought Alison’s belongings back here
to the apartment. You had to find out, and you knew Vicky would be at the
mortuary.”

He took a step toward me.
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“Careful,” I said. “You don’t think I'd tackle a murderer by myself.”

“Murderer?”

“Yes, Cowan. I'd make book on it. You’re a shrewd specimen. You had to
cover all contingencies. Suppose the hospital had found the diamonds and had
notified the cops and they were keeping a lid on it until they could question
Alison. A girl like her, she’d melt under heat. They could turn her inside out.
She’d make a clean breast of it, and you’d be blown. So she had to go. She had
to be eliminated. So you loitered and waited until you saw Vicky leave, and
then you managed to slip into Alison’s room and tamper with the equipment.
You cut off her oxygen and watched her die. The cops know what to look for
now and they’re checking the hospital equipment thoroughly for your prints.”

That tore it. He thought he could cut his losses by splitting, so he whirled
and slammed through the door. But I hadn’t been kidding. The cops were all
set for him outside in the corridor.

It seldom comes up roses for all.

Vicky lost her sister, but gained a suitor—me. U.S. Customs descended on
Jacques Sutro and seized the smuggled diamonds. Sutro’s lawyers attached
Jaffee’s bank account and recovered the $34,000 check he had deposited. Mr.
Sutro still wanted his four-grand cash and I referred him to Big Sam Tarloff.
Fat chance.

Allan Jaffee healed nicely. The episode may even have cured his gambling
addiction. He copped a plea on the gem charge and turned State’s evidence
against Ben Cowan. Cowan was going to be out of circulation until he was a
rickety old man. For me, representing Jaffee was an act of chairty. I never got
paid.

Only Nick Papadopolous emerged unscathed. The judge canceled forfeiture
of Jaffee’s bail bond and Papa got his money back. He was delirious. He
invited Vicky and me out to dinner. That was two weeks ago. We’re still trying
to digest the stuff.
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Money To Bumn

It had been snowing for two hours when Phil Madigan woke up at eight
o’clock and looked out his hotel-room window. The sight of the grey overcast
morning filled with calmly falling snow petrified him for a moment so that he
could only stare at it dumbly, hardly believing it to be real. But it was real, all
right; great big white snowflakes drifting down so serenely, already covering
the sidewalks and street and parked cars below. Yes, it’s real, all right, Madigan
thought, a wide smile breaking across his face.

He turned from the window and hurried through the connecting bath into
Sam’s room. He had to tell Sam right away.

Sam Hooper was sound asleep when Madigan rushed in and shook him
roughly by the shoulder. “Sam!” Madigan said urgently, “get up! It’s snowing,
Sam! It’s here; the snow’s here!”

Hooper, the older of the two by twenty years, did not have Madigan’s
capacity for coming fully awake the first thing in the morning. He had to
prepare himself to face the world, and he did so now, twisting and grunting and
yawning while his sleepy senses returned.

“What? What’s here?” he said sourly.

“The snow, Sam!” Madigan repeated excitedly. “It’s here! It’s here!”

What Madigan was saying got through to Sam Hooper then and he forced
himself awake, jumping out of bed and stumbling along with Madigan to the
nearest window. Together they stared down at the main street of the little town,
freshly whitened by the snow. They stared with eyes wide and mouths slightly
agape, as if they had never before seen such a phenomenon. Then they looked
at each other and smiled happily. It was here, they were thinking. The snow
was here at last.

They had been waiting for this, the first snowfall, for more than three weeks.
It usually came not later than the middle of October but this year it was way
overdue, for today was the twenty-third. Hooper had been complaining for the
last seven days, since the fifteenth came and went and no snow appeared, that
he would wait only one more day and then ditch the job; but each day he
decided to wait another, until now, finally, his patience had been rewarded. His
eyes shone with an eagerness to get on with the work at hand.

“What time is it?” he asked.
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“Ten past eight,” said Madigan.

“0.K., let’s get things moving. You check with the weather bureau while I get
dressed; then I’ll get everything together while you get ready.”

“Right.” Madigan hurried back into his own room.

Hooper went into the bathroom, washed, and began a fast shave. He could
hear Madigan on the phone getting the weather report. Their plans depended
on the forecast. Madigan had assured him a hundred times that it would be
favorable, that the first snowfall of the season was always a heavy one. It had
better be, thought Hooper now, or we’ll get caught just as sure as hell is hot.

He finished up and went back into his room and started dressing. Madigan
came in a minute later, grinning like a cat with a mouse under its paw.

“We’re set, Sam! Weather bureau says the snow is expected to continue for at
least six more hours. I told you, didn’t I, Sam? Didn’t I tell you?”

“Yeah, you told me, kid.”

“Hot dog! We're gonna pull it off, Sam. In a couple more hours we’re gonna
have money to burn!”

“Well, we ain’t got it yet,” said Hooper calmly, “and we won’t have it if you
don’t get cleaned up so we can hightail it out of here.”

“Sure, Sam, sure.” Madigan hurried into the bathroom, humming to him-
self.

Crazy kid, thought Hooper. Acting like some college punk that just made
the team. He'd better settle down or he’s liable to get a bullet in his gut.
Sticking up a bank is serious business.

Sam Hooper was the man to know, if anyone did, just how serious the
robbing of a bank could be. This would be his seventh bank. He had made it
away clean on four of them, had been caught on the other two. For the two on
which he had been caught he had spent a total of fourteen years in Federal
penitentiaries; five on the first, nine on the second. He was now forty-four
years old and had thought he was finished with this strongarm stuff.

For the past year, since getting out of Leavenworth, Hooper had led a quiet,
law-abiding existence; he had a rented room, ate in cafés, and worked nine
hours a day as a leather tanner, a trade he had picked up by courtesy of the
U.S. Bureau of Prisons. It wasn’t much of a life for a guy like Sam, a guy who
had lived it up in Miami and Mexico City, been used to fancy cars, fancy
clothes, and fancy dames; but at least he was able to look a cop in the eye and
not always have to be thinking about some job he could get busted for; at least
he could lay down a twenty for change without worrying about the bill being
marked; at least he could sleep nights. He hadn’t been setting the world on fire,
not by a long shot, but he had been doing all right.

And then the kid came along. Phil Madigan, his name was. A small-timer, a
candy-store burglar. Madigan was a real sports enthusiast—skin diving, ice
skating, skiing, the works. That was how he happened to run up on this job
they were getting ready to pull. He had been up in the mountains for some
winter sports the previous season and had come across a cabin high up toward
the peaks. It was a little place, just one average-sized room, Madigan had told
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him, and it was so far up that it was isolated from the time the first snow fell
until the spring thaw about four or five months later. It was owned by a real-
estate company down in the town of Preston where Hooper and Madigan were
now, and was rented out to fishermen during the trout season. A perfect place
to hide out, Madigan had said the first time he and Hooper met.

The kid had been referred to Hooper by one of the few contacts Sam still
retained in the underworld. Hooper had passed the word around that he was
out of business, that he intended to make it as a square after his last bit in
prison; but apparently he wasn’t taken too seriously because Phil Madigan
turned up at his room one night saying he had a hot bank job on the line and
had been told to look up Sam Hooper.

Sam listened to the plan out of a mixture of professional curiosity and sheer
boredom, after first making it plain that he had “retired.” But the more he
listened, the more interested he became. It began to sound as if the kid really
did have a sweet one waiting to be picked. So he took down all the particulars
of the job and told Madigan he would look it over and let him know in a few
days.

For the next two nights he worked the plan over and over in his mind and on
paper, trying to find some weakness in it, some flaw that would give him an
excuse to dump it; but each time he went over it, he came to the same
conclusion: it was a good, sound bank job that looked like it could be pulled
off very nicely if handled properly. And even though it was a small-town bank,
the take would probably be well worth the effort and risk involved.

Sam tried to think over the deal rationally. He knew if he got caught on
another bank job he’d be in prison until he was an old, old man. But the
temptation was just too much for him. He kept thinking how nice it would be
to have a briefcase full of money in his hand and step on a plane for Acapulco
again. In his mind danced pictures of new clothes, a shiny convertible, and
blondes—great big blondes.

The great big blondes did it. Sam Hooper decided to go the route one more
time.

He and Madigan began polishing up the plan. The most important detail—
the getaway and hideout—had already been taken care of with the little cabin
high up the mountain. The one big obstacle in hitting a bank in that area was
getting down the winding mountain highway before a roadblock could be set
up at the bottom. This was virtually impossible to do; that was why there had
never been a stickup in any of the resort towns that circled the mountain. But
Hooper and Madigan would eliminate that problem by going up instead of
down. It’s a perfect setup, Madigan had said. We pull the job on the day of the
first snowfall, then beat it up to this cabin. Nobody’ll ever think we’d do that.
The place is snowed in for at least four months. All we have to do is sit it out
until spring and then just kind of drift down through town one day like we
were early fishermen. Before anybody can notice us, we’ll be gone. Sure, it’ll be
dull and monotonous up there all alone for four months, but we can hold out.
And in the spring, we’ll have money to burn!

e



e ——

MONEY TO BURN 85

Hooper finished dressing and threw his extra clothes in a suitcase. Then he
sat down on the bed and gave their guns a final check. They had a .410-guage

- shotgun with a sawed-off barrel and two .38 revolvers. Each would carry a

revolver; in addition Madigan would handle the shotgun while Hooper col-
lected the money in the bank. Hooper also had a little .25 automatic he carried
in his hip pocket as an extra precaution. That was his hole card, his kicker, in
case somebody got the drop on them; not even Madigan knew he had it.

“Hey, snap it up!” he yelled to Madigan in the bathroom.

The younger man came in, drying his face with a hotel towel. “All set and
ready to get going,” he said.

“There’s your artillery,” Hooper told him, strapping his own shoulder hol-
ster in place. “Are you sure everything’s set in the cabin?”

“I told you, Sam, it’s all ready. I made a final check last week. There’s five
hundred bucks’ worth of food laid in; a six-hundred gallon tank of fuel oil; a
radio, four decks of cards, about a thousand magazines I got secondhand in
the city; and we got checkers, dominoes, Parcheesi—everything but a broad,
an’ I could have arranged that, too, if you'd let me.”

“Sure, sure,” said Hooper, “that’s all we’d need. We’ll be at each other’s
throats soon enough without having a dame to fight over. You don’t know how
it is being cooped up with the same guy day after day.”

Madigan smiled. “We’ll make it, Sam, I know we will. And when it’s ail over
we’ll have—”

“I know, 1 know,” Hooper interrupted, “we’ll have money to burn. Come on,
let’s get going or spring’ll be here before we even get started.”

Madigan got into his holster and rolled the shotgun up in newspaper. They
both put on heavy mackinaws, fur caps, and rubber overshoes. Then they got
their luggage and went downstairs to check out.

The bank opened at ten. Five minutes later Hooper and Madigan pulled up
outside and parked. They were driving a four-year-old coupe with heavy-duty
snow chains on the rear tires. Getting out, they ducked their heads against the
windblown snow and crossed the sidewalk to the bank entrance.

There were six people inside: three tellers, the manager, his secretary, and
one customer. Madigan remained just inside the door, folding the paper back
from the barrel of the shotgun so they could all see what it was.

“Don’t anybody move!” Hooper ordered, leveling his .38. “This is a holdup!”
His gaze swept across the three men in the teller cages. “If an alarm goes off, so
does that shotgun, understand? Everybody just stand or sit right where you are
and look down at the floor!”

When they were all very still, with Madigan moving the shotgun slowly back
and forth in an arc that covered the whole room, Hooper slipped the .38 into
his pocket and from under his coat drew out a large canvas bag which he
quickly unfolded. He hurried behind the railing and methodically emptied the
tellers’ cages of all currency. Then he stepped over to the bank manager’s desk
and pulled the man to his feet roughly. “Get the vault open!” he ordered coldly.
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The thick outer door of the vault was already standing open. The manager
fumbled with a ring of keys to open the barred inner door. When he finally got
it unlocked, Hooper pushed him inside and made him sit in a corner while he
systematically looted the bank’s reserve safe. Looks pretty good, he thought, as
he stuffed the sack with bundles of tens and twenties and a few stacks of fifties
and hundreds.

Finished, he stepped back out and snapped, “All right, everybody into the
vault! Come on, move!” He glanced at the big clock on the wall as the other
five people filed into the vault. They had been in the bank about seven or eight
minutes. Pretty good time, he thought.

Hooper slammed the barred door and locked everyone in the vault. “Take a
look,” he said to Madigan, hurrying toward the front door. Madigan peered
out at the street; he saw nothing but swirling snow. “Looks O.K.,” he told
Hooper.

“All right, let’s go!”

Madigan folded the newspaper back over the shotgun barrel, tucked it under
his arm, and opened the front door. Hooper stepped past him out of the bank
and went directly to the car. Madigan followed him, closing the door gently
behind him.

In the car, Madigan tossed the shotgun on the rear seat and started the
motor. Hooper kept the sack of money between his knees, his revolver ready on
top of it. The windshield wipers threw the loose snow away, giving them each a
picture of the street up ahead. It was nearly deserted. Madigan guided the car
slowly away from the curb and down the street.

Five minutes later they were out of town and approaching the curve where
the highway began its winding descent to the lowlands.

“How’s it look?” Madigan asked excitedly, nodding toward the sack of
money.

“Pretty good, I think,” said Hooper. “Looked like maybe fifty or sixty
grand.”

Madigan grinned and went back to concentrating on the road. Where the
highway curved downward, they turned off into a gravel road almost hidden by
the snow. Their chains crunched noisily and caught and the car lumbered up a
slight incline. As they gradually moved upward from the highway, Hooper
looked back and saw fresh snow already beginning to fill their tracks.

Fifteen minutes later they reached a ridge where the road leveled off momen-
tarily. Madigan shifted to neutral and pulled on the brake. Hooper took a pair
of binoculars from the glove compartment and they got out. Taking turns with
the glasses, they looked back down the mountain. The first section of their
tracks leading off the highway were now completely covered and there was a
fresh layer of unmarked snow on the highway itself.

“Perfect,” said Madigan. “Just like I told you, huh, Sam? First snowfall is
always heavy.”

“Just like you told me, kid,” Hooper admitted. He turned his gaze upward.
“How long will it take us to get to the cabin?”
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“About three hours, from the looks of the snow.”
Hooper turned back to the car. “Well, let’s get going.”

It was nearly two in the afternoon when the car pulled up the last steep grade
and made the top ridge. They were high up now, in a primitive part of the great
mountain range, where the sky looked strangely close to them, where there was
nothing visible except snow-covered pine trees, where the air was exhaustingly
thin, the cold sharp and painful.

Hooper looked back down the road. “Are you sure nobody can follow us up
here?”

Madigan shook his head emphatically. “By the time the snow stops, this
road and everything around it will be in drifts up to eight feet deep. And it’ll
stay like that until the spring thaw. It would be impossible for a car to even go
down, much less come up.”

Hooper looked around at the white wasteland on all sides of them. “Where’s
the cabin?” he asked.

“Just up ahead.”

The car moved through snow already deep across the rutted, narrow little
road, and crawled slowly around a thick group of trees into a small clearing.
There, with three feet of snow drifted up against it, sat the little cabin.

“Home sweet home,” said Madigan as he drove up as close as he could and
cut the motor. They got out of the car.

“We’ll have to dig our way in, looks like,” said Hooper.
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