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FRANCIS M. NEVINS, JR.

Noir. Any French dictionary will tell you that the word’s primary
meaning is black, dark, or gloomy. But since the mid-1940s and when
used with the nouns roman (novel) or film, the adjective has de-
veloped a specialized meaning, referring to the kind of bleak, disillu-
sioned study in the poetry of terror that flourished in American
mystery fiction during the 1930s and 1940s and in American crime
movies during the 1940s and 1950s. The hallmarks of the noir style
are fear, guilt and loneliness, breakdown and despair, sexual obses-
sion and social corruption, a sense that the world is controlled by
malignant forces preying on us, a rejection of happy endings and a
preference for resolutions heavy with doom, but always redeemed by
a breathtakingly vivid poetry of word (if the work was a novel or
story) or image (if it was a movie).

During the 1940s many American books of this sort were published
in French translation in a long-running series called the Série Noire,
and at the end of World War II, when French film enthusiasts were
exposed for the first time to Hollywood’s cinematic analogue of those
books, they coined film noir as a phrase to describe the genre. What
Americans of those years tended to dismiss as commercial entertain-
ments the French saw as profound explorations of the heart of dark-
ness, largely because noir was so intimately related to the themes of
French existentialist writers like Sartre and Camus and because the
bleak world of roir spoke to the despair which so many in Europe
were experiencing after the nightmare years of war and occupation
and genocide. By the early 1960s cinephiles in the United States had
virtually made an American phrase out of film noir and had
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x / Introduction

acclaimed this type of movie as one of the most fascinating genres to
emerge from Hollywood. Noir directors—not only the giants like
Alfred Hitchcock (in certain moods) and Fritz Lang but relative
unknowns like Edgar G. Ulmer, Jacques Tourneur, Robert Siodmak,
Joseph H. Lewis, and Anthony Mann—were hailed as visual poets
whose cinematic style made the bleakness of their films not only
palatable but fantastically exciting.

Several first-rate books on this movie genre have recently been
published in the United States, and one can attend courses on film
noir at any number of colleges. But there has not yet developed a
corresponding interest in the doom-haunted novels and tales of sus-
pense in which film noir had its roots. Although Dashiell Hammett
and Raymond Chandler, the poets of big-city corruption, and James
M. Cain, the chronicler of sexual obsession, have received the fame
they deserve, the names of countless other noir writers are known
primarily to specialists.

Names like Cornell Woolrich.

Woolrich was born on December 4, 1903, to parents whose marriage
collapsed in his youth. Much of his childhood was spent in Mexico
with his father, a civil engineer. At age eight, the experience of
seeing a traveling French company perform Puccini’s Madame But-
terfly in Mexico City gave Woolrich a sudden sharp insight into color
and drama and his first taste of tragedy. Three years later he under-
stood fully that someday, like Cio-Cio-San, he too would have to die,
and from then on he was haunted by a sense of doom that never left
him.

During adolescence he lived with his mother and maternal rela-
tives in New York City, and in 1921 he entered Columbia College. It
was there that he began writing fiction, and he quit school in his
junior year to pursue his dream of becoming another F. Scott Fitz-
gerald. His first novel, Cover Charge (1926), chronicled the lives and
loves of the Jazz Age’s gilded youth in the manner of his and his whole
generation’s literary idol. This book was followed by the prize-
winning Children of the Ritz (1927), whose success propelled Wool-
rich to Hollywood as a screenwriter, a job at which he failed, and into
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a brief marriage, at which, being homosexual, he failed even worse.
Before long he fled back to New York and his mother. For the next
quarter century he lived with her in residential hotels, going out only
when it was absolutely essential, trapped in a bizarre love-hate
relationship which dominated his external world just as the inner
world of his later fiction reflects in its tortured patterns the strangler
grip in which his mother and his own inability to love a woman held
him.

From 1934 until his death in 1968, this tormented recluse all but
created what we know as noir, writing dozens of haunting tales of
suspense, despair, and lost love, set in a universe controlled by
diabolical powers. During the ’30s his work appeared only in pulp
magazines like Black Mask and Detective Fiction Weekly. Then, be-
ginning with The Bride Wore Black (1940), he launched his so-called
Black Series of suspense novels—which appeared in France as part of
the Série Noire and led the French to acclaim him as a master of bleak
poetic vision. Much of his reputation still rests on those novels and on
the other suspense classics originally published under his
pseudonyms William Irish and George Hopley. Throughout the '40s
and ’50s Woolrich’s publishers issued numerous hardcover and
paperback collections of his short stories. Many of his novels and
tales were adapted into movies, including such fine films noirs as
Tourneur’s The Leopard Man (1943), Siodmak’s Phantom Lady
(1944), Roy William Neill’s Black Angel (1946), Maxwell Shane’s
Fear in the Night (1947), and, most famous of all, Hitchcock’s Rear
Window (1954). Even more of Woolrich’s work was turned into radio
and later into television drama. But despite overwhelming financial
and critical success his life remained a wretched mess, and when his
mother died in 1957 he cracked. From then until his own death
eleven years later he lived alone, his last few months spent in a
wheelchair after the amputation of a gangrenous leg, wracked by
diabetes and alcoholism and homosexual self-contempt. But the best
of his final “tales of love and despair” are still gifted with the magic
touch that chills the heart, and in a title for a story he never wrote he
captured the essence of his noir world in six words.

First you dream, then you die.
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Woolrich wrote all sorts of stories, including quasi-police procedu-
rals, rapid-action whizbangs, and tales of the occult, and all three
varieties are represented in this collection. But he’s best known as
the master of pure suspense, the writer who could evoke with almost-
more-than-human power the desperation of those who walk the city’s
darkened streets and the terror that lurks at noonday in the most
commonplace settings. In his hands even such clichéd storylines as
the race to save the innocent person from the electric chair and the
amnesiac hunting his lost self resonate with anguish. Woolrich’s
world is a feverish place where the prevailing emotions are loneliness
and fear and the prevailing action—as in his classics “Three O’Clock”
(1938) and “Guillotine” (1939)—the race against time and death. His
most characteristic detective stories end with the realization that no
rational account of events is possible, and his suspense stories tend to
close with terror not dissipated but omnipresent, like God.

The typical Waolrich settings are the seedy hotel, the cheap dance
hall, the rundown movie house and the precinct station backroom.
The dominant reality in his world is the Depression, and Woolrich
has no peers when it comes to describing a frightened little guy in a
tiny apartment with no money, no job, a hungry wife and children,
and anxiety eating him like a cancer. If a Woolrich protagonist is in
love, the beloved is likely to vanish in such a way that he not only
can’t find her but can’t convince anyone she ever existed. Or, in
another classic Woolrich situation, the protagonist comes to after a
blackout—caused by amnesia, drugs, hypnosis, or whatever—and
little by little becomes certain that he committed a murder or other
crime while out of himself. The police are rarely sympathetic; in fact
they are the earthly counterparts of the malignant powers above and
their main function is to torment the helpless.

All we can do about this nightmare we live in is to create, if we are
very lucky, a few islands of love and trust to sustain us and help us
forget. But love dies while the lovers go on living, and Woolrich excels
at making us watch while relationships corrode. He knew the horrors
that both love and lovelessness can breed, yet he created very few
irredeemably evil characters; for with whoever loves or needs love,
Woolrich identifies, all of that person’s dark side notwithstanding.

Purely as technical exercises, many of Woolrich’s novels and
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stories are awful. They don’t make the slightest bit of sense. And that
of course is the point: neither does life. Nevertheless some of his tales,
usually thanks to outlandish coincidence, manage to end quite hap-
pily. But since he never used a series character, the reader can never
know in advance whether a particular Woolrich story will be light or
dark, allégre or noir—which is one of many reasons why his stories
are so hauntingly suspenseful.
Including the thirteen collected here.

Woolrich’s dream of being the next Scott Fitzgerald was killed by the
Depression, and during 1933 he wasn’t able to sell a single word.
Then in the spring of 1934 a second chance opened up for him, and he
began writing a new kind of story for a market he hadn’t considered
before, the pulp mystery magazines. His success in this genre was as
rapid as his early success in the mainstream. His first three crime
stories appeared later that year in Detective Fiction Weekly and Dime
Detective, and ten more were published in 1935 in those magazines
plus Dime Mystery and Argosy. In these thirteen tales, collected here,
he introduced a huge number of the themes and elements and devices
that we think of as peculiarly his own.

His earliest published suspense story, “Death Sits in the Dentist’s
Chair” (Detective Fiction Weekly, August 4, 1934), features not only
some revealing glimpses of New York City in the pit of the Depres-
sion but also a typically bizarre murder method and a taste of count-
less races-against-the-clock in future stories when the protagonist
frantically tries to get the poison removed from his body before it kills
him. “Walls That Hear You” (Detective Fiction Weekly, August 18,
1934) opens with the demonic invading the narrator’s life as he finds
his younger brother with all ten fingers cut off and his tongue severed
at the roots. “Preview of Death” (Dime Detective, November 15, 1934)
harks back to Woolrich’s brief screenwriting stint in Hollywood,
utilizes a grisly means of death which actually killed an actress years
before,* and introduces the first of Woolrich’s dozens of cop protago-

*In 1923, while shooting the Civil War film The Warrens of Virginia, actress Martha
Mansfield was burned to death when someone threw a lit match on the ground and her
flammable hoopskirt was ignited, turning her into a living torch. One of the scenes in
Woolrich’s precrime novel Times Square (1929) is also based on this incident.
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nists. “Murder in Wax” (Dime Detective, March 1, 1935), which he
later cannibalized for part of his classic 1943 novel The Black Angel,
is the first Woolrich story to be narrated in first person by a woman.
“The Body Upstairs” (Dime Detective, April 1, 1935) is a more-or-less
straightforward detective tale, except for its subtext of innocent
parties being casually tortured by the police: the cops stick lighted
cigarettes into the husband’s armpits till he’s about to confess, at
which point the homicide dick in charge chews the husband out as a
weak sister! “Kiss of the Cobra” (Dime Detective, May 1, 1935) is
another story of the invasion of everyday by demonic forces, and even
though the situation is wilder than one usually encounters in Wool-
rich—the narrator’s widower father brings home as his new bride a
Hindu snake priestess complete with snake—the duel of poisoned
cigarettes at the climax could have been written by no one else. “Red
Liberty” (Dime Detective, July 1, 1935) combines the detective tale
with woiking-class cop protagonist and a meticulously portrayed
setting inside the Statue of Liberty, the first of many New York
landmarks Woolrich used in his crime fiction. “Dark Melody of Mad-
ness” (Dime Mystery, July 1935), better known under its reprint title
“Papa Benjamin,” presents the first of Woolrich’s fate-doomed ex-
istential fugitives, a jazz composer-bandleader who’s cursed by a
New Orleans voodoo cult. “The Corpse and the Kid” (Dime Detective,
September 1935), also known as “Boy with Body,” is the earliest
Woolrich story of pure nail-biting suspense: a young man finds that
his father has killed his slut stepmother and desperately tries to
cover up by wrapping the woman’s body in a rug and carrying it
across part of New Jersey to the rendezvous where her lover is
waiting. In “Dead on Her Feet” (Dime Detective, December 1935)
Woolrich borrows the dance-marathon motif that his pulp confrere
Horace McCoy had used earlier that year in his classic noir novel
They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?, but Woolrich’s version features one
of the most sadistic and psychotic of all his cop characters and one of
the most chilling climaxes in any crime story. In “The Death of Me”
(Detective Fiction Weekly, December 7,1935) he borrows from another
noir masterpiece, James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice
(1934), for the climax of a powerful story about a man who tries to
bury his past self and start life over again. “The Showboat Murders”
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(Detective Fiction Weekly, December 14, 1935) is the first of Woolrich’s
nonstop fast-action whizbangs, with another woiking-stiff cop hero, a
setting clearly suggested by Oscar Hammerstein and Jerome Kern’s
blockbuster musical comedy of 1927, and, as usual in Woolrich tales
of this sort, a concern with precise details of physical movement even
during frenzied pursuit. And “Hot Water” (Argosy, December 28,
1935) is another whizbang, this one based on Woolrich’s memories of
Hollywood and its stars’ below-the-border playgrounds in the transi-
tion time between the silent and talking eras.

By the end of that year he was a professional mystery writer and
from then till the end of his life he wrote little else. His 1935 earnings
totaled $2487.00, a sum on which in those days a man and his mother
could live. More important, by the end of the year Woolrich had set in
place an untold number of the building blocks of his roir universe.
Darkness at Dawn shows us what a superb writer and craftsman of
suspense he was even at the start of his new career.

After his death in 1968, a fragment was found among his papers in
which he tried to explain his life’s work. “I was only trying to cheat
death,” he wrote. “I was only trying to surmount for a little while the
darkness that all my life I surely knew was going to come rolling in on
me some day and obliterate me.” In the end, of course, like Cio-Cio-
San and all of us, he had to die. But as long as there are readers to be
haunted by the fruit of his life, by the way he took his wretched
psychological environment and his sense of entrapment and loneli-
ness and turned them into poetry of the shadows, the world Woolrich
imagined lives.












Death Sits in the
Dentist’s Chair

There was another patient ahead of me in the waiting room. He was
sitting there quietly, humbly, with all the terrible resignation of the
very poor. He wasn’t all jittery and alert like I was, but just sat there
ready to take anything that came, head bowed a little as though he
had found life just a succession of hard knocks. His gaze met mine and
I suppose he could tell how uncomfortable I was by the look on my
face, but instead of grinning about it or cracking wise he put himself
out to encourage me, cheer me up. When I thought of this afterward it
did something to me.

“He not hurt you,” he murmured across to me confidentially.
“Odder dantist say he very good, you no feel notting at all when he
drill.”

I showed my gratitude by offering him a cigarette. Misery loves
company.

With that, Steve Standish came in from the back, buttoning his
white jacket. The moment he saw me professional etiquette was
thrown to the winds. “Well, well, Rodge, so it’s finally come to this,
has it? I knew I'd get you sooner or later!” And so on and so on.

I gave a weak grin and tried to act nonchalant. Finally he said in
oh, the most casual manner, “Come on in, Rodge, and let’s have a lock
at you.”

I suddenly discovered myself to be far more considerate of others
than I had hitherto suspected. “This—er, man was here ahead of me,
Steve.” Anything to gain five minutes’ time.

He glanced at his other patient, carelessly but by no means un-
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kindly or disdainfully. “Yes, but you've got to get down to your
office—he probably has the day off. You in a hurry?” he asked.

“Thass all right, I no mine, I got no work,” the man answered
affably.

“No, Steve, I insist,” I said.

“Okay, if that’s the way you feel about it,” he answered genially.
“Be right with you.” And he ushered the other patient inside ahead of
him. I saw him wink at the man as he did so, but at the moment I
didn’t much care what he thought of my courage. No man is a hero to
his dentist.

And not long afterwards I was to wonder if that little attack of
“cold feet” hadn’t been the luckiest thing that ever happened to me.

Steve closed his office door after him, but the partition between the
two rooms had evidently been put in long after everything else in the
place. It was paper-thin and only reached three-quarters of the way
up; every sound that came from the other side was perfectly audible
to me where I sat, fidgeting and straining my ears for indications of
anguish. But first of all there was a little matter of routine to be gone
through. “I guess I'll have to take your name and pedigree myself,”
Steve’s voice boomed out jovially. “It’s my assistant’s day off.”

“Amato Saltone, plizz.”

“And where do you live, Amato?” Steve had a way with these
people. Not patronizing, just forthright and friendly.

“Two twanny Thirr Avenue. If you plizz, mista.”

There was a slight pause. I pictured Steve jotting down the in-
formation on a card and filing it away. Then he got down to business.
“Now what seems to be the trouble?”

The man had evidently adjusted himself in the chair, meanwhile.
Presumably he simply held his mouth open and let Steve find out for
himself, because it was again Steve who spoke: “This one?” I visual-
ized him plying his mirror now and maybe playing around with one of
those sharp little things that look like crocheting needles. All at once
his voice had become impatient, indignant even. “What do you call
that thing you’ve got in there? I never saw a filling like it in my life.
Looks like the Boulder Dam! Who put it in for you—some brick-
layer?”
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“Docata Jones, Feefatty-nine Stree,” the man said.

“Never heard of him. He send you here to me?” Steve asked
sharply. “You'd think he’d have decency enough to clean up his own
messes! I suppose there wasn’t enough in it for him. Well, that
headstone you’ve got in there is going to come out first of all, and you
just pay me whatever you can afford as we go along. I'd be ashamed to
let a man walk out of my office with a botched-up job like that in his
mouth!” He sounded bitter about it.

The next thing that came to my ears was the faint whirring of the
electric drill, sounding not much louder than if there had been a fly
buzzing around the room over my head.

I heard Steve speak just once more, and what he said was the
immemorial question of the dentist, “Hurting you much?” The man
groaned in answer, but it was a most peculiar groan. Even at the
instant of hearing it it struck me that there was something different
about it. It sounded so hollow and faraway, as though it had come
from the very depths of his being, and broke off so suddenly at the
end.

He didn’t make another sound after that. But whatever it was it
had taken more than a mere twinge of pain to make him groan like
that. Or was it just my own overwrought nerves that made me
imagine it?

An instant later I knew I had been right. Steve’s voice told me that
something out of the ordinary had happened just then. “Here, hold
your head up so I can get at you,” he said. At first jokingly, and then—
“Here! Here! What’s the matter with you?” Alarm crept in. “Wake up,
will you? Wake up!” Alarm turned into panic. “Rodge!” he called out
to me.

But I was on my feet already and half across the waiting room, my
own trivial fears a thing of the past. He threw the door open before I
got to it and looked out at me. His face was white. “This fellow—
something’s happened to him, he’s turning cold here in the chair and I
can’t bring him to!”

I brushed past him and bent over the figure huddled in the chair.
Horrible to relate, his mouth was still wide open in the position Steve
had had it just now. I touched his forehead; it was already cooler by
far than the palm of my hand and clammy to the touch. I tried to rouse
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him by shaking him, no good, then felt for his heart. There was no
heart any more. Steve was on the other side of him, holding his dental
mirror before the open mouth. We both watched it fascinatedly; it
stayed clear as crystal.

“He’s gone,” I muttered. “What do you make of it?”

“I'm going to try oxygen,” Steve babbled. “It may have been his
heart—" He was hauling down a big, clumsy looking cylinder from a
shelf with jerky, spasmodic movements that showed how badly
shaken he was. “You’d better send in a call for an ambulance.”

The phone was outside in the waiting room; that didn’t take any
time at all. When I came back there was a mask over his face and a
tube leading from his mouth to the cylinder. Steve was just standing
there helplessly. Every few seconds he’d touch a little wheel-shaped
valve on the cylinder, but the indicator showed that it was already as
wide open as it could go. “Keep your hand on his heart,” he said to me
hoarsely.

It was no use. By the time the ambulance doctor and a policeman
got there (with a deafening crashing of the rigged-up doorbell appa-
ratus) Steve had taken the tube out of his mouth and turned off the
flow of oxygen from the cylinder.

“Gave him nearly the whole tank,” I remember his saying to me.

The ambulance doctor took one look at him as he came in and
then told us what we already knew. “All up, eh?” he said. He then
stretched him out on the floor, of all places, with the help of the cop,
and began to examine him. I cleared out of the room at this point and
sat down to wait outside—fully imagining I was being big-hearted
and staying on of my own free will to brace Steve up instead of going
somewhere more cheerful. It would all be over in another five or ten
minutes, I thought unsuspectingly, and then maybe Steve and I
better go and have a drink together some place and both of us take the
rest of the day off.

The patrolman came out to me and asked ifI'd been in there when it
happened. I told him no, I'd been out here waiting my turn. I was
about to add for no particular reason that I was a very good friend of
Steve’s and not just a stray patient, when things began to happen
rapidly.

So far everything had been just pure routine on their part. But now
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the ambulance doctor finished his examination and came out, kit in
hand, Steve trailing after him. What he had to say was to the police-
man though and not to Steve at all. “It wasn’t his heart,” he said.
“Better phone Headquarters and tell the coroner to come up here. He
might want to bring a couple of boys with him.”

“What’s up?” Steve tried to sound casual but he wasn'’t very good at
it. The cop was already at the phone.

“Not natural causes at all,” the doctor said grimly. He wouldn’t say
anything more than that. The shrug he gave plainly meant, “It’s not
my job.” I thought he looked at Steve a little peculiarly as he turned to
go. The hideous bell had another spasm of its jangling and the door
closed after him.

I1

The cop became noticeably less friendly after that; he remained
standing to one side of the door and had a watchful air about him.
Once when Steve made a move to go back into the other room for
something his upper lip lifted after the manner of a mastiff with a
bone and he growled warningly, “Take it easy, fellow.” Nice boy he
was—as long as you were on his side of the fence.

They didn’t take long to get there, the coroner and “a couple of the
boys.” They looked more like high-powered real estate agents to me,
but this was the first time I'd even been in the same room with a
detective.

“What’s about it?” began one of them, lingering with us while the
coroner and his pal went on inside and got busy.

Steve told him the little there was to tell; the man had climbed into
his chair, Steve had started to drill, and the man had gone out like a
light. No, he’d never treated him before, never even laid eyes on him
until five minutes before he’d died.

That was all there was to this first session, a harmless little chat,
you might call it. The cop went back to his beat, a stretcher arrived,
and poor Amato Saltone departed, his troubles at an end. Steve’s,
though, were just beginning—and possibly mine with them. The
second detective came out with the coroner, and the atmosphere,
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which hadn’t been any too cordial, all at once became definitely
hostile.

“Cyanide of potassium,” snapped the coroner. “Just enough to
kill—not a grain more, not a grain less. I pumped his stomach, but the
traces were all over the roof of his mouth and the lining of his throat
anyway. I'll hold him on the ice in case they want a more thorough
going-over later.” And he too departed. That bell was driving me
slowly insane.

The second detective held the inner door open and said, “Come
inside, Dr. Standish.” It wasn’t said as politely as it reads in print.

I've already mentioned that every word spoken could be heard
through or over the partition. But I was only allowed to hear the
opening broadside—and that was ominous enough, Lord knows.
“Where do you keep your cyanide, Dr. Standish?”

The detective who had remained with me, as soon as he realized
what the acoustics of the place were, immediately suggested with
heavy emphasis: “Let’s just step out in the hall.”

After we'd been standing out there smoking awhile Steve’s office
phone rang. My guardian took it upon himself to answer it, making
sure that I came with him, so I had a chance to overhear the wind-up
of Steve’s quizzing. The call itself was simply from a patient, and the
detective took pains to inform her that Dr. Standish had cancelled all
appointments for the rest of that day.

I didn’t like the way that sounded; nor did I like the turn the
questioning had taken.

“So a man that’s going to commit suicide goes to all the trouble of
having a cavity filled in his mouth just before he does it, does he?”
Steve’s interlocutor was saying as we came in. “What for—to make
himself beautiful for St. Peter?”

Steve was plenty indignant by now. “You’ve got a nerve trying to
tack anything on me! He may have eaten something deadly outside
without knowing it and then only got the effects after he was in my
chair.”

“Not cyanide, pal, it works instantly. And it isn’t given away for
nothing either. A fellow of that type would have jumped off a subway
platform, it’s cheaper. Where would he have the money or drag to buy
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cyanide? He probably couldn’t even pronounce the name. Now why
don’t you make it easy for yourself and admit that you had an
accident?”

Steve’s voice broke. “Because I had nothing to do with it,
accidentally or otherwise!”

“So you’re willing to have us think you did it purposely, eh?
Keenan!” he called out.

We both went in there, Keenan just a step in back of me to guide
me.

“There’s no trace of where he kept it hidden, but it’s all over his
drill thick as jam,” Keenan’s teammate reported. He detached the
apparatus from the tripod it swung on, carefully wrapped it in tissue
paper, and put it in his pocket. He turned to Steve.

“I'm going to book you,” he said. “Come on, you’re coming down to
Headquarters with me.”

Steve swayed a little, then got a grip on himself. “Am I under
arrest?” he faltered.

“Well,” remarked the detective sarcastically, “this is no invitation
to a Park Avenue ball.”

“What about this fellow?” Keenan indicated me. “Bring him along
too?”

“He might be able to contribute a little something,” was the reply.

So down to Headquarters we went and I lost sight of Steve as soon
as we got there. They kept me waiting around for awhile and then
questioned me. But I could tell that I wasn’t being held as an acces-
sory. I suppose my puffed-out cheek was more in my favor than
everything else put together. Although why a man suffering from
toothache would be less likely to be an accessory to murder than
anyone else I fail to see. They didn’t even look to see if it was phony;
for all they knew I could have had a wad of cotton stuffed in there.

I told them everything there was to tell (they asked me, you bet!)—
not even omitting to mention the cigarette I had given the man when
we were both sitting in the waiting room. It was only after I'd said
this that I realized how bad it sounded for me if they cared to look at it
in that way. The cyanide could just as easily have been concealed in
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that cigarette. Luckily they’d already picked up and examined the
butt (he hadn’t had time to smoke more than half of it) and found it to
be okay. Who says the innocent don’t run as great a risk as the guilty?

1 told them all I could about Steve and, as soon as I was cleared and
told I could go home, I embarked on a lengthy plea in his defense,
assuring them they were making the biggest mistake of their lives.

“What motive could he possibly have?” I declaimed. “Check up on
him, you’ll find he has a home in Forest Hills, a car, a walloping
practice, goes to all the first nights at the theatre! What did that
jobless Third Avenue slob have that 2e needed? Why I heard him with
my own ears tell the guy not to be in a hurry about paying up! Where’s
your motive? They came from two different worlds!”

All I got was the remark, Why didn’t I join the squad and get paid
for my trouble, and the suggestion, Why didn’t I go home now?

One of them, Keenan, who turned out to be a rather likable sort
after all, took me aside (but toward the door) and explained very
patiently as to a ten-year-old child: “There’s only three possibilities
in this case, see? Suicide, accidental poisoning, and poisoning on
purpose. Now your own friend himself is the one that has blocked up
the first two, not us. We were willing to give him every chance, in the
beginning. But no, he insists the guy didn’t once lift his hands from
under that linen apron to give the stuff to himself—take it out of his
pocket and pop it in his mouth, for instance. Standish claims he never
even once turned his back on him while he was in the chair, and that
the fellow’s hands stayed folded in his lap under the bib the whole
time. Says he noticed that because everyone else always grabs the
arms of the chair and hangs on. So that’s out.

“And secondly he swears he has never kept any such stuff around
the place as cyanide, in any shape or form, so it couldn’t have gotten
on the drill by accident. So that’s out too. What have you got left?
Poisoning on purpose—which has a one-word name: murder. That’s
all today—and be sure you don’t leave town until after the trial, you’ll
be needed on the witness stand.”

But I turned and followed him back inside and started all over
again. Finally when I saw that it was no use, I tried to go bail for
Steve, but they told me I couldn’t spring him until after he'd been
indicted.
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Ispent the rest of the night with a wet handkerchief pasted against
my cheek, doing heavy thinking. Every word Steve and the victim
had spoken behind the partition passed before me in review. “Where
do you live, Amato? Two-twanny Thirr Avenue, mista.” I'd start in
from there.

I took an interpreter down there with me, a fellow on my own office
staff who knew a little of everything from Eskimo to Greek. I wasn’t
taking any chances. Amato himself had been no Lowell Thomas, I
could imagine what his family’s English would be like!

There seemed to be dozens of them; they lived in a cold-water flat on
the third floor rear. The head of the clan was Amato’s rather stout
wife. I concentrated on her; when a fellow has a toothache he’ll
usually tell his wife all about it quicker than his aunts or nieces or
nephews.

“Ask her where this Dr. Jones lived that sent him to Standish.”

She didn’t know, Amato hadn’t even told her what the man’s name
was. Hadn’t they a bill from the man to show me? (I wanted to prove
that Amato had been there.) No, no bill, but that didn’t matter
because Amato couldn’t read anyway, and even if he had been able to,
there was no money to pay it with.

If he couldn’t read, I persisted, how had he known where to find a
dentist?

She shrugged. Maybe he was going by and saw the dentist at work
through a window.

I went through the entire family, from first to last, and got no-
where. Amato had done plenty of howling and calling on the saints in
the depths of the night, and even kept some of the younger children
quiet at times by letting them look at his bad tooth, but as for telling
them where, when, or by whom it had been treated, it never occurred
to him.

So I was not only no further but I had even lost a good deal of
confidence. “Docata Jones” began to look pretty much like a myth.
Steve hadn’t known him, either. But the man had said Fifty-ninth
Street. With all due respect for the dead, I didn’t think Amato had
brains enough to make up even that little out of his head. I'd have to
try that angle next, and unaided, since Amato’s family had turned
out to be a flop.
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I tackled the phone book first, hoping for a short cut. Plenty of
Joneses, D.D.S., but no one on 59th. Nor even one on 57th, 58th, or
60th, in case Amato was stupid enough not even to know which street
he’d been on. The good old-fashioned way was all that was left. At
that, there have been dentists before now who couldn’t afford a
telephone.

IT1

I swallowed a malted milk, tied a double knot in my shoelaces, and
started out on foot, westward from the Queensboro Bridge. I went
into every lobby, every hallway, every basement; I scanned every
sign in every window, every card in every mail box. I consulted every
superintendent in every walk-up, every starter in every elevator
building, every landlady in every rooming house.

I followed the street west until it became fashionable Central Park
South (I hadn’t much hope there), then further still as it turned into
darkest San Juan Hill, gave a lot of attention to the Vanderbilt Clinic
at 10th Avenue, and finally came smack up against the speedway
bordering the Hudson, with my feet burning me like blazes. No
results. No Jones. It took me all of the first day and most of the second.
At 2 p.M. Thursday I was back again at the Bridge (I'd taxied back,
don’t worry).

I got out and stood on the corner smoking a cigarette. I'd used the
wrong method, that was all. I'd been rational about it, Amato had
been instinctive. What had his wife said? He was going by and most
likely saw some dentist working behind a window and that decided
him. I'd been looking for a dentist, he hadn’t—until he happened on
one. I'd have to put myself in his place to get the right set-up.

I walked back two blocks to 3rd Avenue and started out afresh from
that point on. He had lived on 3rd Avenue, so he had probably walked
all the way up it looking for work until he got to 59th, and then turned
either east or west. West there was a department store on one side, a
five-and-ten and a furniture store on the other; they wouldn’t interest
him. East there were a whole line of mangy little shops and stalls; I
turned east. I trudged along; I was Amato now, worrying about where
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my next half dollar was coming from, not thinking about my tooth at
all—at least not just at that moment.

A shadow fell before me on the sidewalk. I looked up. A huge,
swaying, papier-méché gold tooth was hanging out over the doorway.
It was the size of a football at least. Even Amato would have known
what it was there for. Maybe he’d gotten a bad twinge just then. The
only trouble was—I'd seen it myself yesterday, it was almost the first
thing that had caught my eye when I started out. I'd investigated, you
may be sure. And the card on the window said “Dr. Carter” as big as
life. That was out—or was it? Amato couldn’t read; “Carter” wouldn’t
mean any more to him than “Jones.” But then where had he gotten
“Jones” from? Familiar as it is, it would have been as foreign to him
as his own name was to me.

No use going any further, though. If that gold tooth hadn’t made up
Amato’s mind for him, nothing else the whole length of the street
could have. I was on the point of going in anyway, just for a quick once
over, but a hurried glance at my own appearance decided me not to.
Serge business suit, good hat, dusty but well-heeled shoes. Whatever
had happened to Amato, if he had gone in there, wasn’t likely to
happen to anyone dressed like I was. If I was going to put myself in
his place, I ought at least to try to look like him. And there were a few
other things, too, still out of focus.

Ijumped in a cab and chased down to Headquarters. I didn’t think
they’'d let me see Steve, but somehow I managed to wangle it out of
them. I suppose Keenan had a hand in it. And then too, Steve hadn'’t
cracked yet, that may have had something to do with it.

“What enemies have you?” I shot out. There wasn’t much time.

“None,” he said. "I never harmed anyone in my life.”

“Think hard,” I begged. “You’ve got to help me. Maybe way back,
maybe some little thing.”

“Nope,” he insisted cynically, “my life’s been a bed of roses until
day before yesterday.” He had a purple eye at the moment and a
forty-eight-hour beard.

I turned cynical myself. “Let’s skip it then and look at it the other
way around. Who are your best friends—outside of myself?”

He ran over a list of names as long as a timetable. He left out one,
though. “And Dave Carter?” I supplied. “Know him?”
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He nodded cheerfully. “Sure, but how did you know? We used to be
pretty chummy. I haven’t seen him in years, though; we drifted apart.
We started out together, both working in the same office I have now.
Then he moved out on me, thought he could do better by himself, I
guess.”

“And did he?”

“He hit the skids. All the patients kept on coming to me, for some
reason, and he just sat there in his spic-and-span office twiddling his
thumbs. Inside of six months the overhead was too much for him and
here’s the payoff: he ended up by having to move into a place ten
times worse than the one he’d shared with me. What with one thing
and another I lent him quite a bit of money which I never got back.”

“And did he turn sour on you?”

“Not at all, that’s the funny part of it. Last time I saw him he
slapped me on the back and said, ‘More power to you, Stevie, you're a
better man than I am!’”

“In your hat!” I thought skeptically. “When was the last time you
saw him?” I asked.

“Years back. As a matter of fact, I clean forgot him until you—"

Istood up to go without waiting for him to finish. “Excuse the rush,
but I've got things to do.”

“Dig me up a good lawyer, will you?” he called after me. “Price is no
object. I'm getting sick of hitting these dicks in the fist with my eyes!”

“You don’t need a lawyer,” I shouted back. “All you need is a little
dash of suspicion in your nature. Like me.”

I got Keenan to take me in and introduce me to the chief while I was
down there—after about an hour or so of pleading. The chief was
regular, but a tough nut to crack. Still he must have been in good
humor that day. If he reads this, no offense meant, but the cigars he
smokes are fierce. I had a proposition to make to him, and two
requests. One of them he gave in to almost at once—loving news-
papermen the way he did. The other he said he’d think over. As for the
proposition itself, he said it wasn’t so hot, but to go ahead and try it if I
felt like it, only not to blame anyone but myselfif I got into trouble.

From Headquarters I went straight to a pawnshop on 3rd Avenue.
It was long after dark, but they stay open until nine. I bought a suit of
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clothes for three dollars. The first one the man showed me I handed
back to him. “That’s the best I can give you—" he started in.

“I don’t want the best, I want the worst,” I said, much to his
surprise. I got it all right.

From there I went to a second one and purchased what had once
been an overcoat before the World War. Price, two fifty. The coat and
suit were both ragged, patched and faded, but at least the pawnbro-
kers had kept them brushed off; I fixed that with the help of a barrel
of ashes I passed a few doors away. I also traded hats with a panhand-
ler who crossed my path, getting possession of a peculiar shapeless
mound he had been wearing on his head. I was doing more than
laying down my life for my friend; I was risking dandruff and Lord
knows what else for his sake.

I trundled all this stuff home and managed to hide it from my wife
in the broom closet. In the morning, though, when she saw me
arrayed in it from head to foot she let out a yell and all but sank to the
floor. “Now never mind the hysterics,” I reproved. “Papa knows just
what he’s doing!”

“If this has anything to do with Steve, you're a day late,” she told
me when she was through giggling. “They’ve dismissed the case
against him.” She held out the morning paper to me.

1 didn’t bother looking at it; in the first place it was one of the two
requests I'd made at Headquarters the night before; in the second
place it wasn’t true anyway.

Keenan was waiting for me on the southwest corner of 59th and
2nd as per agreement. Anyone watching us would have thought our
behavior peculiar, to say the least. I went up to him and opened my
mouth as though I was Joe E. Brown making faces at him. “It’s that
tooth up there, that molar on the right side. Take a good look at it.”
He did. This was for purposes of evidence. “Got the picture?”’ He
nodded. “I'm going in now, where that gold tooth is, half-way down
the block. Back in half an hour. Wait here for me and keep your
fingers crossed.”

This statement wasn’t quite accurate, though. I was sure I was
going in where the gold tooth was, but I wasn’t sure I was coming
back in half an hour—I wasn’t sure I was coming back at all, any
time.
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I left him abruptly and went into the office of Dr. Dave Carter. I
was cold and scared. The accent bothered me too. I decided a brogue
would be the safest. No foreign lang1 ages for me. Carter was a short,
dumpy little man, as good-natured and harmless looking as you'd
want. Only his eyes gave him away. Slits they were, little malevolent
pig eyes. The eyes had it; they told me I wasn’t wasting my time. The
office was a filthy, rundown place. Instead of a partition, the dental
chair was right in the room, with a screen around it. There was an
odor of stale gas around.

My feet kept begging me to get up and run out of there while I still
had the chance. I couldn’t, though; Keenan was waiting on the cor-
ner. I wanted to keep his respect.

Carter was standing over me; he didn’t believe in the daily bath,
either. “Well, young fellow?” he said sleekly. I pointed sorrowfully at
my cheek, which had been more or less inflated for the past three
days. The pain had gone out of it long ago, however. Pain and swell-
ing rarely go together, contrary to general belief.

“SoIsee,” he said, but made no move to do anything about it. “What
brings you here to me?” he asked craftily.

“Sure ’tis the ellygant gold tooth ye have out, boss,” I answered
shakily. Did that sound Irish enough? I wondered. Evidently it did.

“Irishman, eh?” he told me not very cleverly. “What’s your name?”

“McConnaughy.” I'd purposely picked a tongue-twister, to get the
point across I was trying to make.

He bit. “How do you spell it?”

“Sure, I don’t know now,” I smiled wanly. “I nivver in me life
learned to spell.” That was the point I was trying to make.

“Can’t read or write, eh?” He seemed pleased rather than dis-
appointed. “Didn’t you ever go to school when you were a kid?”

“I minded the pigs and such,” I croaked forlornly.

He suddenly whipped out a newspaper he’d been holding behind his
back and shoved it under my nose. “What d’you think of that?” It was
upside down. He was trying to catch me off my guard, hoping I'd give
myself away and turn it right side up without thinking. I kept my
hands off it. “What do it say?” I queried helplessly.

He tossed it aside. “I guess you can’t read, at that,” he gloated. But
the presence of the newspaper meant that he already knew Steve was
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back in circulation; the item had been in all of them that morning.

He motioned me to the chair. I climbed into it. I was too curious to
see what would happen next to be really frightened. Otherwise how
could I have sat in it at all? He took a cursory glance into my mouth.
Almost an absent-minded glance, as though his thoughts were really
elsewhere. “Can you pay me?” he said next, still very absent-minded
and not looking at me at all.

“I'll do my best, sorr. I have no job.”

“Tell you what I’ll do for you,” he said suddenly, his eyes dilating.
“I'll give you temporary relief, and then I'll send you to someone
who'll finish the job for you. He won'’t charge you anything, either.
You just tell him Dr. Smith sent you.”

My heart started to go like a triphammer. So I was on the right track
after all, was I? He'd picked a different name this time to cover up his
traces, that was all. And as for the gold tooth outside the door
betraying him, he was counting on something stopping me before I
got around to mentioning that. I knew what that something was, too.

He got to work. He pulled open a drawer and I saw a number of
fragile clay caps or crowns, hollow inside and thin as tissue paper.
They were about the size and shape of thimbles. I could hardly
breathe any more. Steve’s voice came back to me, indignantly ques-
tioning Amato: “Looks like the Boulder Dam, some bricklayer put it
in for you?”

He took one of these out and closed the drawer. Then he opened
another drawer and took something else out. But this time I couldn’t
see what it was, because he carefully stood over it with his back to me.
He glanced over his shoulder at me to see if I was watching him. I
beat him to it and lowered my eyes to my lap. He closed the second
drawer. But I knew which one it was; the lower right in a cabinet of
six.

He came over to me. “Open,” he commanded. My eyes rolled around
in their sockets. I still had time to rear up out of the chair, push him
back, and snatch the evidence out of his hand. But I wasn’t sure yet
whether it was evidence or not.

Those caps may have been perfectly legitimate, for all  knew; I was
no dentist. So I sat quiet, paralyzed with fear, unable to move.
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And the whole thing was over with almost before it had begun. He
sprayed a little something on the tooth, waxed it with hot grease, and
stuck the cap on over it. No drilling, no dredging, no cleansing
whatsoever. “That’s all,” he said with an evil grin. “But remember,
it’s only temporary. By tomorrow at the latest you go to this other
dentist and he’ll finish the job for you.”

I saw the point at once. He hadn’t cleaned the tooth in the least; in
an hour or two it would start aching worse than ever under the fake
cap and I'd have to go to the other dentist. The same thing must have
happened to Amato. I was in for it now! “Don’t chew on that side,” he
warned me, “until you see him.” He didn’t want it to happen to me at
home or at some coffee counter, but in Steve’s office, in Steve’s chair!

Then he gave me the name and place I was to go to. “Standish, 28th
and Lexington, second floor.” Over and over again. “Will you remem-
ber that?” That was all I needed, I had the evidence against him now.
But I didn’t make a hostile move toward him, instead I stumbled out
into the street and swayed toward the corner where Keenan was
waiting for me. Let the cops go after him. I had myself to worry about
now. I was carrying Death around in my mouth. Any minute, the
slightest little jolt—

Keenan had been joined by a second detective. They both came
toward me and held me up by the elbows. I managed to get my mouth
open, and Keenan looked in. “Get the difference?” I gasped.

“It begins to look like you were right,” he muttered.

He phoned the chief at Headquarters and then got me into a taxi
with him. The second man was left there to keep an eye on Carter and
tail him if he left his office.

“What’re you holding your mouth open like that for?” he asked
me in the cab.

“A sudden jolt of the taxi might knock my teeth together,” I articu-
lated. I had seen how thin those caps were.

We raced down Lexington and got out at Steve’s office. Steve had
been rushed up there from the detention pen in a police car along with
the chief himself and two more detectives. He had to have facilities if
he was going to save me from what had happened to Amato.

“He’s got the evidence,” Keenan informed them as he guided me
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past the jangling bell. I pointed to my mouth. “In there,” I gasped, and
my knees buckled up under me.

Steve got me into the chair. Sweat broke out on his face after he’'d
taken one look at Carter’s work, but he tried to reassure me. “All
right, all right now, boy,” he said soothingly, “You know I won’t go
back on you, don’t you?”

He looked around at them. The chief had his usual rank cigar in
his mouth, which had gone out in the excitement. One of the others
held a pipe between his clenched teeth.

“Where’s your tobacco pouch?” ordered Steve hoarsely. “Let me
have it, I'll get you a new one.”

The lining was thin rubber. He tore that out, scattered tobacco all
over the floor. Then he held it up toward the light and stretched it to
see if there were any holes or cracks. Then, with a tiny pair of curved
scissors, he cut a small wedge-shaped hole in it. “Now hold your
mouth open,” he said to me, “and whatever you do, don’t move!” He
lined the inside of my mouth with the rubber, carefully working the
tooth Carter had just treated through the hole he had cut, so that it
was inside the pouch. The ends of the rubber sack he left protruding
through my lips. I felt a little as though I were choking. “Can you
breathe?” he said. I batted my eyes to show him he could go
ahead.

He thrust wedges into my cheeks, so that I couldn’t close my jaws
whether I wanted to or not. Then he came out with a tiny mallet and a
little chisel, about the size of a nail. “Imay be able to get it out whole,”
he explained to the chief. “It’s been in less than half an hour. Drilling
is too risky.”

His face, as he bent over me, was white as plaster. I shut my eyes
and thought, “Well, here I go—or here I stay!” I felt a number of dull
blows on my jawbone. Then suddenly something seemed to crumble
and a puff of ice-cold air went way up inside my head. I lay there rigid
and—nothing happened.

“Got it!” Steve breathed hotly into my face. He started to work the
rubber lining carefully out past my lips and I felt a little sick. When it
was clear he passed it over to the detectives without even a look at its
contents, and kept his attention focussed on me. “Now, watch your-
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self, don’t move yet!” he commanded nervously. He took a spray and
rinsed out the inside of my mouth with water, every corner and
crevice of it, about eighteen times. “Don’t swallow,” he kept warning
me. “Keep from swallowing!” Keenan, his chief, and the others had
their heads together over the spread-out contents of the little rubber
sack, meanwhile.

Steve turned off the water and took the pads away from my gums
finally. He sat down with a groan; I sat up with a shudder. “I wouldn’t
want to live the past five minutes over again for all the rice in China!”
he admitted, mopping his brow. “Maybe I would!” I shivered.

“Packed with cyanide crystals,” the chief said, “enough to kill a
horse! Go up there and make the pinch. Two counts, murder and
attempted murder.” Two men started for the door.

“Top drawer left for the caps, bottom drawer right for the cy,” I
called after them weakly and rather needlessly. They’d find it, all
right.

But I was very weary all at once and very much disinterested. I
stumbled out of the chair and slouched toward the door, muttering
something about going home and resting up. Steve pulled himself
together and motioned me back again.

“Don’t forget the nerve is still exposed in that tooth of yours. I'll
plug it for you right, this time.” I sat down again, too limp to resist. He
attached a new drill to the pulley and started it whirring. As he
brought it toward me I couldn’t help edging away from it. “Can you
beat it?”” He turned to Keenan, who had stayed behind to watch, and
shook his head in hopeless amazement. “Takes his life in his hands
for a friend, but when it comes to a little everyday drilling he can’t
face it!”

(1934)



Walls That Hear You

When the policeman came to the door and asked if Eddie Mason lived
there I knew right away something had happened to him. They always
break it to you that way.

“Yeah. I'm his brother.”

“Better come down and see him,” he said. I got my hat and went with
him.

Eddie was in the emergency ward of the Mount Eden Hospital, he told
me. He'd been found lying on his back on a lonely stretch of road out
toward White Plains, slowly bleeding away.

“What is it, hit and run?” I cried, grabbing him by the sleeve.

He didn’t want to tell me at first. Then, just before we got there he said,
“Well, you may as well know now as later, I guess.” Eddie’s tongue had
been torn out by the roots and all ten of his fingers had been cut off
at the base, ieaving just the stumps of both hands.

I went all weak at the pit of my stomach when I heard it. And then
when I got the full implication of the thing, it was even worse. That poor
kid. Just turned twenty. Yesterday with his life all before him. And now
he’d never be able to speak another word as long as he lived, never be
able to feed himself or dress himself or earn a decent living after this.

“He’d have been better off dead!” I groaned. “What did it?” I kept
saying. “What was it?”

“I don’t know,” said the cop sadly. “I'm just a sidewalk-flattener with
the pleasant job of breaking these things to people.”

19
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Eddie hadn’t come to yet, so just standing there looking at him didn’t
do much good. It broke my heart, though. One of the doctors gave me a
good stiff drink of whiskey and tried to be encouraging.

“He’ll pull through,” he said. “No doubt about it. We've made a
preliminary examination, and I don’t even think we’ll have to resort to
blood transfusion. What saved him more than anything else were the
makeshift bandages that were found on him. If it hadn’t been for them
he’d have been a goner long before he was picked up.”

This went over my head at the time. I didn’t understand. I thought he
meant their own bandages, the hospital’s.

A couple of detectives had already been assigned to the case from the
moment the cop who had found him had phoned in his report. Why
wouldn’t they be? No car has ever yet been designed so that it can rip
the tongue out of a man’s mouth without leaving a scratch on the rest of
his face. Or deposit him neatly on the side of the road, with his feet close
together and his hat resting on his stomach as if he were dozing. There
wasn't a bruise on him except the mutilations. They were waiting in the
other room to talk to me when I came out of the ward, looking like a
ghost.

“You his brother?”

“Yes, damn it!” I burst out. “And all I want is to get my hands on
whoever did this to him!”

“Funny,” said a dick dryly, “but so do we.”

I didn’t like him much after that. Sarcasm is out of place when a man
has just been brought face to face with personal tragedy.

First they told me what they already knew about Eddie, then they had
me fill in the rest for them. There wasn’t very much of either. I mean
that had any bearing on this.

“He runs the elevator at the Hotel Lyons, works the late shift alone,
from midnight to six in the morning,” I explained.

“We checked down there already. He never showed up at all last night;
they had to use the night watchman as a substitute on the car. What
time did he leave your house to go to work last night?”

“Same time as always. Quarter to twelve.”



Walls That Hear You / 21

“That don’t give him much time, does it?” remarked my pet aversion
irrelevantly.

My nerves were raw and I felt like snapping, “That’s no reason why he
should be half torn to pieces,” but instead I said, “He only has two
express stops to go, the hotel’s on Seventy-second.”

“How do you know he rode?”

“I can give you a lead on that,” I offered. “The station agent down there
knows him—by sight, anyway. Kelsey’s his name. Ask him if he saw
him come up last night at the usual time or not.” He went out to find a
phone. “He don’t know his name,” I called after him warningly, “so just
say the young fellow from the Hotel Lyons he let pass through one time
when he’d lost all his change through a hole in his pocket.”

“Not bad,” remarked his mate admiringly while we were waiting.
“You've got a good head, Mason. What do you do?”

“Master electrician. I've got my own store on upper Amsterdam.”

The other one came back and said, “I had to wake him up at home, but
he knew who I meant right away. Yeah, your brother came through the
turnstile about five of twelve. Says he flipped his hand up and said,
‘Hello, you bird in a gilded cage.’”

“Well,” I said, and my voice broke, “then it’s a cinch he still had—his
voice and his—fingers when he got out of the train. And it’s another
cinch it didn’t happen to him between the station and the hotel. It’s right
on the corner, that hotel is, and it’s one of the busiest corners on
Broadway. Looks like the management gave you a bum steer and he did
go to work after all.”

“No, that was on the up-and-up. They were even sore about it at first,
until we told them he was in the hospital.”

“What were those sandwiches doing in his pocket?” the other one
asked. “Looks like he stopped off somewhere first to buy food. They were
still on him when he was found, one in each pocket.”

“No, my wife fixed them for him to take with him and eat on the job,”
I'said. “She did that every night.” I looked the other way so they wouldn’t
see my eyes get cloudy. “I saw him shove them in his coat before he left
the house. Now they’ll be feeding him through a tube, most likely.”

“Any way you look at it,” said the first one, “it narrows down to about
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five minutes in time and twenty or thirty yards in distance. He was seen
leaving the station. He never got to the hotel. With lights all around as
bright as day. Why, he didn’t even have to go all the way across the
street—the station’s on an island in the middle!”

“What'’s the good of all that?” said the one I didn’t like. “We won’t
get anywhere until we find out from him himself. He knows better
than anyone else what happened after he came out of the station. He’s
the only one can tell us; we’ll just have to sit tight until he’s able to—"

“Tell!” I exclaimed bitterly. “How is he going to tell anybody
anything after this, with no voice left and without being able to hold a
pencil to paper!”

“There are ways,” he said. He flagged a nurse who had just stepped
out of the ward. “When are you people going to let us at young
Mason?”

“Right now, if you want to finish the job,” she snapped back at him.
“He’s out of his head from shock and loss of blood. But go right in if
you want to make it a murder case; maybe you’d rather handle one of
those. However, if you’ll hold your horses and give us a chance to pull
him through, maybe you can see him by tomorrow or the day after.”

I saw the other one, Kane, grin behind his hand. She certainly had
character, that person, whoever she was. He turned back to me again
after that. “I don’t want to make you feel bad, Mason, but we’ve had
cases like this before. And the answer is always pretty much the
same. Your brother probably got in with the wrong crowd and knew a
little more than he should’ve. Who'd he run around with, any idea?”

“No one, good, bad or indifferent. If it's gangs you're thinking of
you can drop that angle right now. He wasn’t that kind; he didn’t
have the time. Know what that kid was doing? Working nights at the
hotel, sleeping mornings, helping me out in the shop afternoons, and
going to night school three times a week in the bargain! The couple of
evenings he had left over he usually took his girl to the movies. He
was no slouch, he wanted to get somewhere. And now look at him!” I
turned away. “If they’d only broken his leg, or knocked out his teeth,
or anything—anything but what they did do! I'm going home and
drink myself to sleep, I can’t stand thinking about it any more.”

Kane gave me a slap on the back in silent sympathy. Pain-in-the-
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face said, “We'll want you on hand tomorrow when we try to question
him; you might be some help.”

I1

I was with him long before they were, from the minute they’d let me
in until they told us we all had to go. About all the poor kid could talk
with were his eyes, and he worked them overtime. They seemed to
burn out at me sometimes, and I figured I understood what he meant.

“We’ll straighten it out, Eddie,” I promised him grimly. “We’ll get
even on them—whoever they are. We'll see that they get what’s
coming to them!”

He nodded his head like wild and his eyes got wet, and the nurse
gave me a dirty look for working him up.

Kane and his partner were only allowed fifteen minutes with him
that first day, which was a hell of a long time at that, considering that
the amputations had taken place less than forty-eight hours before.
The questioning fell completely flat, just as I had expected it to. He
was as completely shut off from all of us as though there was a wall
built around him. The only kind of questions he could answer were
those that took “yes” or “no” for an answer—by shaking his head up
and down or from side to side—and that limited them to about one out
of every ten that they wanted to put to him. I saw red when I saw how
helpless he was. It was later that same afternoon that I dug up that
permit I'd had ever since two years before when my shop was held up,
and went out and bought a revolver with it. I didn’t know what I was
going to do with it, but I knew what I wanted to do with it—given the
right person!

But to go back: “Did you see who did it to you?”

No, he shook.

“Well, have you any idea who it could be?”

No again.

“Been in any trouble with anyone?”

No.

“Well, where did it happen to you?”
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He couldn’t answer that, naturally, so they had to shape it up for
him. But it wouldn’t go over, no matter how they put it. He kept
shrugging his shoulders, as if to say he didn’t know himself. His face
got all white with the effort he was making to express himself and
when the nurse had examined him and found out that bleeding had
set in again inside his mouth, she lost her temper and told us to get
out and please question somebody else if we had to ask questions.
Eddie was in a faint on the pillows when she closed the door after us.
That was when I went out and bought the gun, swearing under my
breath.

Kane and Frozen-face showed up the next day with a couple of those
charts that opticians use for testing the eyes, with capital letters all
scrambled up, big at the top and getting smaller all the way down.
Instead of questioning him directly any more, they had him spell out
what he wanted to say letter by letter, Deadpan pointing them out on
the chart and Kane jotting them down on a piece of paper—providing
Eddie nodded yes—until he had complete words and sentences made
up out of them. But it was as slow and tedious as teaching a cross-eyed
mental defective the alphabet. The first two or three letters some-
times gave a clue to what word he had in mind: for instance, H, O
meant that “hotel” was coming and they could save time and skip the
T, E, L part. But others weren't as easy as all that to figure out, and
then every once in awhile they would get one all wrong and have to go
back and start it over.

Well, when they were all through—and it took three or four full
half-hour sessions—they were practically back where they had
started from. Eddie, it turned out, was as much in the dark as the rest
of us were. He had been unconscious the whole time, from a minute
after leaving the subway station that night until he came to in the
hospital bed where he was now, the next morning.

This was his story. Just as he got past Kelsey’s ticket window in the
subway station the green lights flashed on and he had to stand there
waiting before he could get across to the other side of the half-
roadway. He wasn’t a heavy smoker, but as he was standing there
waiting for the traffic to let up he absent-mindedly lit a cigarette.
Then, when he got over and was ready to go in the hotel, he noticed
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what he’d done. The management was very strict about that; they
didn’t allow the employees to smoke, not even in the locker-room, on
pain of dismissal. Being an economical kid he hated to throw it away
right after he’d begun it. The big sidewalk clock that stood out in
front of the hotel said seven to twelve—the clock must have been a
couple of minutes slow—so he decided to take a turn around the block
and finish the cigarette before he went in.

And another thing, he admitted—there was a laugh and a tear in
this if you’ve ever been twenty—he didn’t want to “spoil” the fellow
he was relieving for the night by getting in too much ahead of time. So
up the side-street he turned, killing time while he finished his
cigarette.

It was dark and gloomy, after the glare of Broadway, and there
wasn’t anyone on it at that hour. But from one end to the other of it
there was a long, unbroken line of cars parked up against the side-
walk. They seemed to be empty; in any case he didn’t pay any
attention to them. Halfway up the block he stopped for a moment to
throw the cigarette away, and as he did so something soft was thrown
up against his face from behind. It was like a hand holding a big,
square folded handkerchief.

There hadn’t been a sound behind him, not even a single footfall. It
was done so easily, gently almost, that for a moment he wasn’t even
frightened but thought that it must be something like a rag or piece of
goods that had fallen out of some window up above and blown up
against his face. Then when he tried to raise his hand and brush it
away, he felt something holding it. And he started to feel lazy and
tired all over.

Then he felt himself being drawn backwards, like a swimmer
caught in a current, but when he tried to pull away and fight off
whatever it was that was happening to him, it was too late. Instead of
being able to get any air in his lungs, all he kept breathing was
something sweet and sickly, like suffocating flowers, and after that
he didn’t know any more. When he woke up he was in agony in the
hospital.

Kane got a little vial of chloroform from the nurse and wet the
stopper and held it near Eddie’s face.

“Was that it? Was that what it smelt like?”
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He got wild right away and tried to back his head away and nodded
yes like a house afire and made growling sounds deep in his throat
that went through me like a knife.

I11

The three of us went outside to talk it over.

“Mistaken identity,” decided Kane. “Whoever was waiting in that
car expected somebody else to go by and thought they had him when
they jumped on the kid. That’s all I can make of it. Either they never
found out their mistake until it was too late, or else they did but
went ahead and did it anyway, afraid he’'d give way on them. It’s not
fool-proof, but it’s the best I can do.”

“It’s as full of holes as a Swiss cheese,” his partner told him dis-
gustedly. “It’s like I told you before. The kid knows and he’s not
telling. He talked too much, got a little present for it from somebody,
and now he’s learned his lesson and isn’t making the same mistake
twice.” He took the penciled sheets from Kane and shuffled through
them. “It don’t hang together. Chloroform my eye! Husky twenty-
year-olds don'’t stand still waiting to go bye-bye like that. It don’t get
them that quick; their wind’s too good. He was politely invited to step
into that car by someone he knew and he didn’t dare refuse. What
they did after proves it. Why the tongue and the fingers? For talking.
You can’t get around that.”

I had stood all of that I could.

“Listen,” I flamed, “are you on a job to get whoever did it, or are you
on a job to stand up for ’em and knock my brother?”

“Watch yourself,” he said. “I don’t like that.”

Kane came between us and gave me the wink with one eye. I
suppose he gave his partner the wink with the other eye at the same
time; peacemakers usually do.

Poison-mouth would have the last word, though. “If your brother
would open up and give us a tip or two instead of holding out, we’d
probably have the guy we want by this time.”

“And what if he’d been a stiff and couldn’t tip you off?” I squelched
him. “Does that mean the guy would beat the rap altogether?”
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It was probably this little set-to more than anything else that first
put the idea in my mind of working on my own hook on Eddie’s behalf.
Kane’s partner had him down for a gangster more or less. I knew that
he wasn’t. I wanted to get even for him, more than I ever wanted
anything before in my life.

Let them tackle it in their own way! I'd do a little work on the side.
Ididn’t have any idea of what I was going to do—then or for some time
afterwards. All I knew was whoever did that to Eddie wasn’t going to
get away with it—not if it took me the rest of my life to catch up with
them.

They had left the charts behind while they were out rounding up
small-time racketeers and poolroom-lizards that had never heard of
Eddie, and I worked over them with him daily. We got so that we
could handle them much faster than in the beginning.

And then one day, out of all the dozens, the hundreds of questions
I kept throwing at him, the right one popped out. The minute I asked
it, even before he gave me the answer, I knew I had hit something.
I wondered why I hadn’t asked it long ago.

He had worked at another hotel called the San Pablo before going
to the Lyons. But this had been quite awhile before.

“None of the guests from there ever turned up later at the Lyons
while you were there, did they?” I asked.

Yes, one did, he spelled back. His name was Dr. Avalon. He'd left
the San Pablo before Eddie himself did, and then when Eddie got the
job at the Lyons he found he’d moved there ahead of him, that was all.

Maybe this was just a coincidence, but all the same I kept digging
at it.

“Did he recognize you?”

He nodded.

“What did he say when he first saw you?”

He'd smiled jovially at Eddie and said, “Young fellow, are you
following me around?” Then he’d given him a five-dollar tip.

“Pretty big tip, wasn’t it?”

Yes, but then at the San Pablo, Eddie recalled, he had once given
him a ten-dollar one. This was getting interesting.

“Whew!” I said. “ What for?”

Eddie smiled a little.
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Something about a woman, as I might know.
“Better tell me about it,” I urged.

One night about one o’clock, his message ran, a young woman who
acted kind of nervous had got on the car and asked Eddie which floor
Dr. Avalon was on. So he took her to the door and showed her. But it
was a long hallway and before he could get back to the cage again,
Avalon had let her in and he heard him say in a loud voice: “You
shouldn’t have come here! I don’t see anybody here! You should have
seen me in my office tomorrow.”

And she had answered, “But I had to see you!”

Well, Eddie had thought it was the usual thing, some kind of a love
affair going on. But about half an hour later he was called back to the
floor and when he got up there he found Avalon standing waiting for
him, all excited, his face running with sweat, and he shoved a piece of
paper with something written on it at him and told him to run out and
find an all-night drugstore and bring back some medicine as quickly
as he could.

“Hurry! Hurry!” he said. “Every minute counts!”

Eddie did, and when he got back with it he knocked on the door, but
not very loudly because he didn’t want to wake up people in the other
rooms. The doctor must have been too excited to pay any attention
because he didn’t come to the door right away, so Eddie tried the
knob, found that it had been left open, and walked in. He saw the
doctor’s visitor stretched out on a table with a very white light
shining down on her and a sheet or something over her. Then the
doctor came rushing over at him and for a minute he thought he was
going to kill him, he looked so terrible.

“Get out of here, you!” he yelled at him. “What do you mean by
coming in here?” and practically threw him out of the door.

About an hour later the young lady and the doctor showed up
together and rode down in Eddie’s car as cool and collected as if
nothing had happened. The doctor showed her to a taxi at the door,
and it was when he came in and rode upstairs again that he gave
Eddie the ten dollars, saying he was sorry he had lost his head like
that, but she had had a very bad heart attack and it was lucky he had
pulled her through.
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“Did he ask you not to say anything?”

Eddie nodded, and again smiled a little sheepishly. But I knew he
didn’t get the point at all. He thought it was just some love affair that
the doctor wanted kept quiet. I knew better. The man was a shady
doctor and ran the risk of imprisonment day and night.

“Then what happened?”

Eddie hadn’t opened his mouth at all to anyone, but not long after
some men had come around and stopped at the desk and asked
questions about the doctor, men wearing iron hats and chewing
cigars in the corner of their mouths, and when they learned he wasn’t
in they said they’d come back next day. But before they did the doctor
had left, bag and baggage. Eddie said he never saw anyone leave in
such a hurry. It was at five thirty in the morning and Eddie was still
on duty.

“Did he say anything to you?”

No, he had just looked at him kind of funny, and Eddie hadn’t
known what to make of it.

1 did, though. I was beginning to see things clearer and clearer
every moment. I was beginning to have a little trouble with my
breathing, it kept coming faster all the time.

“Time’s up,” said the nurse from the doorway.

“Not yet it isn’t,” I told her. “I'm not going to have to do any
questioning after today, so back out while I take a couple minutes
more to wind it all up.” I turned to Eddie. “And when youran into him
again at the Lyons he said ‘Young fellow, are you following me
around?, did he? And smiled at you, did he? And gave you a finif tip
for no reason at all, did he?”

Eddie nodded three times.

I clenched my teeth tight. I had everything I needed, knew all I
wanted to, and yet—I couldn’t have made the slimmest charge stick
and I knew it; I didn’t have any evidence. A ten-dollar tip, a hasty
departure, an everyday wisecrack like “Are you following me
around?”—you can’t bring charges against anyone on the strength of
those alone.

“What's he like?” I asked.

Short and dumpy, came the answer. He wore a black beard, not the
bushy kind, but curly and trimmed close to his face.
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“Did he always have it?”

Not at the San Pablo, no. He'd only had a mustache there, but he’'d
grown the beard after he moved to the Lyons.

Just in case, I thought, the cigar-chewing gentlemen with the iron
hats showed up again. That wasn’t very clever. Something told me
that this Dr. Avalon was not quite right in his head—which made the
whole thing all the more gruesome. Frozen-face’s gangsters were
angels of light and sweetness compared to a maniac like this.

“Did he ever act a little strangely, I mean different from other
people, as far as you could notice?”

No, except that he seemed absent-minded and used to smile a lot
about nothing at all.

I only asked Eddie one more question. “What was his room number
at the Lyons?”

He didn’t know for sure, but he had always taken him up to the
eighth floor.

I got up to go.

“I won’t be in to see you tomorrow,” I told him casually. “I'm going
to drop by the hotel and collect the half week’s wages they still owe
you.” But there was a far bigger debt than that I was going to collect
for him. “In case I don’t get around for the next few days, I'll have the
wife stay with you to keep you company. Not a tumble to her or to
those two flatfeet, either, the next time they come around on one of
their semi-annual visits.”

Ithink he knew. He just looked at me and narrowed his eyes down,
and we shook hands hard.

“Don’t worry, Eddie, everything’s under control—now.”

Iv

When I got back to my own house I put the revolver in an empty
suitcase and carried it out with me. From there I stopped off at the
shop and put in several lengths of copper wire and an awl and a
screwdriver and some metal disks and a little black soundbox with
some batteries inside it, something on the order of a telephone base-
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board. I also put in several other little tools and gadgets you’d have to
be a master electrician to know anything about. I told my assistant to
keep things running, that I was going out to wire a concert hall, and
I rode down to the Hotel Lyons and checked in. I signed the register
“T. Mallory, Buffalo,” and told them I was very particular about
where I slept. The seventh floor wasn’t quite high enough, and the
ninth floor was just a little too high. How about something on the
eighth? So they gave me 802. 1didn’t even know if he was still in the
hotel at all, but it was taking too much of a chance to ask; he might
have gotten wind of it. So I paid for three days in advance and said:
“Don’t be surprised if I ask you to change me in a day or two. ’m a
very hard customer to please.” Which was perfectly all right with
them, they told me.

When I got up to the room I just put the valise down without
unpacking it and killed a little time, and then I went downstairs with
a newspaper in my pocket and grabbed a chair in the lobby that faced
the entrance and sat there from then on. From six until eleven I sat
there like that with the paper spread out in front of my face. I never
turned a page of it because that would have covered over the two little
eye-holes I'd made in it with the point of a pencil. At eleven-thirty
they started to put the lights out around me and I couldn’t stay there
any longer without attracting attention. So I got up and went up to
my room. He'd never shown up. For all I knew he’d beat it right
after—what he did to Eddie; maybe he wasn’t even living in the
building any more. I had to find out and find out quick, otherwise I
was just wasting my time. But how, without asking openly? And I
couldn’t do that, it would give me away.

In the morning I thought of a way, and it worked. I remembered a
song of years back that strangely enough had the same name as the
man I was tracking down—Avalon. When the chambermaid came in
to clean up the room I got busy and started singing it for all I was
worth. I didn’t know the words and I didn’t know the music, so I faked
it, but I put in plenty of Avalon. She was a friendly old soul and stood
there grinning at me.

“Like it?” I said.

“What'’s it supposed to be?” she asked.
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“It’s called Avalon,” I said. “Isn’t that a funny name for a song?”

“It is,” she admitted. “We got a doctor in this hotel by the same
name.”

I laughed as though I didn’t believe her.

“What room is he in?” I asked skeptically.

“815,” she said. “He’s a permanent, that’s how I know his name.”

I went down to the desk and said: “I didn’t sleep a wink last night;
you've got to give me something else.”

The clerk unfolded a floor-plan and we began to consult it together.
815, I saw at a glance, was a suite of two-rooms-and-a-bath, at the
end of the hallway. It sealed it up like the cross-bar of a T. All the
others were singles, lying on each side of the hallway; only two of
them, therefore, adjoined it.

I pointed to one. “That’s a nice layout. 814. How about that?”

They had someone in there.

“Or this?” I put my finger on 813.

No good either.

“What'’s it worth to you to put me in one of those two rooms?” I said
abruptly. “I'll double the rate if you switch me in and move the other
tenant elsewhere.”

He gave me a funny look, as if to say, “What’re you up to?” but I
didn’t care.

“'m a crank,” I said. “At home I sleep on three mattresses.” 1
handed him a cigar wrapped in a five-spot and half an hour later I
was in 814 and had the door locked.

I spent the next half hour after that sounding out the wall, the one
between me and him, with my knuckles and my eardrum. I had to go
easy, because I didn’t know whether he was in the room or not at the
time and I didn’t want to arouse his suspicions.

Just when I was wondering whether I should take a chance or not and
go ahead, I got a break. The telephone on the other side of the wall,
his telephone, started to ring. All that came through to where I was
was a faint, faraway tinkle. It kept on for awhile and then it quit of its
own accord. But it told me two things that I wanted to know very
badly. It told me he wasn’t there to answer it, and it gave me a very
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good idea of just how thick the wall was. It was too thick to hear
anything through, it needed fixing. I opened my suitcase, got out my
tools, and got busy drilling and boring. I kept my ears open the whole
time because I knew I'd have to quit the minute I heard him open his
door and come in. But he never did. He must have been out for the
day.

I finished a little before four in the afternoon. Finished on my side
of the wall, anyway. I had the tiny hole bored all the way through, the
wiring strung through and the soundbox screwed in behind a radiator
where it wasn’t noticeable. I swept up all the little specks of plaster in
my handkerchief and dropped them out the window. You couldn’t
notice anything unless you looked very closely. But I had to get in on
the other side, his side of the wall, and hook up the little disk, the
“mike,” before it would work. Without that it was dead, no good at all.

The set-up, I had better explain, was not a dictaphone. It didn’t
record anything, all it did was amplify the sounds it picked up in his
room and bring them through into mine, the way a loudspeaker
would. In other words, it was no good as evidence without a witness.
But to hell with witnesses and all legal red tape! I was out to pay him
back for Eddie and I figured he’d be too clever for me if it came to an
open arraignment in a criminal court. [ didn’t have anything on him
that a smart enough lawyer couldn’t have blown away like a bunch of
soap-bubbles, and yet I could have sworn on a stack of Bibles that he
was the guy I was looking for.

The next step was to get in there. I examined the outside of my
window, which faced the same way as his, but that was no good.
Neither of them had a fire-escape or even a ledge to cross over by. It
was also pretty late in the afternoon by now and he might be coming
in any minute. Much as I hated to waste another night, I figured I
would have to put it off until the morning. Of course, I was taking a
chance on his noticing any small grains of mortar or plaster that
might have fallen to the floor on his side. But that couldn’t be helped.
It wasn’t very likely anyway, I consoled myself. It was one of those
thousand-to-one shots that life is full of.

Ididn’t undress at all that night or go to bed. I kept pacing back and
forth on the carpet, stopping every few minutes to listen at the door
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and at the wall. There wasn’t a sound the whole night through.
Nobody came and nobody went. 815 might have been vacant for all
the signs of life it gave.

In the morning the same chambermaid as before came to make the
room up. I mussed up the bed just before she came in so it looked as if
it had been slept in. When she was through she went into 815 and left
the door ajar after her. House-regulations, I suppose. It was a two-
room suite, remember.

I gave her about five minutes to get through with one of the
rooms—either one, it didn’t matter—and then I stole out of my room,
closed the door after me, and edged up to the door of 815 until I could
look in. If anyone coming along the corridor had seen me I was going
to pretend she had forgotten to leave towels in my room and I was
looking for her. She was in the living room. It was even easier than I
had expected, because she was running a baby vacuum-cleaner
across the floor and the buzz it made drowned out my footsteps.

I waited until she had her back to me and then I gave a quick jump
in through the door and past her line of vision. The bed in the
bedroom was made up, so I knew she was through in there and
wouldn’t come back again. I ducked down behind a big stuffed chair
and waited. I had the copper disk, the rubber mat it went on, and the
tools I needed in the side pocket of my coat.

I began to get cramped squatting down on my heels, but after
awhile she got through and went out. I waited another minute or two
after that, and then I got up, slipped into the living room and got to
work. One good thing, there wasn’t much noise to this part of the job, I
had done all the drilling and pecking from my side. If he came in and
caught me at it I was going to pretend I was the hotel elecrician and
had been ordered to put in a new outlet or something. The trouble was
I wasn’t dressed for the part, and being a permanent in the hotel he
might know the real electrician by sight. It occurred to me, now that
it was too late, that I should have had the revolver with me instead of
leaving it behind in my own room like a fool.

But I was through in no time at all. All I had to do was get hold of
the ends of the wire, draw them the rest of the way through the hole,
hook them onto the disk, and screw the disk onto the baseboard of the
wall. It was no bigger than a coffee saucer, still it was coppery and
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bright. But I fixed that by shifting a chair over in front of it. In five
minutes I was through. It was still dead, but all it needed now was to
be grounded on one of the light fixtures in my own room. I let myself
out, went back there, and did it. Now I was all set.

\Y%

I went out and got some food, and then when I was through eating I
did a funny thing. I went into a butcher shop to buy some more. But I
knew what I was doing.

“I want a lamb’s tongue,” I told him. “Look in your icebox and bring
me out the smallest one you've got.”

When he did it was still too big.

“Cut it down,” I said. “Just the tip and not much more.”

He looked at me as though I was crazy, but he went ahead and did
it. Then he took a nice clean piece of waxpaper and started wrapping
it up.

“No, not that,” I told him. “Find a piece with a lot of blood on it,
all smeary, and wrap it in that. Then put a clean piece around the
outside of it.”

I took it back with me in my pocket, and when I got up to my room
I wrote “Dr. Avalon” in pencil on the outside of it. Then I put it down
outside his door, as if a delivery boy had left it there, and went back
into my room and waited.

Now I was going to know for sure. If he had nothing on his con-
science and came home and found that there, he wouldn’t think
anything of it—he’d think it was either a practical joke or that
somebody else’s order had been left at his door by mistake. But if he
had a guilty conscience this was going to catch him off his guard and
make him give himself away; he wouldn’t be able to help it. It
wouldn’t have been human not to—even if it was only for a minute or
two. And if there was anyone else in on it with him—and I had a
hunch there was—the first thing he’d think of would be to turn to
them for help and advice in his panic and terror. So I waited,
stretched out on my bed, with the revolver in my pocket and my head
close to the wall apparatus.
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He came in around six. I heard his door open and then close again,
and I jumped off the bed and took a peek through my own door. The
package was gone, he’d taken it in with him. I went back and listened
in. I could hear the paper crackling while he unwrapped it as clearly
asifit had been in my own room. Then there was a gasp—the sound a
man suffering from asthma makes trying to get his breath back.
Then, plop! He had dropped it in his fright. The wiring was working
without a hitch; I wasn’t missing a thing.

After that I heard the clink of a glass. He was pouring himself a
drink. It clinked again right after that, and then I heard him give sort
of a moan. That was a dead giveaway; a man doesn’t take two drinks
to keep his courage up just because the butcher has left the wrong
order at his door. He’d done that to my brother all right, he and
nobody else. More rage and hate went through me than I ever
thought I had in me. I could feel my lower jaw quivering as if I was a
big dog getting ready to take a bite out of somebody. I had to hang on
to the sides of the bed to stay where I was a little longer.

Then I heard his voice for the first time. The wiring played it up
louder than it really was, like a projection machine. It sounded all
hollow and choked. He was asking for a number at the phone. Re-
gency, four-two-eight-one. I whipped a pencil out and scrawled it on
my wall.

“Hello,” he said huskily. “This is Avalon. Can you hear me? I don’t
want to talk very loud.” His voice dropped to a mumble, but the
wiring didn’t let me down, it came in at ordinary conversational pitch
and I could still follow it. “Somebody’s on to us, and we better take a
powder out while we still have the chance. I thought I'd let you know,
that’s all.” Then he said, “No, no, no, not that at all. If that’s all it was
I could get around that with one hand tied behind my back. It’s that
other thing. You know, the night three of us went for an airing—and
two of us came back. Don’t ask me how I know! I can’t tell you over
this phone, there’s someone at the switchboard downstairs. You
hang up,” he said, “and stand by. I'll call you right back. I'll use the
direct wire from the cigar store downstairs, just to be on the safe
side.”

He hung up and I heard him come out and go down the hallway past
my door. He sounded in a hurry.



Walls That Hear You / 37

I didn’t waste any time. I grabbed my own phone and got Headquar-
ters. “Put Kane on quick, or that other guy working with him. Never
mind, you’ll do, whoever you are! It’s on the Mason case and it’s only
good for five minutes, it’s got to be worked fast. Trace Regency
four-two-eight-one and get whoever you find at the other end; he’s on
the line right now getting a call. Get him first and then look up the
cases afterwards if you have to. It opened May fifteenth. Never mind
who I am or where I am; I'm too busy, got no time to tell you now.” I
hung up, opened the door, and went out into the hall.

I was going to wait for him outside his own door and corner him
when he came back, but when I looked I saw that he’d forgotten to
close it in his hurry. It stood open on a crack. So I pushed it open and
went in, hoping I might find something in the way of evidence to lay
my hands on before he had a chance to do away with it. I closed the
door after me, so that he wouldn’t notice anything from the other end
of the hall and be able to turn back in time.

The place was just about as I remembered it from the last time I'd
been in it. That was only the afternoon before, but it already seemed
like a year ago. The liquor he’d braced himself with was standingin a
decanter on the table. The bloody parcel from the butcher was lying
on the carpet where he’d dropped it. There was a doctor’s kit on the
seat of a chair, with a lot of gleaming, sharp-edged little instruments
in it. I figured he’'d used one of these on Eddie, and all my rage came
back. I heard him fitting his key into the outside door, and I jumped
back into the bathroom and got behind the shower curtain. I wanted
to see what he’d do first, before I nabbed him.

What gave me time enough to get out of sight was that he was so
excited it took him nearly a whole minute to get his key fitted into the
keyhole straight enough to get the door open. The bathroom door had
a mirror on the outside of it, and I saw his face in that as he went by. It
was evil, repulsive; you could tell by his face that his reason was
slowly crumbling. He had his mouth open as if he was panting for air.
The black beard, short as it was, made him look a little bit like an ape
standing on its hind legs. He kept going back and forth, carrying
clothes out of the closet. He was getting ready to make another
get-away, like that time at the San Pablo. But this time it wasn’t
going to work.
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I waited until I heard the latches on his suitcases click shut, and
then I stepped softly over the rim of the tub and edged my way to the
bathroom door. I got the gun out, flicked open the safety clip and held
it in my hand. Then I lounged around the angle of the doorway into
the living room, like a lazy corner loafer. He didn’t see me at first. The
valises were standing in the middle of the room ready to move out,
and he had gone over to the window and was standing looking
anxiously out with his back to me. Waiting for his accomplice to stop
by with a car and get him, I suppose.

I was halfway across the room now.

“You've got a visitor, Dr. Avalon,” I said grimly. “Turn around and
say hello to Eddie Mason’s brother.”

I was right in back of him by that time. He twisted around as
suddenly as when you crack a whip, and when he saw me his eyes got
big. I was holding the gun pressed close up against my side, muzzle
trained on him. He saw that too. His face turned gray and he made a
strangling sound in his throat, too frightened even to yell. He took a
deep breath and I could tell that he was trying to get a grip on himself
and pull himselftogether. Finally he managed to get his voice back to
work again. “Who are you? Who’s Eddie Mason? I never—”

Without taking my eyes off him I gave the bloody package on the
floor a shove forward with my foot. “Now do you know why I’'m here?”

He cringed and gibbered at me, more like an ape than ever. “Ididn’t
know what I was doing! I-—I didn’t mean to go that far, something got
the better of me. I just meant to frighten him.”

“Why I don’t let fly and put these six in you is more than I can
understand,” I growled. “That’s what I came here for, and the quicker
it’s over the better!”

“Ididn’t kill him, though!” he protested. “I didn’t take his life away!
You can’t do this to me—" .

“Then you admit you did it, don’t you? That’s no news to me—but
we're not going to keep it a secret between you and me and Regency
four-two-eight-one. Get a piece of paper and write down what I tell
you to—and then after you've signed it, we’ll see. I'm giving you more
of a break than you deserve; you ought to be stepped on like a toad and
squashed!”
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“Yes, yes, anything—TI'll do anything you say,” he murmured. He
was drooling with relief. He gestured vaguely to the back of me.
“There’s a pen and paper—on that desk right behind you, just hand
them to me—"

I should have remembered that there wasn’t any; I'd come by there
only a moment ago. I should have remembered there was a streak of
insanity in him, and that always makes for greater cleverness when
they’re cornered than a normal person shows. But he caught me off
my guard, and I half-turned to reach behind me.

Instantly there was a blinding flash of light and something broke
all over my head and shoulders. The decanter, I suppose, that had
been standing on the table alongside of us. But he must have had it
ready in his hand for several moments past without my realizing it, to
be able to bring it down so quickly. And at the same time he gripped
me by the wrist so suddenly with his other hand, and wrenched it
around so violently, that there wasn’t even time to flex the trigger
finger, and the gun went spinning loosely out of my hand as though I
had been twirling it around on one finger.

The last thing I was conscious of was a dull thud somewhere across
the room as it landed harmlessly on the carpet. I went out like a light,
with whiskey, or maybe it was blood, streaming down into my ears
and eyes.

VI

When my head cleared and I came to, I was no longer flat on the floor,
but upright in a chair. Each ankle was tied to a leg of it by long strips
torn from a shirt or piece of underwear. I was sitting on my own hands
and they were fastened to the seat of it in some ingenious way—I
think by another long strip running around the whole chair and
passing under my body.

The position was a torture to my bent wrists, especially the one he
had sprained. What I mistook at first for a fuzzy taste in my mouth
turned out to be a gag loosely stuffed into it. I could see the gun out of
the corner of my eye, still lying where it had fallen. I was thankful for
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a minute that he hadn’t picked it up and turned it on me. Then, as I
concentrated my full attention on him, something told me I was
wrong about that—it might have been better for me if he had.

He had his back to me and I didn’t know what he was doing at first.
Or rather, my mind didn’t know yet, but my instincts seemed to,
beforehand. The way animals know things. The short hairs on the
back of my neck stood up, and my heart was icy. My breath was
coming like a bellows. He had a bright white light on, some kind of an
adjustable doctor’s lamp, like the time Eddie had caught sight of him
working over that woman. That didn’t frighten me. He kept making
little clinking sounds, as if he was picking up and putting down metal
instruments one by one. That didn’t frighten me much either,
although I began to have an inkling of what was up.

He wouldn’t dare, I told myself. He wouldn’t be crazy enough to! I
wasn’t Eddie, shanghaied off in the middle of the night without even
a look at who had done it. We were in a hotel with hundreds of people
all around us. We were in rooms he had been known to occupy for
months past. Anything that happened here would point right at him.
If he left me here his number was up, and on the other hand there was
no way of getting me out of the place without being seen.

But when he turned around and looked at me, I knew he would
dare. He’d dare anything. Not because he didn’t know any better, but
simply because he’d lost all caution. What the lamp and the metal
instruments hadn’t been able to do, one look at his sleepy eyes did.

Then I knew fear. I was in the presence of full-fledged insanity.
Maybe it had always been there and he’d kept it covered up. Maybe
the fright I'd given him before had brought it out in him at last. But
there it was, staring me in the face and horrible to look at. Vacant
eyes and an absent-minded smile that never changed. So peaceful, so
gentle, like a kind-hearted old family doctor pottering around.

1 sat there helpless, like a spectator at a show. And what a show!
What frightened me more than anything else was to watch the
deliberate, cold-blooded professional way he was saturating a num-
ber of pads with disinfectant. I would have given anything now if he
had only used the gun on me. It would have been better than what
was coming. I heard and whipped myself around and fell over side-
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ways with the chair, giving myself another knock on the head. But I
was too frightened to pass out any more. He came over and lifted me
up and stood me straight again, chair and all, gently, almost sooth-
ingly, as if I was a kid with the colic.

“Don’t be impatient,” he said softly. “It will be over soon. I'm almost
ready for you now.”

If it’s going to be like what happened to Eddie, I prayed desper-
ately, let his hand slip and make it the throat instead!

He brought out a newspaper and spread it on the floor all around
me.

“That will catch any drops that fall,” he purred. “I used one with
your brother too. It’s the best absorbent there is.”

The sweat was running down my face in streams by this time. The
whole thing was like a bad dream. He had a number of sharp little
scalpels laid out in a row on the table and they gleamed under the
light. He selected one, breathed lovingly on it, and then turned
around and came back to me, smiling dreamily.

“I suppose it’s wrong of me not to use chloroform,” he said, “but
that’s what you get for coming to me after office hours!” And then he
suddenly broke out into an insane hysterical laugh that just about
finished me. “Now, my friend,” he said, “here’s how we do it.” He
reached down and daintily plucked at the gag until he had drawn it
all out of my mouth.

I had been waiting for that, it was the only chance I had. I let out
the loudest yell that that hotel room or any other had ever heard. Tied
up as I was, it actually lifted me an inch or two above the chair, I put
such volume into it. What it would have sounded like in my own
room, had anyone been there to hear it, I can only imagine.

He gripped me cruelly by the lower jaw and pulled it down un-
til I thought it would fracture, so that I couldn’t yell any more. Then
with his other elbow he pressed my forehead and the upper part of my
face back flat. I couldn’t close my mouth and my head was held in a
vise. One whole arm was still free from the elbow down, remember,
even if it didn’t have much room to swing in. And that was the one
that held the scalpel. I saw the shiny thing flash before my face as he
turned it to get a better leverage. I was pretty far gone, but not far
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enough. I knew I was going to feel everything that was going to
happen.

“What’s going on in here?” a voice asked somewhere in back of me.
Not a very excited voice either. He let go of me and straightened up.

“How dare you come in here without knocking while I am treating
one of my patients?” I heard him say. My luck was that I hadn’t
passed out a minute ago, as frightened as I was. His voice carried so
much conviction and dignity he might have gotten away with it,
whether I was tied or not. I couldn’t yell any more, I couldn’t even
talk, but I showed whoever it was in the only way I could. I tipped
myself over and hit the floor once more, and threshed around there
trying to free myself.

I stayed conscious but everything around me was a blur for several
minutes. When it came back in focus again I was standing up and my
bonds had been loosened. They were all standing around me, the
manager, the hotel detective, the porter, and everyone else.

“Did you get that guy?” was the first thing I asked. They shook
their heads. Someone motioned and I turned around and looked.

The window was wide open, and the curtains were hanging on the
outside of the sill instead of on the inside, as though something heavy
had dragged them across it. Down below on the street you could hear
some woman screaming, and people were running up from all direc-
tions.

“Better so,” I said as I turned back to them. “It’s a good thing you
came when you did,” I told the hotel dick. “How did it happen?”

He looked embarrassed.

“Well, you see,” he stammered, “we happened to be in your room at
the time—er—investigating that hook-up of yours, which had been
reported to us by the maid, and we heard something going on in here
through the wall. But until you gave that loud yell we thought he was
just treating a patient. Even then we weren’t sure, until I opened the
door with a passkey and took a look.”

“Well,” I said, “outside of a sprained wrist, a stiff jaw and a bump
on the head I feel a lot better than I would’ve if you hadn’t showed up.”

There was a commotion at the door and Kane’s partner came
hustling in, by himself. “We got that guy at Regency 428, and he
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broke like a toothpick! He’s a hophead the doctor’s been supplying
and he drove the car that night—"

As I was leaving I stuck my tongue out at him, to everyone’s
surprise. “Just wanted to show you I've still got it,” I said. I never
liked that guy.

I stopped in at the hospital to see Eddie. He saw the plaster on my
scalp and the gauze around my wrist and we just looked at each other
quietly.

“It’s all right, kid,” I said after awhile. “Everything’s all right—
now.”

It will be, too. They have artificial fingers these days that are as
good as the real ones. And a man can become a good electrician
without—having to talk very much.

(1934)



Preview of Death

It was what somebody or other has called life’s darkest moment. My
forehead was dripping perspiration and I stared miserably down at
the floor. “But, Chief,” I said when he got all through thundering at
me, “all T had was a couple of beers and besides I wasn’t on duty at the
time. And how was I to know that that wasn’t the right way out of the
place? I only found out it was a plate-glass window when I came
through on the other side of it. And my gun didn’t go off, you can look
for yourself. It was some car out in the street that back-fired just then
and made everybody clear out in such a hurry. You’re not going to
break me for that, are you?”

“No,” he said, “but I'm going to give you a nice quiet assignment
that’ll keep you out of trouble for awhile. You're going to look after
Martha Meadows from now on, she’s been getting threatening letters
and her studio just called and asked us to furnish her with protection.
That’s you until further orders.”

“I resign,” I said when I heard that.

He switched his cigar from the left-hand corner to the right-hand
corner without putting a finger to it, leaned half-way across his desk
at me, and went into another electrical storm. A lot of fist-pounding
on the mahogany went with it. You couldn’t hear yourself think, he
was making that much noise. “Resign? You can’t resign! Over my
dead body you’ll resign! What d’ya think this squad is, a game of
in-again out-again Finnigan?”

“But—but Chief,” I pleaded, “bodyguard to a—a movie actress!
All the rest of the boys will laugh at me, I'll never be able to live it

44
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down! And what’ll the wife say? Dock me, break me—anything but
that!”

He rattled some papers around and held them up in front of his
face. Maybe to keep from weakening, I don’t know. “A Aem—now not
another word out of you, Galbraith. Off you go. Get right out there
and don’t let her out of your sight until further notice. Remember,
your job isn’t to trace these threats or track down whoever sent ’em,
it’s just to keep your eye on Martha Meadows and see that nothing
happens to her. You're responsible for her safety.”

“0.K., Chief,” I sighed, “but I really should be wearing a dog
collar.”

No doubt about it, I was the unhappiest, most miserable detective
that ever started out on an assignment as I walked out of headquar-
ters that day and got in a taxi. The sooner I got busy on the job, I
figured, the sooner the chief might relent and take me off it. The taxi,
and everything else from now on, was at Miss Meadows’ own personal
expense, but that didn’t make me like her any the better. Without
actually wishing her any harm, I was far from being a fan of hers at
the moment.

The studio, on Marathon Street, looked more like a library than
anything else from the outside. The gateman picked up a phone, said:
“From headquarters, to see Miss Meadows,” and everything opened
up high, wide and handsome. I passed from hand to hand like a
volley-ball getting to her; and all of them, from the gateman right on
up, seemed glad that I had been sent over to look after her. You could
tell she was well liked.

She was in her bungalow dressing-room resting between scenes
and having her lunch when they brought me in. Her lunch was a
malted milk and a slice of sponge cake—not enough to keep a canary
alive. She had a thick make-up on, but even at that she still looked
like somebody’s twelve-year-old sister. You sort of wanted to pro-
tect her and be her big brother the minute you set eyes on her, even
if you hadn’t been sent there for just that purpose—the way I
had. “I'm Jimmy Galbraith from headquarters, Miss Meadows,” I
said.
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She gave me a friendly smile. “You don’t look a bit like a detective,”
she answered, “you look like a college boy.”

Just to put her in her place I said: “And you don’t look a bit like a
screen star, you look like a little girl in grade school, rigged up for the
school play.”

Just then a colored woman, her maid I guess, looked in and started
to say, “Honey lamb, is you nearly—” Then when she saw me she
changed to: “Look here, man, don’t you bring that cig-ret in here, you
want to burn that child up?” I didn’t know what she meant for a
minute, I wasn’t anywhere near Meadows.

“Hush up, Nellie,” Martha Meadows ordered with a smile. “She
means this,” Meadows explained, and pointed to her dress. “It has
celluloid underneath, to stiffen it. If a spark gets on it—" She was
dressed as a Civil War belle, with a wide hoopskirt the size of a
balloon. I pinched the cigarette out between my fingers in a hurry.

“Just cause it ain’t happen’, don’t mean it can’t happen,” snapped
the ferocious Nellie, and went about her business muttering darkly to
herself. The dressing-room telephone rang and Meadows said:
“Alright, I'm ready whenever you are.” She turned to me. “I have to
go back on the set now. We're shooting the big scene this afternoon.”

“Sorry,” I said, “but I'll have to go with you, those are my orders.”

“It’s agreeable to me,” she said, “but the director mayn’t like
outsiders watching him. He’s very temperamental, you know.”

I wasn’t even sure what the word meant, so I looked wise and said:
“He’ll get over it.”

She started up and the three of us left the bungalow. I let the maid
and her go in front and followed close behind them. They walked
along a number of lanes between low one-story studio buildings and
finally came to a big barn of a place that had sliding doors like a
garage and a neat little sign up: Set VIII, Meadows, Civil War Picture.
People were hanging around outside, some in costume and some not.
They made way for her respectfully and she passed through them and
went in. She bowed slightly to one or two and they nearly fell over
themselves bowing back.

Inside, the place had a cement floor criss-crossed over with a lot of
little steel rails like baby train tracks. They were for moving heavy
camera trucks back and forth, and cables and ropes and wires and



Preview of Death | 47

pulleys galore were dangling from the rafters. Canvas back-drops
were stacked, like cards, up against the walls. But it wasn’t out here
they were going to shoot the scene at all. There was a sound-proof
door with a red light over it leading in to the “stage” itself, where the
action was to take place.

Before we got to it, though, a bald-headed man in a pullover
sweater came up to Meadows. He was about five feet tall and with a
beak like an eagle’s. A girl carrying a thick notebook, like a stenog-
rapher’s dictation pad, was following him around wherever he went. I
had him spotted for the director as soon as I looked at him.

“Who is this man?” he asked—meaning me. Then, when she told
him, he raised both hands to his head and would have torn out some
hair, only, as I said before, he was bald. “No,” he said, “I cannot work!
There are too many people hanging around the stage already! First it
was your colored maid. Now a detective! Who will it be next?”

A big argument started in then and there about whether Iwastogoin
or stay out, with Meadows taking my part and the script-girl trying to
calm the director down. “Now, Stormy,” she kept saying, “please
don’t excite yourself, this isn’t good for you, remember how sensitive
you are!” Finally I cut the whole thing short by saying I'd phone the
chief and leave it up to him, as he was the one who had given me the
assignment. But there was no telephone in the place and I had to go
outside and call up headquarters fromthe studio cafeteria next door.

The chief went off like a firecracker. “What’s the matter with them
anyway? First they ask me for a bodyguard for her, then they start
shooing him away. You go in there, Gal, and if they try to keep you
out, quit the case cold and report back here to me. I'll wash my hands
of all responsibility for her safety!” Which was music to my ears, as I
hadn’t liked the job from the start.

Sure enough, when I got back, the sound-proof door was already
closed, the red light was on above it to warn that “shooting” was going
on, and they had all gone in without waiting. There was a guard
stationed outside the door to keep people from opening it by accident.

“She left word for you to wait out here,” he told me. “Stormann
bullied her into going in without you.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” I burned. “The little shrimp! Who does he
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think he is? He may be the whole limburger around here but he isn’t
even a bad smell to us down at headquarters!” The chief had told me
what to do, but Stormann’s opposition somehow got my goat so
beautifully that instead of quitting I hung around, just for the plea-
sure of telling him a thing or two when he came out. To crash in now
would have ruined the scene, cost the company thousands of dollars,
and maybe gotten Meadows in bad with her bosses; so I didn’t have
the heart to do it.

“They’ll be through about four,” the guard told me. It was now a
little before two.

Whether I would have stuck it out for two whole hours, outside that
door, just to bawl Stormann out—I don’t know. I never will know. At
2:10 or thereabouts the door suddenly opened from the inside without
any warning and through it came the horrible unearthly screams of
the dying. Nothing could scream like that and live very long.

“Something’s happened!” he blurted. “That’s not in the scene! I
know, because they were rehearsing it all morning—"

It was Meadows’ maid. Only she was almost white now. Her voice
was gone from fright. “Oh, somebody-—quick, somebody!” she panted.
“I’'ve been hammering on this door—” But she wasn’t the victim. The
screaming went right on behind her.

I rushed in, the guard with me. The sight that met us was ghastly.
Martha Meadows, with the cameras still playing on her, was burning
to death there before everyone’s eyes. She was a living torch, a funnel
of fire from head to foot, and screaming her life away. She was
running blindly here and there, like some kind of a horrible human
pin wheel, and they were all trying to overtake her and catch her to
throw something over her and put the flames out. But she was
already out of her head, mad with agony, and kept eluding them,
ducking and doubling back and forth with hellish agility. What kept
her going like that, with her life going up in blazing yellow-white
gushes, I don’t understand. I'll see that scene for years to come.

But I didn’t stand there watching. I flung myself at her bodily, head
first right into the flames in a football tackle. With stinging hands I
grasped something soft and quivering behind that glow that had once
been cool, human flesh. The pillar of fire toppled over and lay horizon-
tal along the ground, with the flames foreshortened now and just
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licking upward all around it like bright scallops. With that, a blanket
or something was thrown over her, and partly over me, too. As it fell
with a puff of horrid black smoke spurting out all around the edges,
the last scream stopped and she was still.

I held my breath, so as not to inhale any of the damned stuff. I could
feel rescuing hands beating all around the two of us through the
blanket. After a minute I picked myself up. My hands were smarting,
my shirt cuffs were scorched brown in places and peeling back, and
sparks had eaten into the front of my suit. Otherwise I was alright.
But what lay under the blanket didn’t move. Five minutes ago one of
the most beautiful girls in America, and now something it was better
not to look at if you had a weak stomach.

As if in gruesome jest, the winking eyes of the cameras were still
turned upon her and, in the deathly silence that had now fallen, you
could hear the whirring noise that meant they were still grinding
away. No one had thought of signalling them to stop.

The guard who had been outside the door, though, had had the
presence of mind to send in a call for help even before the flames had
been beaten out. The studio had a first-aid station of its own a door or
two away, and two men arrived with a stretcher and carried her out
with them, still under the blanket. Nellie went with them, bellowing
like a wounded steer and calling: “Oh, Lawd, oh Lawd, don’t do this to
my lamb! Change yo’ mind, change yo’ mind!”

Stormann was shaking like a leaf and incoherent with shock, and
had to be fed whiskey by one of the electricians. The girl with the
notebook, the script-girl, was the only one there who seemed to have
kept her head about her. I went up to her, dabbing some oil they’d
given me onto the red patches on the back of my hands and wrists,
and asked: “How’d it happen?”

It turned out she wasn’t as bright as I thought she’d be. “It hap-
pened right here,” she said. “I was following very closely, the way I'm
supposed to—that’s my job.” I looked to find out where “here” was, but
instead of pointing any place on the set, she was pointing at her book.

“See—where it says ‘Oh won’t he ever come?” That’s her line. She’s
supposed to be waiting by the window for her lover. Well, she spoke it
alright, and then the next thing I knew, there was a funny flickering
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light on the pages of my book. When I looked up, I saw that it was
coming from her. She had flames all over her. Well, just from force of
habit, I quickly looked back at the book to find out whether or not this
was part—"

I gave her up as a complete nut. Or at least a very efficient script-
girl but a washout otherwise. I tackled Stormann next. He was on his
third or fourth bracer by now and wringing his hands and moaning
something about: “My picture, my beautiful picture—"

“Pull yourself together,” I snapped. “Isn’t there anyone around
here who has a heart? She’s thinking about her book, you’re thinking
about your picture. Well, I'm thinking about that poor miserable girl.
Maybe you can tell me how it happened. You're the director and
you’re supposed to have been watching what went on!”

Probably no one had ever spoken to him that way in years. His
mouth dropped open. I grabbed him by the shoulder, took his snifter
away from him, and gave him a shake. “Let me have it, brother,
before I go sour on you. I'm asking you for your testimony—as a
witness. You can consider this a preliminary inquest.”

I hadn’t forgotten that it was his doing I'd been kept out of here
earlier, either. Seeing that he wasn’t up against one of his usual
yes-men, he changed his mind and gave until it hurt. “No one was
near her at the time, I can’t understand what could have caused it. I
was right here on the side-lines where I always sit, she was over there
by that win—"

“Yeah, I know all that. Here’s what I'm asking you. Did you or did
you not see what did it?” Not liking him, I got nasty with him and
tapped him ten times on the chest with the point of my finger, once for
each word, so it would sink in. The idea of anyone doing that to him
was so new to him he didn’t dare let out a peep. “No,” he said, like a
little kid in school.

“You didn’t. Well, was anyone smoking a cigarette in here?”

“Absolutely not!” he said. “No director allows it, except when the
scene calls for it. The lenses would pick up the haze—"

“Did she touch any wires, maybe?”

“There aren’t any around, you can see for yourself. This whole
thing’s supposed to be the inside of an old mansion.”

“What about this thing?” I picked up a lighted oil lamp that was
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standing on the fake window sill, but when I looked, I saw that it had
an electric pocket-torch hidden in it. I put it down again. “Who was
playing the scene with her? She wasn’t alone in it, was she?”

“Ruth Tobias. That girl crying over there.” I let him go back to his
pain-killer and went over to tackle her. She was having grade-A
hysterics across the back of a chair, but, as I might have known, on
her own account, not poor Meadows’.

“Two whole years—" she gurgled, “two whole years to make a come
back. I've waited—and now, look! They won’t hire me again. I'm
getting older—”

“Alright sis, turn off the faucets,” I said. “Uncle wants to ask you
something. What happened to her?”

She had on one of the same wide dresses as the kid had, but she was
gotten up to look older—black gloves and a lorgnette with her hair in
a cranky knot. At that, she wasn’t out of her twenties yet, but looked
as though she’d been used as a filling-station for a bootlegger while
she was out of work the last few years.

“I played her older sister,” she sniffled, “although they really had a
nerve to cast me in an older part like that. I had to take anything I
could get. I was in that rocker there on the set, facing her way. I'm
supposed not to approve of the fellow she’s intending to run off with,
but all I do to show it is to keep rocking back and forth. She had her
back to me, over at the window— I tell you I was looking right at her
and all of a sudden, ffft, she was on fire from head to foot! As quickly as
that, and for no earthly reason that I could make out! All T had time to
do was jump back out of the way myself—"

“You would,” I thought, but without saying so.

She gave me a sort of a come-on smile and said: “You're not a
bad-looking guy at all for a detective.”

“That’s what my wife and eighteen kids tell me,” I squelched her.

“"Hmf,” she said, and went over to chisel a drink from Stormann.

Just then they sent word in that, impossible as it sounded,
Meadows was still breathing. She was going fast, though—just a
matter of minutes now. They’d given her morphine to kill the pain.

“Is she conscious or out?” I asked.

“Semi-conscious.”
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“Quick then, let me have a look at her before she goes!”

It was a slim chance, but maybe she, herself, knew what or who had
done it. Maybe she, alone, of all of them, had seen what caused it and
hadn’t been able to prevent it in time to save herself.

On my way out, I collared the guard, who was back at the door
again keeping out the crowd of extras and employees who had heard
the news.

“Consider yourself a deputy,” I said to him in an undertone. “See
that they all stay where they are until I get back. Whatever you do,
see that nothing’s touched on that set—not even a match stick. Keep
everything just the way it is—”

It was a monstrous thing they showed me in that bed, dark as the
room was. Without eyes, without ears, without nose, without any
human attribute. An oversized pumpkin-head, a Hallowe’en goblin,
made of yards and yards of interlaced gauze bandaging. It stood out
whitely in the greenish dimness cast by the lowered shades. A crevice
between the bandages served as a mouth. Atop the sheets were two
bandaged paws. She was conscious, but partly delirious from the heat
of the burns and “high” from the morphine that kept her from feeling
the pain in her last moments. The faithful Nellie was there beside
her, silent now and with her forehead pressed to the wall.

I bent close to the muffled figure, put my face almost up against the
shapeless mound that was Martha Meadows, to try to catch the
garbled muttering which came through the bandages. I couldn’t
make it out. “Martha Meadows,” I begged, “Martha Meadows, what
caused the accident?”

The muttering stopped, broke off short. I couldn’t tell whether she’d
heard me or not. I repeated the question. Then suddenly I saw her
head move slowly from side to side, slowly and slightly. “No—acci-
dent,” she mumbled. Then she repeated it a second time, but so low I
couldn’t catch it any more. A minute later her head had lolled loosely
over to the side again and stayed that way. She’'d gone.

I went outside and stood there, lost in thought. I hadn’t found out
what I'd come to find out—what did it—but I'd found out something
else, much more important. “No—accident” meant it had been done
purposely. What else could it mean? Or was I building myself a case
out of thin air? Delirium, morphine—and a shaking of the head in her
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death-throes that I'd mistaken for “no”? I tried to convince myself I
was just looking for trouble. But it wouldn’t work. I had an answer for
every argument. She’d known what I was asking her just now. She
hadn’t been out of her mind.

Death will strike during unconsciousness or sleep, maybe, but
never during delirium. The mind will always clear just before it
breaks up, even if only an instant before. And hadn’t she gotten
threatening letters and asked for protection? Anyway, I told myself,
as long as there was a doubt in my mind, it was up to me to track it
down until there wasn’t any doubt left—either one way or the other.
That was my job. I was going to sift this thing down to the bottom.

Nellie came out. She wasn’t bellowing now any more like she had
been on the set. “They musta been casting her in heaven today, but
they sure picked a mis’able way to notify her,” she said with a sort of
suppressed savagery. “I'm gonna buy me a bottle a’ gin and drink it
down straight. If it don’t kill me the fust time, I'll keep it up till it do.
She’ll need a maid on the set up there fust thing and I ain’t gonna
leave her flat!” She shuffled off, shaking her head.

I was hard-hearted enough to go after her and stop her. “That’s all
right about heaven, auntie, but you don’t happen to know of anyone
down below here who had a grudge against her, do you?”

She shook her head some more. “Stop yo’ mouth. She was every-
body’s honey. Didn’t she even go to the trouble of axing ’em and
coazing 'em to give that Miss Tobias a job in her picher on account of
she felt sorry for her cause she was a back-number and nobody
wanted her no-how?”

“What about those threats she got, where are they?”

“She turned ’em over to her supe’visor. They weren’t nothing,
everybody in the business gets ’em. It means you a big-shot, that’s
all.”

“You were there when it happened. What'd you see?”

“Weren'’t nothing to see. 'Pears like it musta been some of this here
sponchaneous combusting.”

That gave me an idea, but I hung it up to dry for a while. I rang
headquarters and spilled what had happened to the chief. “Some-
thing new—an invisible accident. Right under everybody’s nose and
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yet nobody saw it. Guess I better stay on it for a while, don’t you?”

“You park your can on it till it breaks. I'll let the studio hot-shots
know.”

When I got back to the set they were all there yet—all but Stor-
mann and Tobias! “I thoughtI told you—"Isnarled in the guard’s ear.

“They’ll be right back,” he whined, “they told me so. Stormy only
stepped next door to get some more liquor. The electrician that was
supplying him ran out of it. And she went to take off her costume. She
got jittery because Stormy was nervous and started smoking around
her. After what happened to— Besides, they weren’t under arrest.
Nobody here is, and you don’t know Stormy. If I'd a’ tried to stop him,
it woulda been good-bye to my job—"

They were back in no time at all. Tobias was back first and I made a
mental note of that. Since when does it take a man longer to dig up
some liquor than it does a woman to change clothes from head to
foot—besides, scraping off a stage make-up in the bargain? That was
another little chip stacked against Stormann. I had three of them so
far. He hadn’t wanted Meadows to bring me on the set with her. He
bullied her into going in alone while my back was turned. And lastly
he’d found an excuse for leaving the set, taking him longer to get back
than it had a conceited frail, like Tobias, to do herself over from head
to toe.

The ace turned up when I checked up on the electrician who’d been
supplying him.

“Why, no,” he admitted, “I got another bottle left. I told him so, only
he got a sudden notion his own was better quality and went out after
it.”

What a dead give-away that was!

He had the staggers when he showed up, but he had enough
decency left to straighten up when he saw me and breathe: “How is
she?”

I made the announcement I’d been saving until he got there—to see
how he’d take it.

“I'm sorry to say—she’s quit.”

I kept my eyes on him. It was hard to tell. Plop! went the bottle he’d
brought in with him and he started folding up like a jack knife. They
picked him up and carried him out. It might’ve been the drink—but if



Preview of Death /| 55

he hadn’t wanted to be questioned, for instance, it was the swellest
out he could’ve thought up.

Maybe I should and maybe I shouldn’t have, but 'm frank to admit
I stuck a pin in him before they got him to the door—just to see. He
never even twitched.

I turned a chair around backwards, sat down on it, and faced the rest
of them. “I'm in charge of this case now,” I said, “by order of police
headquarters and with the consent of the studio executives. All I'm
going to do, right now, is repeat the question I've already asked Mr.
Stormann, Miss Tobias, Nellie, and the script-girl. Did any of you see
what caused it?” This meant the electricians, stage-hands, and the
two cameramen. They all shook their heads.

I got up and banged the chair down so hard one leg of it busted off.
“She wasn’t six feet away from some of you!” I bawled them out. “She
was in the full glare of the brightest lights ever devised! All eyes were
on her watching every move and she was the center of attraction at
the time! She burned to death, and yet no one saw how it started!
Twenty-five pairs of human eyes and they might as well have all been
closed! Well, there’s one pair left—and they won’t let him down.”

I'suppose they thought I meant my own. Not by a damn sight. “Now
clear out of here, all of you, and don’t touch anything as you go!” I
pointed to the chief electrician. “You stay and check up on those
lights for defects—one of ’em might have got overheated and dropped
a spark on her. And don’t try to hold out anything to save your own
skin. Criminal carelessness is a lot less serious than obstructing an
agent of justice!” I passed my handkerchief to the guard. “You comb
the floor around where she was standing. Pick up every cigarette butt
and every cinder you find!”

The rest of them filed out one by one, giving me names and ad-
dresses as they went. I wasn’t worried about getting them back again
if I wanted them. They all reacted differently. Some were frightened,
some just curious, some cracking wise. The script-girl’s nose was still
buried in her book. She hardly looked up at all. Tobias glided by me
with a little extra hip-action and purred over her shoulder: “Lots of
luck, Handsome. And if you find out you were mistaken about those
eighteen kids of yours, look a lady up sometime.”
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“Thirtieth of next February,” I told her.

The chief cameraman came out of his booth with a round, flat, tin
box—packed under his arm.

“Where you going with that?” I asked him,

“Drop it in the ashcan on my way out,” he said. “It’s what we took
today, no good now any more.”

“Ashcan—hell,” I snapped. “Those machines of yours are the other
pair of eyes I told you about! How soon can you develop that stuff?”

“Right away,” he told me, looking surprised. “But we can’t use this
roll—it’s got her whole death-scene on it and it’ll turn your hair white
just to look at it.”

“You do it yourself,” I warned him, “don’t call anybody in to help
you. And don't touch it, leave it just the way it is. Can I trust you?”

“Meet me in half an hour in projection room A,” he said. “She was a
swell kid.”

The electrician came down from way up high somewhere and
reported the lights all jake. No crossed wires, not a screw out of place
anywhere.

“You dig up a typewriter and get that all down on paper, sign it,
have a notary witness it, and shoot it in to me at headquarters—
Galbraith’s the name. It better be on the level, the pay-off is with-
holding information from the authorities.” Which didn’t mean any-
thing, but it was good enough to throw a scare into him. I never saw
anyone take it on the lam so quick in my life.

The guard passed me my handkerchief back with a cigarette butt, a
wire frame, and a lot of little pieces of glass in it.

“The butt’s Stormann’s,” he pointed out. “He was smoking it after
it was all over. I saw him throw it down and step on it before he went
after that liquor. I remember because Tobias yapped ‘Don’t come near
me with that thing! You want it to happen to me, too?”

I wondered if that remark meant anything. Did he want it to
happen to her, too? Get the point? I knew what the pieces of glass and
the frame were right away—a busted lorgnette like I had seen Tobias
fiddling with.

“Meadows had it around her neck I guess,” he suggested, “and it
fell and smashed when she started to run around crazy.”

I felt like telling him he didn’t know his ears from his elbow, but I
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kept quiet about it. These pieces of glass were clear, that burning
celluloid would have smoked them up plenty if they had been any-
where near Martha Meadows. But there was an easy enough way of
settling that.

“Get the wardrobe-woman in here and tell her to bring a complete
list of every article she furnished Meadows and Tobias for this pic-
ture.”

She was a society-looking dame, with white hair, and had had her
face lifted. She had typewritten sheets with her.

“Did you supply Meadows with a lorgnette?”

“Why no,” she said. “Young girls didn’t wear them even in those
days.”

“But Tobias wore one. Is this it?” I showed her the pieces.

“It must be,” she returned. “She turned in her costume a little
while ago and explained that she’d broken her lorgnette while that
awful thing was happening to poor Martha. You see I have every-
thing else crossed off but that. We usually charge players for any-
thing that isn’t returned to us, but in this case of course nothing like
that will happen.”

That explained something that had bothered me for a minute or
two. Because I'd distinctly seen the lorgnette on Tobias after the
accident, when she was making those first passes at me. She must
have broken it later—while I was outside in the infirmary with
Meadows. But a chiseler like her who would cadge a drink from
Stormann would try to make them believe it had happened during all
the excitement—to get out of paying for it.

“You keep those two lists just the way they are now, I may want to
see them again.” I folded up the handkerchief with the pieces of
broken glass and put it away in my pocket.

A kid came in and said: “The rushes are ready for you in projection
room A,” and took me over there.

It had rows of seats just like a miniature theatre and a screen on
one wall. I closed the door and locked the cameraman and myself in.

“It’s ghastly,” he said, “better hang on tight.”

“Run it through at normal speed first,” I said. “I'll see if I can stand
i
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I sat down in the front row with the screen almost on top of me.
There wasn’t much to it at regular speed—about five minutes worth
of picture—what they call a “sequence.” It was pretty grisly at that. It
opened on Tobias sitting there in the rocker, broadside to the camera.
Meadows came in almost at once.

“I'm going away with him tonight,” she said.

Tobias opened her lorgnette and gave her the once-over through it.
Meadows went over to the window, and the camera followed her part
of the way. That left Tobias over at the left-hand side of the screen
and partly out of the picture, with just one shoulder, arm, and the side
of her head showing. She started to rock back and forth and tap her
lorgnette against the back of her hand. I had my eyes glued to
Meadows though. She turned around to look at her “sister.”

“Oh, won'’t he ever come?” she said. '

Her face sort of tightened up—changed from repose to tenseness. A
look of horror started to form on it, but it never got any further. Right
then and there the thing happened.

The best way I can describe it is, a sort of bright, luminous flower
seemed to open up half way down her dress, spreading, peeling back.
But the petals of it were flame. An instant later it was all over her,
and the first screams of a voice that was gone now came smashing out
at my eardrums. And in between each one, the hellish sound-track
had even picked up and recorded the sizzling that her hair made.

“Cut!”

I turned around and yelled back at him: “For Pete’s sake, cut,
before I throw up!” and I mopped my drenched forehead. “I did—
twice—while I was processing it,” he confessed, looking out of the
booth at me.

It hadn’t told me a thing so far, but then I hadn’t expected it to—the
first throw out of the bag. -

“Go back and start it over,” I shivered, “but, whatever you do, leave
out that finale! Take it up where she turns at the window. Slow-
motion this time. Can you hold it when I tell you to?”

He adjusted his apparatus. “Say when,” he called.

The figures on the screen hardly moved at all this time, eight times
slowed down. They drifted lazily—sort of floated. I knew the place to
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look for on Meadows’ dress now, and I kept my eyes focussed on it and
let everything else ride. A moment later something had shown up
there.

“Hold it!” I yelled, and the scene froze into a “still.”

Now it was just a magic-lantern slide, no motion at all. I left my
seat and stood close up against the screen, keeping to one side so my
own shadow wouldn’t blur out that place on her dress. No flame was
coming from it yet. It was just a bright, luminous spot, about the size
and shape of a dime.

“Back up one!” I instructed. “One” meant a single revolution of the
camera. The scene hardly shifted at all, but the pin-point of light was
smaller—like a pea now. You couldn’t have seen it from the seat I'd
been in at first.

Two heads are better than one. I called him out and showed it to
him. “What do you make of this? It’s not a defect in the film, is it?”

“No, it’s a blob of light coming to a head at that place on her dress.
Like a highlight, you might say. A gleam.” Which is what I'd had it
figured for, too.

“Go three forward,” I said, “and then hold it.”

He came out again to look. It was back to the size of a dime again,
and only a turn or two before the flames were due to show up.

“There’s heat in it!” I said. “See that!”

The white spot had developed a dark core, a pin-head of black or
brown.

“That’s the material of the dress getting ready to burn. See that
thread coming out of the dot? Smoke—and all there'll ever be of it,
too. Celluloid doesn’t give much warning.”

So far so good. But what I wanted to know was where that gleam or
ray was coming from. I had the effect now, but I wanted the cause.
The trouble was you couldn’t follow the beam through the air—to
gauge its direction. Like any beam of light, it left no trail—only
showed up suddenly on her dress. The set-up, so far, seemed to fit
Nellie’s theory of spontaneous combustion perfectly. Maybe one of
the powerful Klieg lights, high overhead and out of the picture, had
developed some flaw in its glass shield, warping one of its rays. But
the electrician had gone over them afterward and given them all a
clean bill of health.
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“Start it up again,” I said wearily. “Slow motion,” and went back
and sat down. I was farther away now and had a better perspective of
the thing as a whole; maybe that’s what did it.

As the scene on the screen thawed and slowly dissolved into fluid
motion once more, it gave the impression for a moment of everything
on it moving at once. Therefore it was only natural that the one thing
that didn’t move should catch my eye and hold it. Tobias’ lorgnette,
and the wrist and hand that held it. The three objects stayed rigid,
down in the lower left-hand corner of the screen, after everything else
was on the go once more. The chair she was in had started to rock
slowly back and forth, and her body with it, but the forearm, wrist,
hand and lorgnette stayed poised, motionless. There was something
unnatural about it that caught the eye at once. I remembered she had
opened the scene by tapping her lorgnette as well as rocking.

Now, with the fire due to break out any second, she was only
rocking. The lorgnette was stiff as a ramrod in her grasp. Not that she
was holding it out at full length before her or anything like that, she
was holding it close in, unobtrusively, but straight up and down—a
little out to one side of her own body. Maybe the director’s orders had
been for her to stop fiddling with it at a certain point. Then again
maybe not. All I wanted to find out was at what point she had stopped
tapping and playing with it. I had been concentrating on Meadows
until now and had missed that.

“Whoa, back up!” I called out to him. “All the way back and then
start over—slow.”

I let Meadows go this time and kept my eye on Tobias and her
lorgnette. The minute I saw it stop—"Hold it!” I yelled and ran over to
the screen and examined Meadows’ dress. Nothing yet. But in three
more revolutions of the camera that deadly white spot had already
showed up on the celluloid-lined hoopskirt. Effect had followed cause
too quickly to be disregarded. '

“Lights!” I roared. “I've got it!”

He turned a switch, the room blazed all around me, and I took that
handkerchief out of my pocket and examined the pieces of glass it
held. Some were thicker than others—the lens had therefore been
convex, not flat. I held one up and looked at my cuff through it. The



Preview of Death | 61

weave stood out. A magnifying glass. I held it about a foot away from
the back of my hand, where I'd already been burned once this after-
noon, and even with the far weaker lights of the projection-room
working through it, in about thirty seconds something bit me and I
jumped.

He’d come out and was watching what I was doing. “Pack that film
up again in the box the way you had it,” I said. “I'll be back for it in a
minute. I'm taking it down to headquarters with me!”

“What’d you find out?” he asked.

“Look it up in tomorrow morning’s papers!”

I called Tobias’ dressing-room. “How’s the lay of the land?” I
greeted her.

She knew me right away. “I know, it’s Handsome.”

“I was wrong about those eighteen kids,” I told her. “I counted ’em
over—only nine.”

She sure was a hard-boiled customer. “Nine to go,” she said cheer-
fully. “When will I see you?”

“I'll pick you up in about twenty minutes.”

“Where we going?” she cooed when she got in the car.

“You’ll find out.”

Then when we got there, she said: “Why, this looks like police
headquarters to me.”

“Not only does, but is,” I told her. “Won’t take a minute, I just want
to see a man about a dog.”

“Wouldn’t you rather have me wait outside for you?”

I chucked her under the chin. “I'm getting so fond of you I want you
with me wherever I go. Can’t stand being without you even for five
minutes.”

She closed her eyes and looked pleased and followed me in like a
lamb. Then when the bracelets snapped on her wrists she exploded:
“Why you dirty doublecrossing—I thought you said you wanted to see
a man about a dog.”

“I do,” I said, “and you’re the dog.”

“What'’re the charges?” the chief asked.

“Setting fire to Martha Meadows with a magnifying glass and
causing her to burn to death. Here’s the glass she used; picked up on
the set. Here’s the original harmless glass that was in the frame
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before she knocked it out; picked up in the trashbasket in her dress-
ing room. The film, there in the box, shows her in the act of doing it.
She’s been eaten away with jealousy ever since she faded out and
Meadows stepped into her shoes.”

Inever knew a woman knew so many bad words as she did; and she
used them all. After she’d been booked and the matron was leading
her away she called back: “You’ll never make this stick. You think
you’ve got me, but you’ll find out!”

“She’s right, Gal,” commented the chief, after she’d gone. “The
studio people’ll put the crusher on the case before it ever comes up for
trial. Not because they approve of what she’s done—but on account of
the effect it would have on the public.”

“She may beat the murder rap,” I said, “but she can’t get around
these.” I took a bundle of letters and a square of blotting-paper out of
my pocket and passed them to him. “Wrote them in her very dressing
room at the studio and then mailed them to Meadows on the outside,
even after Meadows had gotten her a job. The blotting-paper tells the
story if you hold it up to a mirror. She didn’t get rid of it quickly
enough.”

“Good work, Gal,” the chief said; and then, just like him, he takes
all the pleasure out of it. “Now that you’re in for promotion, suppose
you step around to that grill and pay the guy for that plate-glass
window you busted.”

(1934)



He always called me Angel Face. Always claimed I didn’t have a
thing inside my head, but that the outside was a honey. When he
began to let up on the ribbing, I should have known something was
wrong. But I figured maybe it was because we had been married four
years—and didn’t tumble right away.

One morning no different from any other, the pay-off comes. Every-
thing is peaches and cream and I'm trying to make up my mind
between my green and my blue with the whosis around the neck
when the doorbell rings. The guy looked like a taxi-driver. It turned
out he was.

“I've come to collect that dollar'’n a half your husband owes me,
lady. He knows where my stand is, he shoulda squared it long ago.”
And then to cinch the argument he flashes Jackie’s cigarette case at
me, the one I gave him the Christmas before. “I'm sick of carrying this
around for security, it ain’t worth a dime at the hock shop. The only
reason I trusted him in the first place was on account of the dame he
was with that night is a very good customer of mine. My stand is right
outside her door—"

Plop went my heart! “Be right back,” I said, and dialed Jackie’s
office on the phone. “Why, he quit last Saturday,” they told me. This
was Wednesday. I took a look in the closet where his valise was. It
was locked but when I lifted it by the handle it weighed a ton. It had
everything in it all ready, all set to move out. So she’d put the Indian
sign on him, had she? I went back to the door again hooking my blue
up and down the back.

63
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“You’re getting your dollar fifty,” I said, “and you’ve also got a fare
all the way up to where that lady lives. Step on it.”

East Fifty-fourth Street, a couple of doors down from that big beer
garden on the corner of Third. “Sure I know her name,” he said, “it’s
Boinice. I hear ’em all call her that whenever she’s with anybody in
my cab.” The other half of it was on the mailbox—Pascal.

No one saw me go in, and the elevator was automatic. She was
having breakfast—bromo-seltzer and a cigarette—and if he called
me Angel Face, I wonder what he called her. Helen of Troy would
have been homely. She had one of those faces that only happen once
in a hundred years.

“Who'’re you?” she snapped.

“Jackie Reardon’s wife,” I said, “and I've come here to ask you to
give me a break.”

It was no use though. I found it out that night when I tried to tell him.
The coffee I got in my face wasn’t hot enough to scald me, luckily, and
I didn’t even mind hitting the floor over in the corner of the dining
nook. It was when he snatched up his valise and went for the door that
it hurt. I beat it inside, fixed up the purple mark on my jaw with
powder, jammed on a hat, and caught up with him at the subway
station. “Jackie, listen to me! You’ve got to listen to me!”

“All right, I forgot,” he said, and tried to pass a couple of sawbucks
to me. I let them fall and the wind carried them down the tracks.

All I could say was, “Not tonight, Jackie! No, no, not tonight! Don’t
go near her, you’ll get in trouble. Wait over until tomorrow, then go if
you have to. But not tonight, Jackie, stay away—" His train came
roaring in and drowned out every sound. I saw his lips say, “So long,
kid,” and then him and his valise and his train all went away and left
me there calling out, “Don’t go there, Jackie, you’ll get in trouble!” on
the empty platform. '

I went back and bawled from then until midnight. I killed the gin
he’d left behind him, from midnight until dawn; and slept from
daylight until it was almost evening again.

By that time the papers were on the streets with the big scare-
heads—PLAYGIRL FOUND SLAIN. My hunch must have still been
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with me from the night before. I signaled from the window and
hauled in a batch of them. Sure enough, Bernice Pascal, 225 East
Fifty-fourth street, had been found shot to death in her apartment at
about nine the night before. They’'d caught up with Jackie less than
half an hour later at Grand Central, trying to powder out on the
Montreal train—alone. With two tickets on him and the key to her
apartment. His valise was back at her place, where he’d left it in care
of the doorman while he went upstairs.

I sank to my knees, held my head in my hand and went wading
down the column with swimming eyes. What a set-up! He'd shown up
at 8:30 the first time, asked the doorman to mind his valise, and gone
ahead up without being announced—she’d given him the key, hadn’t
she? The doorman had never seen him come down again. The next
time the doorman had seen him the body had already been discovered
and Jackie was being brought in from the outside, by the homicide
men who had picked him up. Quickest pinch in years, raved the
papers and the bureau.

A time-table, left in her place with the 9:40 Montreal train under-
lined, had tipped them off. There was one every night, but they didn’t
wait for the next night to make sure. Her things had been all packed,
too, you see.

“Oh, you fool, you fool!” I groaned and banged my head against the
windowsill a couple of times.

Two days later they finally let me at him.

“You didn’t do it,” I said. “I'll get you a good lawyer.”

“You stay out of this,” he said. “I don’t want you dragged into it. I've
done you enough dirt without that.”

“I'm your wife, Jackie. You don’t have to tell me, I know you didn’t
do it.”

“She was dead when I let myself in,” he said, “and the radio was
playing Nobody’s Sweetheart Now. I remember that. That’s all I
remember. I lost my head I guess. I beat it down the emergency
staircase and slipped out while the doorman was out front getting a
cab for someone. I got into one myself around the corner and drove
around and around in a daze. Then I made for the train—"

“You'll get your lawyer, Jackie,” I promised him.
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My brother-in-law in Trenton turned me down flat. I had the diamond
engagement-ring Jackie had given me five years before, though. And
my wedding-ring was platinum. That went, too. I got Westman for
him. You spell his name with dollar marks.

“Ilike the case,” he said. “I don’t like the looks of it much, but that’s
why I like it. Hold on tight.”

I'liked the looks of it even less than he did—after all, Jackie was my
husband, not his—but I held on tight.

The trial opened in the middle of a freak heat wave that had got its
dates mixed. At 90 in the shade, with a perspiring jury ready to
convict the Angel Gabriel if they could only get out of there and into a
shower bath and a cranky judge who hated his own mother, he didn’t
have a chance.

It was a mess all the way through. The State’s proposition was that
she’d agreed to beat it to Montreal with him; then when she changed
her mind at the last minute for some unknown reason, he’d killed her
in a fit of jealous rage. The gun was her own, but it had been found at
the bottom of the elevator shaft—and she’d died instantly with a hole
between her eyes. Soundproof walls, no shot heard. The doorman had
seen him go up at 8:30; he was the last person he’d seen go up there;
he’d known him by sight for months. And about everybody else in
New York seemed to chip in their say-so after that—the State had
them stepping up and stepping down all day long.

“Do something,” I kept saying to Westman, “do something!”

Westman drew nothing but blanks. The night doorman, who'd
come on duty at six, was obviously greased—or so he said. Then when
he went out after the day doorman, who might have been able to
mention any callers she’d had earlier in the day, that gentleman had
chucked his job two days after the murder and gone home to Ireland
or somewhere without leaving any forwarding address. He dug up a
former colored maid of hers who would have been a walking card-
index of the men in Pascal’s life, and just as he had her nicely
subpoenaed and all, she got mysteriously knocked down by a speed-
ing car at 135th and Lenox and had a fine funeral. All wet, all wet.

I sat through it day after day, in the last row behind a pair of
smoked glasses. The jury came in on the 21st with their shirts
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sticking to their backs and stubble on their jaws and found him
guilty.

I keeled over and a court attendant carried me outside, but no one
noticed because people had been passing out from the heat the whole
time the trial lasted.

It was nice and cool when he came up for sentence, but it was too
late to do any good by that time. Jackie got the chair.

“So my husband goes up in sparks for something he never did!” I
said to Westman.

“Ten million people think he did, one little lady thinks he didn’t.
You can’t buck the State of New York.”

“No, but I can give it a run for its money. What do you need for a
stay of execution?”

“New evidence—something I haven’t got.”

“No? Watch me. How long have we got?”

“Week of November Eighth. Six weeks to us, a lifetime to him.”

At the door I turned back. “The five centuries, I suppose, was to pay
for the current they’re going to use on him.”

He threw up his hands. “You can have the retainer back. I feel
worse about it than you do.”

I took it because I needed it. I'd been living in a seven-dollar-a-week
furnished room and eating corn flakes, since I'd retained him. Now
here was the job—to separate the one right person from the 6,999,999
wrong ones—or whatever the population of New York was at the last
census—and hang the killing of Bernice Pascal on him so that it
would stick and give my Jackie an out.

Six weeks to do it in. Forty-two days. A thousand hours. And here
was the equipment: five hundred dollars, a face like an angel and a
heart like a rock. The odds? A thousand to one against me was
putting it mild. Who could stand up and cheer about anything so
one-sided?

I just sat there holding my head in my hands and wondering what
my next move was. Not a suspicion, not a hunch, not a ghost of an
idea. It was going to be tough going all right. I couldn’t figure it out
and the minutes were already ticking away, minutes that ticked once
and never came back again.
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They let me say goodbye to Jackie next day before they took him
upstate. He was cuff-linked, so we didn’t have much privacy. We
didn’t say much.

“Look at me. What do you see?”

“You've got a funny kind of light in your eyes,” he said.

“It’s going to bring you back alive,” I said, “so never mind the
goodbyes.”

When I got back to the room there was a cop there. “Oh-oh,” I
thought, “now what?”

“I been looking all over for you,” he said. “Mr. Westman finally
tipped me off where I could find you. Your husband asked us to turn
his things over to you.”

He passed me Jackie’s packed valise, the one he’d taken up to her
house that night.

“Thanks for rubbing it in,” I said, and shut him out.

Inever knew what punishment shirts and socks and handkerchiefs
could hand out until I opened it and started going through it. His gray
suit was in it, too. I held the coat up against my face and sort of made
love to it. The cops had been through the pockets a million times of
course but they’d put everything back. A couple of cards from liquor
concerns, a crumpled pack of cigarettes, his silver pencil clamped
onto the breast pocket.

Being a Sing Sing widow already, I spread them all out in front of
me in a sort of funeral arrangement. It was when I started smoothing
out the coat and folding it over that I felt something down at the
bottom—in one of the seams. He’d had a hole in the lining of his side
pocket and it had slipped through, out of reach. But when I'd worked
it back up into the light again, I saw the cops hadn’t missed much. It
was just a folder of matches.

I put it down. Then I picked it up again. It wasn’t a commercial
folder of matches. There wasn’t an ad on it. It was a private folder, a
personal folder. Fancy. Black cover with two gilt initials on it—7".V.
You can pick them up at the five-and-ten at a dime a throw; or at any
department store for two bits. Just the same, it belonged to one single
person and not to any hotel or grillroom or business enterprise of any
kind. T.V. It hadn’t been Bernice’s because those weren’t her initials.

Where had he gotten hold of it then? I knew who most of his friends
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were, she’'d been the only dark horse in his life, and none of their
names matched the two letters. Just to check up, I went out and called
up the firm he’'d worked for.

“T.V. there?” I asked off-handedly.

“No one by those intials works here,” the office girl said.

It was when I went back to the room again that the brain-wave hit
me. I suddenly had it. He had picked them up at Bernice’s apartment
after all, he must have—without their being hers. Somebody else had
called on her, absentmindedly left his matches lying around the
place, and then Jackie had showed up. He was lit up and, without
noticing, put them in his pocket and walked off with them.

Even granting that—and it was by no means foolproof—it didn’t
mean much of anything. It didn’t mean that “T.V.” had anything to
do with her death. But if I could only get hold of one person who had
known her intimately, I'd be that much ahead, I could find out who
some of the rest of her friends were.

“T.V.” was elected. Just then I looked over in the corner and saw a
cockroach slinking back to its hole. I shivered. That—and all the
other cockroaches I'd been seeing for weeks—did the trick. I got an
idea.

First a folder of matches, then a cockroach. I dolled up and went
around to the building she’d lived in—225. I dug up the superinten-
dent. “Listen, I want to talk to you about 3-H,” I said. “Have you
rented it yet?”

“No,” he said, “and God knows when we’ll be able to. People are
funny about things like that, it was in all the papers.”

I made him take me up and I took a look around. The phone was still
in, disconnected, of course. The phone books were lying on the floor in
the clothes closet. Everything else was gone long ago.

“Nice roomy closet you have here,” I said, fluttering the leaves of
the Manhattan directory. Then I put it down and came out again. You
have to have good eyes to be able to see in a dim closet. Mine are good.

“I'll make you a proposition,” I said. “I'm not at all superstitious,
and I haven’t got much money, and I don’t like the brand of cock-
roaches over at my place. You haven’t got an earthly chance of
renting this place until people forget about what happened and you
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know it. I'll take it for exactly one quarter of what she was paying.
Think it over.”

He went down, phoned the real-estate agents, came back again,
and the place was mine. But only for six weeks; or, in other words,
until just around the time Jackie was due to hit the ceiling—which
suited me fine as that was only as long as I wanted it for anyway.

The minute the door had closed behind him and I was alone in the
place, I made a bee line for that clothes closet and hauled out the
Manhattan directory. I held it upside down and shook it and the card
fell out, the one I'd seen the first time. It was just one of those
everyday quick-reference indexes ruled off into lines for names and
numbers that the phone company supplies to its subscribers.

There were two or three penciled scrawls on hers. Probably had so
many numbers on tap she couldn’t keep them all in her head. Anyway
there it was—

Ruby Moran—Wickersham, so-and-so
Gilda Johnson—Stuyvesant, such-and-such
Tommy Vaillant—Butterfield 8-14160.

This was getting hotter all the time. Butterfield is a Gold Coast
exchange, Park Avenue and the Sixties. But the cream of the crop
don’t sport store-bought monogrammed matches—that’s tin-horn
flash. Which meant that this guy, whoever he was, was in quick
money of some kind and hadn’t caught up with himself yet. Which
meant some kind of a racket, legitimate or otherwise. Which meant
that maybe she had known a little too much about him and spoken
out of turn, or had been about to, and therefore was now sprouting a
lot of grass up at Woodlawn. At the same time, as I said before, it
didn’t necessarily have to mean any of those things, but that was for
me to find out.

As for the police, they’d had such an open-and-shut case against
Jackie that it hadn’t behooved them to go around scouting for little
things like folders of matches in the seams of a suit he hadn’t been
wearing when they arrested him nor unlisted numbers on reference
cards hidden away in the leaves of a phone book. It tock a little party
like me, with nothing behind her face, to do that much.
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I went out, thought it over for awhile, and finally went into one of
the snappy theatrical dress shops on Broadway.

“Show me something with a lot of umph,” I said. “Something that
hits your eye if you're a him and makes you see stars.”

The one I finally selected was the sort of a bib that you wore at your
own risk if the month had an “r” on the end of it. It made a dent in the
five hundred but that was all right. I wrapped it up and took it, and
everything that went with it. Then I found a crummy, third-class sort
of bar near where I lived and spent a good deal of time in there
building myself up with the bartender and pouring a lot of poisonous
pink stuff into the cuspidor whenever he wasn’t looking.

“Why no,” he said when I finally popped the question, “I couldn’t
slip you anything like that. I could get pinched for doing that. And
even if I wanted to, we don’t have nothing like that.”

“I only wanted it for a little practical joke,” I said. “All right, forget
it. I never asked for it. I haven’t even been in here at all, you never
saw me and I never saw you.”

But I paid for the next Jack Rose with a ten-dollar bill. “There isn’t
any change coming,” I said. When he brought the drink there was a
little folded white-paper packet nestled in the hollow of his hand. I
took the drink from him without letting it touch the counter.

“Try this,” he said out of the corner of his mouth, and sauntered up
front, polishing the bar. I put it in my bag and blew.

They’d already tuned in my phone when I got back and I christened it
by calling that Tommy Vaillant number. A man’s voice answered.
“Tommy there?” I cooed as though I'd known him all my life.

Mr. Vaillant, said the voice, was out for the evening. The “Mr.”
part told me it must be his man Friday. And who was this wanted to
know?

“Just a little playmate of his. Where can I reach him?”

“The Gay Nineties Club.” Which made it all the easier, because if
he had come to the phone himself I would have been in a spot.

It took me an hour to get ready, but if my face was good before I
started you should have seen it when I got through. I figured I had
plenty of time, because anyone who would go to a club that early must



72 | Cornell Woolrich

own an interest in it and would stick around until curfew. I nearly got
pneumonia going there in that come-and-get-it dress, but it was
worth it.

I rocked the rafters when I sat down and wisps of smoke came up
through the cracks in the floor. The floor show was a total loss, not
even the waiters watched it. I ordered a Pink Lady and sat tight.
Then when I took out a cigarette there were suddenly more lighters
being offered me from all directions than you could shake a stick at,
the air was as full of them as fireflies.

“Put ’em all down on the table,” I said, “and I'll pick my own.”

A guy that went in for monogrammed matches wasn’t going to
neglect putting his initials on his cigarette-lighter and I wanted to
pick the right one. I counted nine of them. His was a little black
enamel gadget with the 7.V. engraved on it in gold.

“Who goes with this?” I said and pushed the empty chair out. He
wasn’t the ratty type I'd been expecting. He looked like he could play
a mean game of hockey and went in for cold baths.

“Whew!” I heard someone say under his breath as the other eight
oozed away. “There would have been fireworks if she hadn’t picked
his!”

Oh, so that was the type he was! Well, maybe that explained what
had happened to Bernice.

He sent my Pink Lady back and ordered fizz water. “What’s your
name?”

“Angel Face,” I said.

“You're telling me?” he said.

“Shay come on,” he said three hours later, “we go back my plashe—
hup—for a 1i’l nightcap.”

“No, we’ll make it my place,” I said. “I'd like to get out of this dress
and get some clothes on.”

When we got out of the cab I turned back to the driver while the
doorman was helping Vaillant pick himself up after he’d tripped over
the doorstep going in. “Stick around, I'm coming out again by myself
in about half an hour, I'll need you.”

Vaillant was just plastered enough to vaguely remember the house
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and too tight to get the full implication of it. “I been here before,” he
announced solemnly, going up in the elevator with me.

“Let’s hope you’ll be here some more after this, too.” I let him in and
he collapsed into a chair. “I'll get us our nightcap,” I said, and got the
two full glasses I'd left cooking in the fridge before I went out. One
was and one wasn’t. “Now if you’l] just excuse me for a minute,” I said
after I'd carefully rinsed the two empty glasses out in hot water.

Ichanged scenery and by the time I came in again he was out like a
light. I got his address and his latchkey, went downstairs, got in the
cab, and told him where to take me. It was Park Avenue all right and
it was a penthouse; but very small—just two rooms.

I'd found out back at the Gay Nineties that his Filipino didn’t sleep
there but went home at about ten each night, otherwise it would have
been no soap. The elevator was private.

“Expect me?” I froze the elevator-man. “He sent me home ahead of
him to punch the pillows together!”

It was three A.M. when I got there and I didn’t quit until seven. I
went over the place with a fine-tooth comb. Nothing doing. Not a
scrap of paper, a line of writing to show he’d ever known her. He must
have been burning lots more than logs in that trick fireplace of
his—around the time Bernice was decorating the show window at
Campbell’s Funeral Parlor. There was a wall-safe, but the locked
desk in the bedroom was a pushover for a hairpin and I found the
combination in there in a little memo book.

The safe started in to get worthwhile. Still no dope about Bernice,
but he’d hung onto the stubs of a lot of canceled checks that he
shouldn’t have. One in particular was made out to a Joe Callahan of
Third Avenue, two days after she’d died. Two hundred and some-odd
bucks—just about enough to take a man and wife to the other side—
third-class.

Joe Callahan had been the name of that day doorman at 225 East
54th that Westman had tried so hard to locate, only to find he'd quit
and gone home to Ireland. I slipped it under my garter just for luck. If
he’d also greased the night doorman to forget that he’d been a caller
at Bernice’s, he’d had sense enough to do it in cash. There was no
evidence of it. Ditto the driver of the car that had smacked down her
maid up in Harlem.
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So, all in all, the inventory was a flop.

It was broad daylight out and I was afraid the Filipino would check
in any minute, so I quit. In ten minutes time I had the place looking
just like it had been when I first came in, everything in order.

When Vaillant came to in the chair he'd passed out in, I was sitting
there looking at him all dressed and rosy as though I'd just got up
feeling swell. His latchkey was back in his pocket but it had only
taken a locksmith twenty minutes to make me a duplicate to it. The
check stub I'd left at a photographer’s to have photostatic copies made
of it.

“You're a nice one,” I crooned when he opened his eyes, “folding up
on me like that. Come on, get under the shower, I’ll fix you some
coffee.”

When he’d finished his second cup he looked around. “There’s
something familiar about this room,” he said. He got up and looked
out the window and I saw his face turn white. “My God, it’s the same
apartment,” he muttered, “let me out of here!”

“Got the jitters?” I said sweetly.

“I’m not yellow, but I've got a hangover,” he said. “Don’t ask me to
tell you about it now, this ain’t the time. I've got to get some air.”

He grabbed his hat and I grabbed his sleeve. “Is that a promise?” I
said. “Will you tell me later on? Tonight for instance?”

“There’s nothing to tell,” he said and slammed the door.

I'd been close that time! I picked up his empty cup and smashed it
against the wall opposite me.

“I gotta have more than that!” barked Westman when I passed him
the photostat of the check stub. “What am I, a magician? This don’t
prove his connection with her. All this shows is he paid some guy
named Joe Callahan two hundred bucks. There’s scads of ’em in New
York. How you going to identify this ‘J.C.” with the one that worked
as doorman at her house? And, even if you do, that still don’t prove
the payor had anything to do with her death. It may point to it—but
that ain’t enough.”

“Wait,” I said, “who said this was all? I'm not through yet. Always
remember the old saying, ‘Every little bit, added to what you’ve got,
makes a little bit more.’ I only brought you this to put away in a safe
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place, put it in your office vault. There’s more coming, I hope, and this
will tie up nicely with the rest when we get it. Meanwhile I'll be
needing more jack for what I have in mind.”

“Im a lawyer, not a banker.”

“Isat through your last case,” I reminded him, “you’re a banker, all
right. Give—it’ll be a good investment from your point of view.” I got
it.

I'went to the biggest music specialty shop in town and had a talk with
the head man. “I'm trying out for the stage,” I said. “I want to make
some records of my own voice—at home. Can it be done? Not singing,
Jjust speaking. But it’s got to come out clear as a bell, no matter where
I'm standing.”

They had nothing like that on the market, he told me, only some of
those little tin platters that you have to stand right up close to and
yell at. But when I'told him that expense was no object, he suggested I
let him send a couple of his experts up and condition my phonograph
with a sort of pick-up and string some wiring around the room. Then
with some wax “master” records—blanks—and a special sort of nee-
dle I could get the same effect as the phonograph companies did at
their studios.

I told him go ahead, I'd try it out. “See, there’s a famous producer
coming to call on me and my whole career depends on this.”

He had to order the needle and dummy records from the factory. He
didn’t carry things like that. “Make it two dozen, just to be on the safe
side,” I said. “He might ask me to do Hamlet’s Soliloquy.” I could tell
he thought I was a nut, but he said: “I'll get you a trade discount on
’em"’

“Oh, and don’t forget the phonograph itself,” I said on my way out.
“I forgot to mention I haven’t got one.”

They were all through by five that afternoon. There really wasn’t
as much to it as I thought there’d be. It looked like just another agony
box. The only difference was you couldn’t play anything on it like the
real ones, it recorded sounds instead of giving them out.

“Now, here’s one very important thing,” I said. “I want to be able to
start and stop this thing without going over to it each time."

But that, it turned out, was a cinch. All they did was to attach a
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long taped cable with a plunger on the end of it, which had been
featured commercially with certain types of phonos for years. You sat
across the room from it, pushed the plunger and it started, released it
and it stopped. It was plugged in of course, didn’t need winding.

“Move it up closer against the daybed,” I said. “As close as you can
get it, that’s where I want it to go.”

When it was all set, we put a record on and I tried it out. I stood off
across the room from it and said: “Hello, how are you? You’re looking
well,” and a lot of other junk, anything that came into my head. Then
I sat down on the daybed and did it from there.

They took the record off and played it for me on a little portable
machine they’d brought with them—it couldn’t be played on the
original machine, of course—and with a softer needle, fibre or bam-
boo, so as not to spoil it. The part it had picked up from across the
room was blurred a little, but the part it had picked up from the
daybed came out like crystal and so natural it almost made me jump.

“We'll let it go at that,” I said. “Just so long as I know where I'm at,
that satisfies me. By the way, how am I going to tell when a record’s
used up and it’s time to put a new one on?”

“It’s got an automatic stop, the plunger’ll come back in your hand.”

After they’d gone I made a couple of minor improvements of my
own. I hung an openwork lace scarf over the cabinet so you couldn’t
tell what it was and I paid out the cable with the plunger under the
daybed, where it was out of sight. But it could be picked up easily by
just dropping your hand down to the floor, no matter which end you
were sitting on.

He was completely sold on me when we got back from the Gay
Nineties the next night. I'd purposely left there with him earlier than
the night before and kept him from drinking too much. It’s easier to
get anyone to talk when they’re cockeyed, but it doesn’t carry much
weight in court.

He came in eating out of my hand but grumbling just the same.
“Why couldn’t we have gone to my place? I tell youIdon’t likeit here,
it gives me the heebies.”

This time I mixed the nightcaps right in front of him. He took the
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glass I passed him and then he smiled and said: “Is this another
Micky Finn?”

I nearly stopped breathing. Then I did the only thing there was to
do. I took the glass back from him and drank it myself. “You say some
pretty careless things,” I answered coldly. “Can you back that up?”

“I suppose you did it to keep me from making a pass at you,” he said.
I got my breath back again. Then he said: “How you going to stop me
tonight?”

I'hadn’t exactly thought of that. Just because my mind was strictly
on business, I'd forgotten that his might be on monkey business.

“Make yourself comfortable,” I said quietly, “while I get off the
warpaint,” and I went inside. I was halfway through when I suddenly
heard him say, “Where’s the radio? Let’s have a little music.”

My God, I thought, if he finds that thing! I ran back to the doorway
and stuck my head out and it must have been pretty white. “I—I
haven’t got any,” I said.

“What’s this thing?” he said, and reached over to lift up the lace
scarf covering it.

“That’s an electric sewing-machine,” I said quickly. “I make my
own clothes. Tommy, come here a minute, I want to show you some-
thing.” He came over and my lungs went back to work for me again.
“Isn’t this a keen little dressing room?” He misunderstood and made
a reach. “Oh, no, no, put on the brakes!” I said. “Come on, let’s go in
and sit down and talk quietly.”

We sat down side by side and I parked my drink on the floor, an inch
or two away from the cable connecting with the machine. “Why do
you keep saying you don’t like this place?” I remarked cagily. “Wly
do you get so shivery each time you come here? This morning you got
all white when you looked out of the window—"

“Let’s talk about you,” he said.

“But I want to know. You promised you'd give me the lowdown.”

But it wasn’t going to be as easy as all that. “God, you're a sweet
number, you’re tops, kid,” he said soft and low, “you’ve got me off my
base, this isn’t just a one-night stand, I want to marry you.” He
slipped his arm around me and leaned his head against me, so I knew
I'had him branded. I was on the inside track with him now. My hand
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dipped down toward the floor in the dark and felt the corded cable
lying there. “You’ll marry in hell, you punk!” I thought savagely.

“You're a chaser,” I stalled. I groped along the cable, gathering it
up in my fingers until I got to the end and felt the plunger in my hand.
“You used to know someone in this very apartment, you said the
same thing to her I bet.”

“That rat,” he said sourly, “she was no good.”

“Who was she anyway?” I waited.

“You musta read about it in the papers,” he said. “That Pascal
woman that got bumped.”

I reared up on my elbow and pushed the plunger. I raised my voice a
little, spaced each word. “Why, Tommy Vaillant,” I said, and I went
double on it for purposes of identification. “Tommy Vaillant, did you
know her, Bernice Pascal, that girl that was found dead right here in
this very building?”

“Did I know her? We were like this!” He held up two fingers to show
me. The record would muff that, so I quickly put in: “As thick as all
that? How’d you feel when she got it in the neck?”

“I gave three cheers.”

“Why, what’d you have against her?”

“She was a mutt,” he said. “Her racket was blackmail. She
accidentally found out something about me that wouldn’t have
looked good on the books. It was good for a Federal stretch. A shooting
back in Detroit, in the old Prohibition days. I warned her, if she ever
opened her trap, her number was up. I had her colored maid fixed and
she tipped me off Pascal was all set to blow to Montreal with this
Reardon guy. I knew what that meant. The first time she ran short
of cash, off would come the lid—up there where I couldn’t stop
her!”

“What’d you do about it?”

“] came over here to the apartment to stop her. And with a dame
like her, there was only one way to do that.”

“You came here intending to kill her?”

“Yeah,” he said, “she had it coming to her.”

Isuddenly cut the motor. My hand seemed to act without my telling
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it to. Don’t ask me how I knew what he was going to say next, I wasn'’t
taking any chances.

“She was dead when I found her,” he said. “Somebody beat me to it.
She was lying on the floor, cold already. First I thought she was just
drunk. Then when I saw different I tipped my hat to whoever done it
and closed the door again. I got out of there in a hurry.”

Iturned it on again between “again” and “1.” “What’s that whirring
noise?” he said. “Is there a mosquito in here?”

“That’s the frigidaire,” I said. “The motor goes on and off.” West-
man would know enough to erase this before he had the wax record
copied in hard rubber.

“I shouldn’t be telling you all this,” he said. “But you’re not like
her.” I nestled a little closer to him to give him confidence, but not
enough to start the fireworks up again. “What was the first thing you
did after that?” I purred.

“I threw the key to her place down the sewer. Then I got a taxi on
the next corner and drove over to the club and fixed myself a good
alibi. Next day I went around to where the day doorman lived and
paid his way back to Ireland—just to be on the safe side. He’d seen me
with her too much for my own good.”

“What about the night doorman?”

“He was new on the job, didn’t know me by sight, didn’t know which
apartment I'd come into or gone out of.” So he hadn’t been greased,
was just dumb.

“What about the colored maid, didn’t she worry you?”

“That was taken care of,” he said, “she had an accident.” I could tell
by the tone of his voice that it must have been really an accident, that
he hadn’t had anything to do with it, but I fixed that. I gave a loud
boisterous laugh as though he’d meant it in a different way. “You
think of everything!” I said, and switched the thing off.

It was a risky thing to say, but he wasn’t noticing, let me get away
with it. “What'’s funny about it?” he droned sleepily.

The phone rang all of a sudden. It was for him. They wanted him at
the club on account of a raid was coming up. He’d left word where they
could reach him. Just when I wanted him out of the way, too. Who
said there was no Santa Claus?
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“See you tomorrow night, Angel Face.”
He grabbed his hat, grabbed a kiss, and breezed.

It was getting light out, and I was all in. Some night’s work. And all
on one record. I let the cord that had done all the dirty work slip out of
my hand. I looked at it and shook my head and thought, “That poor
slob.” I guess I was too tired by then, myself, to feel joyful about it.
Maybe that was why I didn’t.

When I opened my eyes, the record was still on the turntable. You’d
think the first thing I'd do would be to take a look under the lid and
make sure. But I didn’t go near it for a long time, and when I finally
did I didn’t feel much like crowing. I stood there holding it in my
hand. Such a fragile thing! All I had to do was just let it fall, just let it
slip out of my fingers and—goodbye. I thought of Jackie, then I put it
down and ran to the phone as if I was scared of my life. Ran isn’t the
word—flew. I got Westman at his office, told him I had what he
needed.

“Swell, bring it down,” he tried to tell me.

“I can’t, you’d better come up and get it! Quick, right now! Jump in
a cab, don’t give me time to think it over. Hurry, will you, hurry,
before I—"

He came all right. He stripped off a pillowcase and slipped the
record in that. “I'll get Albany on the wire,” he promised. “I'll have a
stay of execution for you before the day’s over!” Then he wanted to
know: “What’re you looking so down in the mouth about? Is this a
time for—"

“Go on, Westman,” I said, “don’t stand here chinning, get that
thing out of my sight.”

After awhile I went back to the phone again and called Tommy
Vaillant. “Tom,” I said, “how quickly can you blow town?”

“Why, in five minutes if I have to,” he said. “Why? What’s up?”

“You better see that you do then. I just got a hot tip—they’re going
to reopen the Pascal case.”

“Where do I figure?” he asked. “I'm in the clear.”

“Take my advice and don’t hang around arguing about it. Goodbye,
Tom,” I sobbed. “Can you beat an extradition rap?”’
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“With one hand tied behind my back. What’re you crying about?”
he asked.
“I—I sort cf liked you, Tom,” I said, and I hung up.

This morning when I opened my eyes Jackie was sitting up on one
elbow looking at me in a worried sort of way. “Oh, my head,” I
groaned. “Never again!”

“Angel Face,” he said, “promise me you won’t take any more
nightcaps.”

“Why?”

“You talk in your sleep, you say such funny things. You say it was
you killed Bernice Pascal that time.”

I gave him a starry look and smiled. Then he smiled back.

“Angel Face,” he said.

He always calls me that. Always says I haven’t a thing inside my
head, but that the outside is a honey.

(1935)



The Body Upstairs

I got home that night about 6:15. “Have a hard day?” the wife wanted to
know as I pitched my hat at the chandelier. “Supper’s ready.”

“With you as soon as I polish off the body,” I said. I went in the
bathroom, stripped and hopped into the tub.

Halfway through, I stopped and looked around me. Either I was
cockeyed or there was something the matter with the soap. It was
Healthglo and it was red, like it always is, but the color seemed to be
running from it. Apparently it was dyeing the water a pale pinkish
shade all around me. Very pretty but not my type of bath.

All of a sudden something hit my shoulder and made me look up. I let
out a yip. The whole ceiling over me was sopping wet. The stain kept
spreading around the edges and a single drop at a time would come to a
head right in the middle of it, very slowly, and then drop off. There must
be a man-sized leak in the bathroom above, I thought, and what a
leak—a young cloudburst to make it come all the way through like that!
But that wasn’t what was peculiar about it. If it had been only a leak it
would have been the plumber’s business and not mine. This was a pink
leak! It was water mixed with something else. It was even changing the
color of my bathwater little by little as it dripped into it. What that
something else was I hated to think but I had a rough idea.

I jumped into my pants and shirt, wet the way I was, and came tearing
out of there. I nearly knocked my wife down getting to the door. “It’s the
Frasers,” I said. “Something’s happened up there!”

“Oh, that poor woman!” I heard her say in back of me.

82
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“You keep out of the bathroom for awhile,” I grunted.

I chased up the stairs without waiting for the elevator. We were on the
third, and they were on the fourth. There was a guy standing outside
their door just taking his hand away from the knob when I got up there.
When he turned around I saw that it was Fraser himself.

“I can’t seem to get in,” he said. “I went off and forgot my key this
morning.” He gave me a strained sickly sort of smile with it. He was a
pale good-looking guy, with his hat over his left ear.

I didn’t answer. Instead I turned and hollered down the stair-well:
“Katie!” She wouldn't have been a woman at all if she hadn’t been out at
the foot of the stairs listening instead of staying inside the flat where she
belonged. “Call up the super from our place and tell him to bring his
passkey with him.”

It didn’t seem to dawn on Fraser that something might be up. After
all, I only knew him by sight. You'd think he’d wonder why it was up to
me to worry about whether he got in or not. If he did, he didn’t let on. All
he said was: “You don’t have to do that, my wife’ll be along any minute
now.”

“I doubt that, buddy, I doubt that,” I said, but I didn’t explain what I
meant. That'd come soon enough.

The elevator door banged open and the super came hustling out. I put
out my hand for the key. “Give it here,” I said. “I'm doing it.”

Fraser for the first time showed some slight surprise. “I don’t get you,”
he said. “What do you want in my place?”

I just said: “Save your breath, you'’re going to need it,” and went in
first. The first room, the living room, was perfectly O.K., neat as a pin,
not an ashtray out of place. From there a short passageway led into the
bedroom (same lay-out as our place) and in between the two was the
bathroom. The bathroom door was closed tight and you couldn’t notice
anything for a minute until you looked down at the floor. A pool of water
had formed just outside the sill, still as glass. But when I opened the
door—boy! It was about a foot deep in there, and the tub was brimming
over. But that wasn’t it, it was what was in the tub that counted! It—or
she—was in the tub, completely submerged. But she wasn’t undressed
for a bath; she was clothed. There was a flatiron in the tub with her. Her
head had been pounded to pieces and you couldn’t have recognized her
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any more, even if you had known her. It was a blood-bath if there ever
was one! No wonder it had come through to our place.

It was Fraser’s wife all right. I heard a sound in back of me like air
being slowly let out of a tire. Fraser had fainted dead away in the super’s
arms. The super himself looked pretty green in the face, and my own
stomach did a half-turn. “Take him downstairs to my place,” I said.

I locked up again to keep the other tenants out and followed them
down. “Katie, do something for this man, will you?” I said, dialing
Spring 7-3100 on our phone.

“Murder?” she breathed.

“And how. Pour me out two fingers will you, it’s the fiercest thing I've
ever seen.” She wasn't a detective’s wife for nothing; she didn’t ask any
more questions after that.

“This is Galbraith, chief. Reporting from home. There’s been a murder
right in my own building. A Mrs. Fraser, Apartment Four-C. Head
mashed with a flatiron.”

“Orright, get busy,” he snapped. “T'll have the medical examiner with
you right away.” Click!/

“You stay away from there, I told you. Keep that door closed.” This to
Katie, whom I caught standing outside the bathroom staring hypnotized
up at our stained ceiling. “We’ll have to have that replastered
tomorrow.”

I had my dinner by turning the little whiskey glass she’d handed me
upside down over my mouth, then I ran back upstairs and let myself in.

1 took a look at the chamber of horrors through the door and sized her
up. She was wearing a flowered kimona and house-slippers with
pom-poms. I reached over, closed my eyes, turned the tap off and
pulled up the plug to let the water out of the tub. Then I got the hell
out of there.

I went around and took a look in the bedroom. They had one of these
double photograph-folders set up on the dresser—one of him, one of
her—and that gave me a good idea what her face had looked like
while she still had one. Not pretty, but intelligent—lots of brains.
They were all over the bathroom now, I thought to myself, for anyone
to see. I threw open the bureau drawers and had a look-see at them.
His junk was all crowded into one little top drawer, all the others
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were full of hers. Liked her own way, had she? Next the closet. He had
one suit, she had nine dresses. A funny thing though, the air in the
bedroom was clear and odorless but that in the closet smelt distinctly
of stale cigarette smoke. I quickly closed the door, took a deep breath
on the outside, opened it again and sniffed inside. It was fainter than
the first time but still there.

“Yeah, I'm in here, don’t bother me, go look in the bathroom,” 1
hollered out to the medical examiner and all the boys, who had just
then arrived. A cop was hung outside the door to keep the reporters
out, and everyone got down to work. When they began to get in my
way I went down to my own place to give myself a little more elbow
room, taking with me an insurance policy on Mrs. Fraser’s life I'd
found tucked away in the bottom bureau drawer and two hairpins,
one from the carpet in the bedroom, one from the mess on the bath-
room floor. The policy was for ten grand and the first premium had
been paid just one week before, so it was now in full swing. I phoned
the salesman who’d made it out and had a talk with him.

“Naw, he didn’t, she took it out herself,” he told me. “She said she
was doing it because he wanted her to very badly, kept after her about
it day and night.”

“Oh-oh,” I grunted. “Got any idea who this Mrs. Drew is?”

“Some woman friend of hers. She did that because she said she’d
heard too many cases of people being killed for their insurance
money, so she wasn’t taking any chances. Wouldn’t make her hus-
band beneficiary, just in case.”

But that didn’t go over at all with me. No woman that crowds all
her husband’s belongings into one little top bureau drawer and
appropriates all the rest for herself is afraid of her husband doing
anything like that to her. She has too much to say over him. Or if she
really had been afraid, why take out a policy at all, why not just lie
low and steer clear of trouble altogether?

Iwent in to ask Fraser a few questions, ready or not. He was sitting
on the edge of the sofa in our living room, sticking his tongue in a
glass of spirits of ammonia mixed with water and having St. Vitus’s
dance from the waist up. Katie and the super, one on each side of him,
were trying to buck him up. “Out,” I said to the two of them and jerked
my thumb at the door.
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“Now no rough-house in here,” Katie warned me out of the corner
of her mouth. “I just had this room vacuumed today.”

“How much do you make?” I asked him when they’d both gone
outside. He told me. “How much insurance y’carrying?”’

“Twenty-five hundred.”

“And your wife?”

“None,” he said.

I watched him hard. He wasn’t lying. His eyes went up at me when
he answered instead of dropping down.

I took a turn around the room and lit a butt. “What was her maiden
name?” I said.

“Taylor.”

“You got any married sisters?”

“No, just a single one.”

“She have any?”

((No'”

I went over to him and kicked his foot out of the way. “When was
the last time you saw Mrs. Drew?”

“Who?” he said.

I said it over, about an inch away from his face.

He screwed his eyes up innocently. “I don’t know what you'’re
talking about. I don’t know any Mrs. Drew.”

T had him figured for the nervous type. Slapping around wasn'’t any
good. It wasn’t in my line anyway. “All right, Mac, come on in the
bathroom with me.” I hauled him in by the shoulder. He let out a
moan when he saw the ceiling. I made him sit on the edge of the tub,
then I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and held his head down. It
was still coming through. It was mostly water but he couldn’t see
that. He squirmed and tried tojerk back when the first drop landed on
the back of his head. Sweat came out all over his face like rain.

“Why’d you do it?” I said.

“I didn’t, my God, I didn’t,” he choked. “Let me out of here—"

“You're going to sit here until you tell me why you did it and who
Mrs. Drew is.”

“I don’t know,” he moaned. “I never heard of her.” Another drop
landed, on his pulse this time, and I thought he’d have convulsions.

“Why’d you do it? Who’s Mrs. Drew?”
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He could hardly talk any more. “I didn’t. I don’t know her. How can
I tell you if I don’t know her?” He kept waiting for the third drop that
was coming. All of a sudden his head flopped and he fainted away
again.

It may have been cruel, but I don’t think so. It saved his life for him. It
convinced me he hadn’t done it, and that he didn’t know who Mrs.
Drew was. I got him over to a big chair and went and flagged Katie.

“Maybe you can help me. What made you say ‘that poor woman!
when I started up the first time? How is it you didn’t say ‘that poor
man!’?”

She looked indignant. “Why, he abused her! You were never home
enough to hear what went on up there. They used to have terrible
rows. She dropped in here only this morning and told me he'd
threatened her life.”

“I didn’t know you knew her that well.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “As a matter of fact today was the first time
she’d ever been in here.”

“I don’t get it,” I remarked. “Why should she come to you to spill a
thing like that, if she hardly knew you at all?”

“She mentioned she’d found out from one of the neighbors that I
was married to a detective. Maybe she was looking for protection.”

Or maybe, I said to myself, she was planting evidence against her
husband. First with the insurance salesman, now with Katie. Some-
how it smelled a little fishy to me. Women will gossip about other
women’s husbands maybe, but never their own. This one had. She
hadn’t just talked at random either. She’d shot off her mouth where it
would do the most good; she’d created two star witnesses for the state
in case anything happened.

“Wait a minute,” I said. I went and got the two hairpins I'd picked
up upstairs and rinsed off the one I'd found on the bathroom floor.
Then I went back to Katie. “You’re a woman,” I said. “How was she
wearing her hair?”

It took her four and a half minutes to tell me all about it, without
once repeating herself. Then I showed her the two hairpins. “Which
would go with that?”

“Why, the amber one of course.” She nearly laughed in my face.



88 / Cornell Woolrich

“Only a man would ask a thing like that! How could a blonde like her
use a black hairpin like this other one? It would have stood out a mile
off.”

“Here’s four bits,” I said. “Run along to the movies, you've earned it.
AndIdon’t want you around when the boys come down to see Fraser.”

I jiggled the two hairpins up and down in my hand. The black one
was the one I'd found in the bedroom. Something told me that Mrs.
Drew, when she showed up a few months from now to cash in on that
ten grand, was going to turn out to be a dark-haired lady. ButI wasn’t
going to wait until then to make sure. I very much wanted to meet her
now.

I got my claws in the superintendent and hauled him in from the
hallway, where Katie had lingered to give him instructions about
kalsomining our ceiling. “Mrs. Fraser had a woman visitor sometime
during the day today,” I told him. “Think hard.”

“I don’t have to,” he said. “She came right up to me and asked me
which entrance to take, it must have been her first visit.” The build-
ing is one of those inner garden things with four wings.

“She had dark hair, didn’t she?”

Then he goes and spoils my day. “Nah, she was as blond as they
come.”

I recovered after awhile. Just because he’d seen one caller didn’t
mean there hadn’t been others later on that he hadn’t seen. “You
didn’t see her when she left, did you?” That was asking too much. But
not of him, it turned out; he seemed to know everything that was
going on. “I think I did at that,” he said. “I ain’t sure.”

“Whaddye mean?” I said impatiently. “If you got a good look at her
going in, how could you miss knowing her when she came out?”

“I don’t know if it was her or not,” he said. “I saw someone come out
of there that looked like her, was dressed just like her, but when she
went in she was alone and when she came out there was a guy with
her. I wasn’t close enough to her the second time to tell if it was the
same one.”

“That’s because y’'mind ain’t trained,” I snapped. “Now forget all
about her coming out and just concentrate on her going in. That
ought to be easy because you said she stepped right up to you. All
right, got it?” He nodded dumbly. “What color was she wearing?”
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“Black.”

“Well, wasn’t there some ornament, some gadget or other on her
that would strike your eye, catch your attention?”

“I didn’t notice,” he said.

“Close your eyes and try it.”

He did, then opened them right up. “That’s right, there was,” he
grinned happily. “I saw it just now with my eyes shut. She had a big
bow on the side of her hat.” He snapped his fingers. “Yeah, it must
have been her I saw coming out, the second one had it too. I spotted
that same bow all the way across the court.”

“See how it works?” I said. “Drop around sometime and we’ll be
glad to give you a job—scrubbing the floor.” So she had a guy with her
when she left. That explained who had done the smoking in the
clothes closet up there. Clothes are too sacred to a woman, whether
they’re her own or not, for her to risk getting sparks on them. It would
take a man not to give a damn where he lit up.

It was still all balled up to me. The best I could do was this: the
lady-visitor had arrived first, openly, and been let in by Mrs. Fraser.
Then when Mrs. F. wasn’t looking she had slipped a male accomplice
into the flat and he’d hidden in the closet and waited for a favorable
opportunity to jump out and give her the works. I scratched the part
out of my hair. That was lousy, it stank. First, because the woman
had gone right up to the super of her own free will and let him take a
good look at her when it would have been easy enough to avoid that.
Second, because she was a blonde, and the hairpin I'd picked up was a
black one. Third, because it was Mrs. Fraser herself and not anyone
else who had gone around planting suspicion against her husband.
You might almost say that she had lent a hand in her own murder.

I went up to 4-C again, giving myself a scalp treatment on the way.
The cop was still outside the door. “Never mind trying to hide your
cigarette behind you,” I said, “you’re liable to burn yourself where it
won’t do you any good.” No more reporters, they had a deadline, and
the medical examiner had gone too. She was still in there, on the
living-room floor now, waiting to go out. “Oh, by the way,” I men-
tioned, “I'm holding the husband down in my place, in case you guys
want to take a look at him.” They almost fell over each other in their
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hurry to get out and at him. “He didn’t do it,” I called after them, but I
knew better than to expect them to listen to me.

I followed them out and right away another door down the hall
opened an inch or two. It was just Mrs. Katz of 4-E trying to get a free
look at the body when it was carried out. I beckoned to her and she
came the rest of the way out, pounds and pounds of her. I liked Mrs. K.
at sight. I bet she cooked a mean bowl of noodles. “Maybe you can tell
me something I'd like to know.”

She finished swallowing the marshmallow she was chewing on.
“Sure, sure, maybe I'll get my name in the papers, huh? Poppa, come
here.”

“No, never mind Poppa. Did you see anyone go in there yesterday to
call on her, in a black dress?”

“No,” she said, “but somebody in a black dress was coming out. I
met them down by the elevator when I was coming home from the
grocer, a man and a woman together. They didn’t live in the building
so maybe they was visiting.”

“Big bow on her hat?”

She nodded excitedly. “Sure, sure.”

“That’s them. Blond, wasn’t she?”

“Get out! Dark—darker as I am even.”

I wheeled her around on her base and pushed her back in again. I
had it now! The super met her coming in and he said she was blond.
Mrs. Katz passed her going out and said she was dark. Well, they
were both right. She’d come in blond and she’d gone out brunette.

Iran all the way downstairs to the basement and dragged the super
away from his radio. “What time do you start the fire in the inciner-
ator?”

“Not until after midnight,” he said. “Let it burn out between then
and morning.”

“Then all today’s rubbish is still 1ntact"”

“Sure. I never touch it until the tenants are all asleep.”

“Show me where it is, I've got to get at it.” We took a couple of
torches, a pair of rubber gloves, and an iron poker and went down into
the sub-basement. We should have taken gas masks too. He threw
open the doors of the big oven-like thing and I ducked my coat and
started to crawl in head-first.
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“You can’t go in there!” he cried aghast. “They’re still using the
chutes at this hour, you’ll get garbage all over you.”

“How the hell else am I going to get at it?” I yelled back over my
shoulder. “Which of these openings is fed by the C-apartments?”

“The furthest one over.”

“It would be! You go up and give orders no one in the building is to
empty any more garbage until I can get out of here.”

I don’t ever want a job like that again. Pawing around among the
remains of people’s suppers is the last word in nastiness. Slippery
potato peels got in my shoes and fishbones pricked my fingers. Hold-
ing my breath didn’t help much. I was in there over half an hour.
When I was through I came out backwards an inch at a time and took
a good sneeze, but what I came out with was worth it. I had two
fistfuls of human hair, blond hair cut off short at the scalp. Cut offin a
hurry, because one of the hairpins that had dressed it was still
tangled in it. It hadn’t come from the dead woman’s head; there was
no blood on it. The hairpin was amber, mate to the one I'd found
upstairs. I also had the crumpled lid of a cardboard box that said
Sylvia, Hairdresser on it. It looked like a hatbox but it wasn’t, hair-
dressers don’t sell hats. I didn’t really need it, I had a general idea of
what was what now, but as the saying goes, every little bit added to
what you’ve got makes a little bit more.

Upstairs I hung my duds out on the fire-escape to air and put on
clean ones. Then I beat it over to headquarters to talk some more to
Fraser. I found him in the back room where a couple of the boys had
been holding hands with him since he’d been brought in. I got the cold
shoulder all around, to put it mildly. “Well, well,” said one of them,
“look who's here. Nice of you to drop in. Care to sign your name in the
guest-book?”

“I remember now,” said the other. “Isn’t Galbraith the name?
Weren't you assigned to this case just tonight?”

“He wouldn’t know. It didn’t happen close enough to get him
steamed up,” said the first one. “The corpse only just about landed in
his—"

I'stuck my hands deep in my pockets and grabbed hold of the lining.
“What’s that paper you’ve got in your hand?” I cut in.
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“Why, this is just the confession of Fraser here that he killed his
wife, which he is now about to sign. Aren’t you, Fraser?”

Fraser nodded like a jack-in-the-box and his eyes seemed to roll
around all over his head. “Anything, anything,” he gasped. They read
it back to him and he almost tore it away from them, he was so
anxious to sign and get it over with. I just stood by and took it all in. It
didn’t amount to a hell of a whole lot. In fact it stacked up to exactly
nothing. “Phooey!” I said. “You’ve got him punch-drunk, that’s all.
Who the hell couldn’t get anything out of that nerve-wreck?”

His hand wobbled so that he could hardly put his name to it. They
had to steady him by the elbow. “Now will you lemme alone, now will
you lemme alone?” he kept murmuring over and over.

“Get wise,” I said as I followed them outside. “Why don’t you save
yourselves a lot of razzing and tear that thing up before you show it to
anybody?”

“Get that!” one of them laughed.

“Green with envy,” added the other.

“Look,” I said patiently, “let me show you. He didn’t have the key,
couldn’t get in to do it even if he wanted to.”

“That’s what he tried to hand us, too.”

“Iknow it’s the truth because I found his key myself, found it on the
living-room floor right in my own flat. The super had dumped him on
the sofa, see, with his feet higher than his head.”

Did they laugh! They made more noise than a shooting-gallery.

“Know where it had been all the time? In the cuff of his trouser.
Dropped in when he was dressing this morning and stayed there all
day long. It’s a natural, one of those crazy little things that do happen
ever once in a while. That’s why I believe him. If it had disappeared
altogether, I wouldn’t have. But who'd think of planting a key in his
own trouser-cuff? If that ain’t enough for you dimwits, I checked up
on where he worked, calied his employer at his home, found cut what
time he left the office. He’d only just gotten to his door when I came up
the stairs and found him standing outside of it.”

But I could have saved my breath, it was like talking to the walls.
They had their suspect in the bag and were going to see that he stayed
there. They shook their heads pityingly at me and went on out to
break the glad news to the chief. I went in to Fraser again and sent
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the cop out of the room. His hair was all down over his face and he was
just staring out under it without seeing anything. I couldn’t help
feeling sorry for him, but I didn’t let him know it.

“What'd you do that for?” I said quietly.

He knew I meant signing that cheesy confession. “It’s no fun when
they jab cigarette butts up under your armpits.”

“Can that.” I gave him a hard look. “I don’t want to hear about your
troubles. If there’s anything yellower than killing your wife, it’s
saying you did it when you didn’t. Now try to snap out of it and act
like a man even if you're not. I want to ask you something.” I called
the cop and told him to bring him in a cup of coffee. While he was
slobbering it all over the front of his shirt and sniffing into it I said:
“You told me you've got an unmarried sister. She blond?”

“Yeah,” he sobbed, “like me.”

“Where can I get hold of her?”

“She don’t live here, she’s up in Pittsfield, Mass., with my folks.”

“How’d she get along with your wife?”

“Not so hot,” he admitted.

Ilet him alone after that. “Put him back in mothballs,” I told the
cop.

In the chief’s office the two half-baked rookies were all but doing a
war-dance around their embalmed confession, while the chief read it
over through his glasses. Embalmed is right, it smelled out loud.

“You showed up smart on that las. case,” the chief said to me
sourly.

“Why, it hasn’t broken yet, I'm still with it,” I said quietly. “That
guy in there, Fraser, didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Who did?”

“A Mrs. Drew,” I said. “I'll show her to you as soon as I can.
G’night.”

I ran up a big bill by calling Pittsfield, Mass., long-distance, but it
didn’t take me long to find out all I wanted to know about Fraser’s
sister. Which was simply that she wasn’t there. The last anyone had
seen of her had been the night before, waiting around the depot for a
train. I wondered if even a girl from Pittsfield would be dumb enough
to think she was disguising herself by changing her hair from blond
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to dark—still, you never can tell. Every once in awhile one of those
1880 twists crops up in a 1935 case. Apart from that, I found out there
wasn’t anyone named Drew in the whole of Pittsfield.

Even so, I had a pretty good set-up after just twenty-four hours’
work. I had the two angles of the triangle now—the two women—
Fraser’s wife and sister. All I needed was a third angle, the man in the
case. And that wasn’t Fraser, he was just the fall guy in this.

Who the guy was, that had smoked in the clothes-closet and then
stepped out to turn Mrs. Fraser’s head into caviar, wasn’t going to be
any cinch. Starting from scratch I had this much on him: both the
super and Mrs. Katz had lamped him on his way out, which wasn'’t
much but it was better than nothing at all. In addition there was one
other little thing I didn’t need to be told by anybody. I was as sure as
though I had been present at his christening that his name was going
to turn out to be Drew, the same as the lady who was down on the
insurance policy as beneficiary. But that was only a detail. He could
call himself Smith for all I cared just as long as I got hold of him. As
far as Fraser’s sister was concerned she could keep. The point being
that wherever Drew was, Mrs. Drew wouldn’t be very far away. And
if the Fraser girl happened to be Mrs. Drew, with or without benefit of
clergy, that was her tough luck.

The first thing I did was to get hold of the super and Mrs. Katz, one
at a time, and quiz them to get a rough idea of what he had looked
like. It took hours and used up thousands of words, because neither of
them were exactly Einsteins, but I got a couple of interesting facts out
of them. The super, who had been all the way across the court from
him, could only contribute that on his way out he had taken the
woman who was with him by the arm to help her manage the two very
low, harmless steps that led down to the sidewalk level. Mrs. Katz,
who had been waiting to go in the elevator as they came out, enlarged
on this trait of gallantry he seemed to possess.

“Well, one thing, he was no loafer,” she said approvingly. “I had my
arms full with bundles, so what does he do, he turns and holds the
elevator door open for me, I should go in.”

Darned polite, I said to myself, for a guy who had just committed a
murder. Politeness must have been an awfully strong habit with him,
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a hangover from whatever line of business he was in. Mrs. Katz was
certainly no spring chicken, and I've seen better lookers. Who, 1
asked myself, is trained to be polite to women of all ages, no matter
what they look like? Who has to be, in order to earn a living? A gigolo.
A headwaiter. A floorwalker in a department store. An automobile
salesman. A hairdresser—

Sure. I might have known that from the beginning. Hair seemed to
have a lot to do with this. This woman had gone in there blond and
come out brunette. I'd found a lot of blond hair cut off in a hurry in the
incinerator, without any blood on it. This unknown guy had been up
there at the time, although nobody saw him go in. And he’s so used to
handing out the oil to his customers that even when he comes out
with that butchery on his conscience, he instinctively holds the door
open for one woman, elaborately helps the other down a two-inch
step. What you might call a reflex action. And to cinch the whole
thing, there was that crumpled lid of a cardboard box that had been
thrown down the garbage chute; the one that said Sylvia, Hairdresser
on it.

That gave me a pretty good idea of how he had employed his talents
up there in the flat, apart from mangling Mrs. Fraser. But all the
same it took my breath away, left me with a hollow feeling in the pit
of my stomach. The guy must be a monster. Was it possible for a
human being to batter one woman to death and then right on top of
that, in the very next room, calmly sit down and go to work giving his
accomplice a quick treatment to change the color of her hair?

He must have said: “Anyone see you come in?” She must have said:
“I' had to ask the superintendent where it was.” He must have cursed
her out for being ninety-nine kinds of a fool, then said: “Well, I took a
chance on someone spotting you. I brought something that’ll fix it so
they won’t know you as you go out.”

Well, I could fix it so nobody’d know either one of them this time
next year, and I wasn’t wasting any more time about it either. I
looked up Sylvia’s in the directory, and luckily there were only three
of them to buck. If it had been Frances or Renee I would have had half
a column to wade through. Nothing doing with the first two; I got to
the third a little before five in the afternoon.
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It was a whale of a place. Twenty-two booths going full-blast and a lot
of steam and perfume and cigareite smoke all mixed up. It gave me
the creeping willies to be in there, especially after somebody’s face
with black mud all over it nearly scared me out of ten years’ growth. I
stayed close to the door and asked to see the proprietor. It turned out
Sylvia was just a trade-name and the proprietor was a man after all.
He came out rubbing his hands; maybe he was just drying them off.

“You got anybody named Drew working for you?” I said.

“No,” he said, “we had an expert named de la Rue here until the day
before yesterday, but he isn’t with us any more.”

That interested me right away. “Come again, what'd you say the
name was?”’

He made a mouth like that guy in the hair-tonic ads. “Gaston de la
Rue,” he gargled.

I flashed my identification at him and he nearly jumped out of his
skin and forgot about being French. “Break down,” I said, “I'm not
one of your customers. Nobody on two legs ever had a name like that.
Was it Drew or wasn’t it?”

“Sh, not so loud,” he said, “very bad for business. They like ’em
French. This isjust between us. Please keep it to yourself. Well yes, in
private life I think he was called Gus Drew or something like that.
But what an artist, he could have put a permanent-wave in a porcu-
pine—"

“Let me see your appointment book for the past few weeks.” He
took me back in his office and showed it to me. Mrs. Fraser’s name
was down there three times in one month, and right next to it each
time were “de la Rue’s” initials. “Why’d she always get him?” I
wanted to know.

He shrugged. “She always asked for him. Some of them, they like to
flirt a little.” :

“Flirt with death,” I growled to myself. “Is he due back here for
anything?” I asked him.

“He’s got a week’s pay coming to him, but when he called up and I
asked him about it he said he wasn’t coming in for it. He told me to
mail it to where he lives.”

“And did you? When?”

“Last night at closing time.”
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It was just about being delivered. “Quick,” I said. “Got his last
address on record? Fork it over.”

He gave it to me, then made a crack that nearly killed me. “Why
‘last,” did he move?”

“Oh no, he’ll probably wave to me from the window.”

He followed me back to the front of the place again, sort of worried.

“What'’s he done?” he said. “What do they want him for?”

“The chief would like to have his mustache curled,” I answered and
walked out.

I took a taxi and rode right up to the door of the address Mr. “Sylvia”
had given me. I didn’t expect him to be there any more and he wasn't.
“Just moved out yesterday,” the janitor said. “Didn’t say where. Nice
quiet fellow, too.”

“Where’s that letter you're holding for him?” I said. “Did it come
yet?”

“Just now. He said he’d be back for it.” His mouth opened. “How’d
you know?”

“This is who I am,” I said. “Now get this. I can’t be hanging around
the hallway. He mayn’t show up for days. I'll take one of your rooms.
You give him his letter when he asks for it, but watch yourself, keep a
straight face on you. Then ring my bell three times, like this, see?
Don’t let him see you do it, but don’t wait too long either—do it as soon
as he turns his back on you. Now have you got that straight? God help
you if you muff it.”

“Golly, ain’t this exciting!” he said. He showed me a sliver of a hall
room at the back of the ground floor, with exactly three things in it—a
bed, a light-bulb, and a window. I paid him a dollar apiece for them
and after that I lived there. I tested the doorbell battery by staying
where I was and having the janitor ring it for me from the vestibule.
It was no cathedral chime but at least you could hear it, which was all
that interested me.

They say you should be able to see the two sides to any story.
Sitting here like that, waiting, with the walls pressing me in at the
elbows, I saw as much of Drew’s side of it as I was ever likely to. No
wonder ten grand had seemed a lot of money, no wonder murder
hadn’t stopped him, if it meant getting out of a hole like this. Not that
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I felt sorry for him, I just understood a little better than before. But
there was one good angle to it. The ten grand wouldn’t be his for a
long time yet, not for months. Meanwhile he needed what was in that
envelope the janitor had, needed the little that was coming to him
from “Sylvia’s,” needed it bad. He’d be around for it. I couldn’t lose.

Once in awhile I'd hear a step on the stairs, the old wooden stairs
that seemed to go right up over my room, when somebody in the house
came up or went down them. Once some woman hollered down from
the top floor for her kid to come up. That was all. Silence the rest of the
time. The minutes went like hours and the hours like weeks. I didn’t
even smoke; there wasn’t room enough for two kinds of air in the
place. I just sat, until I had a headache.

It came a little before eight, sooner than I'd expected. He must have
needed it bad to come that quickly, or maybe he thought it was safer
to get it over with right away than to wait a few days. He’d probably
read in the papers by now that Fraser was taking the rap, anyway.
And once he had this letter in his pocket and had walked around the
corner, try to locate him again, just try.

Ding-ding-ding peeped the bell battery, and the air in the room got
all churned up. I hauled the door out of the way and loped down the
dim hallway. The janitor was standing just inside the street door
waving his arm to me like a windmill. “He just went away,” he said.
“There he goes, see him?” His cheap khaki waterproof was a pushover
to tail.

“Get back!” I snarled and gave him a shove. “He’s liable to turn
around.” I waited a second to get set, then I mooched out of the house,
took a squint at the sky, turned my coat-collar up and started down
the street in the same direction. He did look back from the corner just
before he turned, but I'd finished crossmg to the opposite side and was
out of his line of vision.

I gave him a lot of rope for the first two blocks, then I saw a subway
entrance heading toward us and I closed up on him in a hurry. He
went into it like I'd been afraid he would. It’s about the best way of
shaking anyone off there is, but he had to change a dime or some-
thing, and when I got down the steps myself he’d only just gone
through the turnstile. There was a train already in, with its doors
wide open and jammed to the roof. He took it on the run along with a
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lot of others and wedged himself in on the nearest platform just as the
doors started to slip closed. There was just room enough left to get my
fingernails in by the time I got there, but that was all the leverage I
needed. They were the pneumatic kind. Back they went and I was
standing on his feet and we were breathing into each other’s faces.
“Whew!” I thought to myself, and kept my eyes fixed on the back of a
newspaper the fat man next to him was reading.

He squirmed and yanked at 110th and tugged himself free. When I
got up to the street myself he was just going into an A.&P. store. I
took a look in the door as I went past. He was standing at the counter
waiting his turn. Evidently they hadn’t even had the price of
groceries until he called for that money that was coming to him. I
walked all the way to the next corner, then doubled back on the other
side of the street and finally parked at a bus stop and stood there
waiting. But the right bus for me never seemed to come along.

He was in there over ten minutes, and then when he came out his
arms were still empty anyway. Meaning he’d ordered so much that he
couldn’t carry it himself. So they were going to stock up for the next
few weeks and lie low, were they? I just barely kept him in sight after
this, only close enough to tell which building he’d hit, as I knew there
would be a last look back before he ducked. He finally got where he
was going, gave a couple of cagy peeks, one over each shoulder, and
then it was over. He was in—in Dutch.

I sized it up from where I was, tying my shoelace on somebody’s
railing. It was a President McKinley-model flat on the south side of
109th, crummy as they come, without even a service entrance. That
meant the groceries would have to be delivered at the front door when
they came around, which was a chance for a lot more than groceries to
crash in. No lights showed up in any front windows after he’d gone in,
so I figured they had a flat in the rear. I eased myself into the
vestibule. Half of the mailboxes had no names in them, so they were
no help. I hadn’t expected his to have any, but if the rest of them had I
could have used a process of elimination. It was so third-class the
street door didn’t even have a catch on it, you just opened it and
walked in.

I worked my way up the stairs floor by floor, listening carefully at
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the rear doors on each landing. There was a radio going behind one of
them, but nobody seemed to be in any of the others. If I had them
cornered they were lying mighty low. I hated to think I might have
slipped up in some way. I started soft-shoeing my way down again,
and just below the second floor met the groceries coming up in a big
box about twice the size of the lad struggling with it. “Where they
going?” I said.

“Fourth floor, rear.”

T'had him put them down, then I thumbed him downstairs. “I'll see
that they get them.” He was too exhausted to argue. I unlimbered my
gun, gave the door a couple of taps, and flattened myself back to one
side of it.

Not a sound, not even a footfall, for a couple of minutes. Then all of
a sudden a voice spoke from the other side of the door, only a few
inches away from me. “Who’s out there?”

I thinned my voice to make it sound like a kid’s. “A.&P., boss.”

A chain clanked and fell loose. The lock, I noticed, was shiny and
new, must have just been put on. I reached out with my heel and
kicked a can of tomatoes to give him confidence. The door cracked and
before it was an inch wide I had the gun pushing in his belt buckle.
“Up,” I snapped. He lifted them all right but couldn’t keep them from
shaking. He didn’t have anything on him though, so the precautions
must have been just to give them time to make a get-away, and not
because he’d intended fighting it out. There was no hall and the door
opened right into the living room. I cuffed him to me and started to
push in.

“What’s all this about?” he tried to stall, and I heard a window go
up.

“Hold it!” I yelled, and covered her from across his shoulder just as
she raised one leg to go over. “Come on in again, baby.”

There was my black-haired lady, a little pale around the gills, eyes
nearly popping out of her head. There was something funny about
her which I couldn’t dope out at first. I took a second look and nearly
keeled over. If I had, though, they wouldn’t have hung around wait-
ing for me to revive, so I gave a long whistle instead and let it go at
that. I gave her a shove with my knee to show her which direction to
take. “Get started, you head the daisy-chain going downstairs.”
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The chief was damn near bowled over when I brought them in to him.
“So your Mrs. Drew wasn’t a myth after all and you finally found
her,” he opened.

I knocked the black wig off her head with the back of my hand.
“Mrs. Drew your eye. If you're holding Fraser for killing his wife
better turn him loose. This is her right here.” Her blond hair, clipped
off short, stood up funny all over her head.

One of the boys who had used Fraser’s armpits as ashtrays spoke
up. “Then what was that we saw in the bathtub—"

“That was Fraser’s sister, poor kid,” I said. “She left Pittsfield that
day and hasn’t been seen since. Fraser didn’t know she was coming
but this pair did—maybe they got her to come down some way—but
she must have walked in unannounced and spoiled their big love
scene. Drew hid in the closet until time to come out and do his stuff.
Mrs. Fraser probably led up to it with a quarrel. She and the sister
didn’t hate each other. Anyway, they had the frame all planned to
pass off her body as his wife’s and let him fry for it. They dressed her
in Mrs. F.’s kimona, dumped her in the tub and then proceeded to
mutilate her face with the iron until even her supposed husband
couldn’t recognize her any more. Then the real Mrs. Fraser put on the
dead girl’s clothes and this black wig and beat it with her side-kick.
As soon as Fraser had hit the ceiling at Sing Sing she would have
married Drew, and then there would have been a Mrs. Drew all right
to collect that ten-grand premium on her own life.”

I shoved all the evidence I had across the desk at him and went
home.

“Supper’s ready,” the wife said. “Should I wait until you’ve had
your bath?”

“Just open the windows,” I said. “You don’t catch me in that tub
again until Nineteen Forty.”

(1935)



Kiss of the Cobra

Mary’s old man, after six years of office-managing for a tire company
in India, comes heading back with a brand-new wife. He breaks it to
us in a telegram first and then makes a bee-line for the place we’ve
taken up in the hills beyond San Bernardino. It seems he wants to
show her to us.

My boss has been whiter than snow to me. I'm on leave of absence
with pay, and that’s how we happen to be there.

When I had dragged myself in, a few weeks before, to report for
duty after a tussle with the flu, I was down to 130, stripped, and saw
spots in front of my eyes. He took one look at me and started swear-
ing. “Get out of here!” he hollered. “Go 'way back someplace and sit
down for six weeks. I’ll see that you get your checks. It gives me the
shivers to look at you!” When I tried to thank him he reached for his
inkwell, maybe just to sign some report, but I didn’t wait to find out.

So we hauled two centuries out of the bank, took the kid brother
with us, and wound up in this dead-end up in the San Benny moun-
tains. It hasn’t even electric lights, but it isn’t so bad at that. You
can’t quite hear the caterpillars drop. So there we are now, the three
of us, Mary and me and the kid brother, waiting for her old man to
show up.

He drives up around eight in the evening, smack off the boat, in a
car he’s hired down in L. A. He’s brought her with him. She gets out
and comes up to the house on his arm, while the driver starts unload-
ing half of Asia behind them. He comes in grinning all over and
shakes hands with the three of us. “This is Veda,” he says.

102
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“Where’d she ever get that name?” I think to myself.

She’s a slinky sort of person, no angles at all; and magnetic—you
can’t take your eyes off her. She’s dressed like a Westerner, but her
eyes have a slant to them. They are the eyes of an Easterner. She
doesn’t walk like our women do, she seems to writhe all in one
piece—undulates is the word.

She’s smoking a ten-inch Russian cigarette, and when I touch her
hand the sensation I get is of something cold wriggling in my grasp—
like an eel. I can’t help it, the skin on the back of my own hand crawls
a little. I try to tell myself that anyone’s handshake would feel like
that after a drive in the open on a raw, damp night like this. But I can
tell Mary doesn’t like her either. She acts a little afraid of her without
knowing why, and I have never known Mary to be afraid of anything
in her life before. Mary keeps blinking her eyes rapidly, but she
welcomes her just the same and takes her upstairs to show her her
room. A peculiar odor of musk stays behind in the room after she’s
gone.

I go out to the pantry and I find the kid brother helping himselfto a
stiff nip. “The rain is bringing things up out of the ground,” he
mutters.

Kids don’t finish growing until they’re twenty-five, so I kick him in
the shins, take it away from him, and kill it myself, so as not to cheat
him out of an extra half inch or so. “What’s your trouble?” I snap.

“She’s Eurasian,” he scowls, staring down at the floor. “Something
mixed like that.” He’s been to college and I haven’t, so he has me
there. “Tough on sis,” he says. “Damn it, I would have preferred some
little digger with a pickax and baby-blue eyes. There’s something
musty, something creepy about her. Brrh!”

Me too, but I won'’t give in to him. “It’s the house, it’s been shut up
all summer.” And we look at each other and we know I'm lying.

All kinds of trunks, boxes, crates come in and go up to her room, the
driver is paid off and takes the car back to L. A., and the five of us are
left alone now in the house.

When she comes down to supper I don’t like her any better; in fact, a
hell of a lot less. She’s put on a shiny dress, all fish-scales, like this
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was still India or the boat. On her head she’s put a sort of beaded cap
that fits close—like a hood. A mottled green-and-black thing that
gleams dully in the candlelight. Not a hair shows below it, you can’t
tell whether she’s a woman or what the devil she is. Right in front,
above her forehead, there’s a sort of question-mark worked into it, in
darker beads. You can’t be sure what it is, but it’s shaped like a
question-mark.

Then, when we all sit down and I happen to notice how she’s sitting,
all the short hairs on the back of my neck stand up. She’s sort of coiled
around in her chair, like there were yards and yards of her. One arm
is looped sinuously around the back of the chair, like she was hanging
from it, and when I pretend to drop my napkin and look under the
table, I see both her feet twined around a single chair-leg instead of
being flat on the floor. But I tell myself, “What the hell, they probably
sit different in India than we do,” and let it go at that.

Then, when Mary slaps around the soup-plates I get another jar.
We’re none of us very refined and we all bend our heads low over the
soup, so as not to miss any of it. But when I happen to look up and take
a gander at her, her head is down lower than anyone else’s with that
damn flat hood on it, and I get a sudden horrible impression, for a
minute, of a long black-and-green snak= sipping water down by the
edge of a river or pool. I shake my head to clear it and keep from
jumping back, and tell myself that that nip I had in the pantry just
before dinner was no good. Wait’ll I get hold of that guy in San Benny
for selling me stuff like that!

O.K. Supper’s over and Mary tickles the dishes, and then we light a
log fire in the fireplace and we sit around. At ten Mary goes up to bed;
she can’t stand that damn Indian perfume or whatever it is. Vin,
that’s the kid brother, and I stick around a little longer sipping port
and listening to the old man jaw about India, and I keep watching
Veda.

She’s facing the fire, still in that coiled-up position. She’s sort of
torpid, she hasn’t moved for hours, but her eyes glitter like shoe-
buttons in the light of the flames. There’s something so reptilian
about her that I keep fighting back an impulse to grab up a long stick,
a fire-iron, anything at all, and batter and whack at her sitting over
there.
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It scares me and I sweat down the back—God, I must be going
screwy! It’s my father-in-law’s wife, it’s a woman, and me thinking
things like that! But you can'’t see the lines of her body at all, they’re
lost in a thick, double coil, the top one formed by her hip, the lower
one by her calf, and then that flat, hooded head of hers rising in the
middle of it and brooding into the fire with its basilisk eyes.

After a long time, she moves, but it only adds to the horrid impres-
sion that I can’t seem to get rid of. I'm watching her very closely and
she evidently doesn’t know it. But what I see is this: she sort of arches
her neck, which is long and thin anyway, so that her head comes up a
little higher. She holds it for a minute, reared like that, and then she
lets it sink back again between her shoulder-blades. So help me God if
it isn’t like a snake peering out from some tall grass to see what'’s
what!

She repeats it again a little while later, and then a third time. Vin
and the old man don’t see it at all, and it’s barely noticeable anyway.
Just like a person easing a stiff neck by stretching it. Only she does it
in a sort of rounded way, almost a spiral way. But maybe it’s just a
nervous habit, I try to tell myself, and what’s the matter with me
anyway? If this keeps up, I'm a son of a so-and-so if I don’t go in and
see a doctor tomorrow.

I look at the wall-clock and it’s five to eleven, late for the mountains,
so I give Vin the eye to clear, to give the newlyweds a break alone
together by the fire. Meanwhile a big orange moon has come up late
and everything is as still as death for miles around, not even a
mountain owl’s hoot, as if the whole set-up was just waiting for
something to happen.

The kid and I get up and say good-night, and, fire or no fire, her
hand isn’t any warmer than before, soIlet go of it in a hurry. Vin goes
right up but I take a minute off to lock up the windows and the door.
Then, as 'm climbing, I glance around at them. They’ve moved closer
together and the dying fire throws their shadows on the wall behind
them. The old man’s head looks just like what it should, but hers is
flat, spade-shaped, you almost expect to see a forked tongue come
darting in and out. She’s moving a little and I see what she’s doing,
she’s rouging her lips. I give a deep sigh of relief and it takes such a
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load off my mind to find out she’s just a regular woman after all, that I
stop there for a minute and forget to go on.

Then she takes something out of the little bag she has with her and
offers it to him. It’s one of those long reefers she seems partial to.
She also takes one herself. “Cigarette,” she murmurs silkily, “be-
fore we go up?” She says it in such a soft voice it almost sounds like
a hiss.

I know I have no business watching, so I soft-shoe it the rest of the
way up and go about my business. Only five minutes go by, less than
that even, and I hear a rustling and a swishing in the upstairs hall
and that’s her going to her room—by herself. You don’t hear any
footsteps when she walks, just a soft sound that scaly dress of hers
makes when it drags along the floor.

Her door closes and goodnight to her, I say to myself; and I think I
wouldn’t want to be in Mary’s father’s shoes for all the rice in China.
Then, as I come out of the bathroom with my toothbrush in my hand, I
hear the old man’s step starting up the stairs from the floor below and
I wait there out in the hall to have a last word with him.

He comes up slow, he’s breathing kind of hard, sounds like sand-
paper rubbing on concrete, and then when he gets halfway to where
the landing is, he hesitates. Then he comes on a step or two more,
stops again, and then there’s a soft plop like something heavy falling.
Right after that the woodwork starts to creak and snap a lot, as if
somebody was wrestling on it. I don’t wait to listen to any more, I
throw my toothbrush away and I chase to the end of the hall. When I
look down, I gasp in surprise.

He’s lying flat on his back on the staircase landing between the two
floors, and he’s threshing about and squirming horribly, as if he’s in
convulsions. The agonized movement of his body is what’s making
the woodwork creak like that. Something seems to be jerking him all
over, his arms and legs will stiffen to their full length and then
contract again like corkscrews. His tongue’s sticking all the way out
of his mouth, and saliva or foam or something is bubbling around it.
His eyes are glazed over.

One jump brings me down to where he is, and I lift his head and get
it off the floor. As I do so, his whole face begins to blacken in my
hands. There is one last hideous upheaval, as if I was trying to hold



Kiss of the Cobra | 107

down a wild animal, and then everything stops. There’s not a twitch
left in his whole body after that.

Vin’s heard the racket and he comes tearing out of his room.

“Whiskey,” I pant. “Don’t know what it is, gotta bring him to!” But
there isn’t any bringing to. Before the kid can sprint down past me
and then up again with it, he’s stiff as a board in my arms. I'm holding
a lead weight, with a color that matches.

The blackness has spread all over his body like lightning and
shows up in the veins in his throat and on his wrists, as if ink had
been poured into his arteries. Nothing to be done, he isn’t breathing.
We pour the whiskey into his open mouth, but when we tilt his head
to make it go down it comes right back again.

I pass him to Vin and get out from under and go down and take a
miniature Keeley cure right then and there. It isn’t because he’s
Mary’s old man or because it happened right in my arms, it’s those
terrific spasms and that blackness that have gotten me. I get over it in
a minute and we bring him down off the landing between us and lay
him out. Then I let the kid have a double bracer and the hell with his
extra growth.

We look at him lying there on the divan, stiff as a ramrod, and I try to
flex his arms and legs. A peculiar muscular rigidity has already set in
all over, even in those few minutes. I’'m no medical student but I know
it can’t be rigor mortis that soon. This is the United States, but this
was an unrecognizable death, a sudden, thrashing, black, tropical
death—here in the States.

“Get your hat,” I say to Vin, “and thumb yourself down into town
and bring back the medical expert. Damn this place anyway for not
having a telephone!” I push him out the door.

Now there are only four of us left in the house, two of them women
and one a dead man, and the moon’s peeping in at all the windows and
filling the place with black shadows. From the minute the kid’s dogs
have left the wooden porch, you don’t hear another sound outside, not
the snapping of a twig, not the rustling of a dry leaf.

I'm not scared of stiffs. That’s because of the unpleasant business
I’'m in. I cover his face to hide the blackness and then I pull down all
the shades to keep the nosey moon out.
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Then, as I start up the stairs to break the news to Mary, I see a
thread hanging, moving in the air above the landing where he fell. It
shows up against the light shining down from the upstairs hall, and
that’s how I happen to notice it.

It’s a cigarette burning itself out where he dropped it when he fell.
It’s the same one she gave him when I left them before the fire. I said
those Russian ones are long, it’s lasted all this while, as long as a
cigar would. There’s still an inch or two left of it, there’s still a dab of
unburned tobacco in it; and the end, the mouth part, is still intact.
That’s all that matters, so I pinch it out and wrap it in my handker-
chief.

After I've told Mary and persuaded her it’s better if she doesn’t go
down and look at him, I knock on the other door across the hall, her
door. No answer. So I open it and I go in. Not there. She must have
gone downstairs while I was in Mary’s room just now.

The air is loaded with that sticky musk smell that follows her
wherever she goes. It’s even worse up here though. Downstairs, it was
more like a perfume; up here it’s rank, fetid. It recalls stagnant, green
pools and lush, slimy, decaying vegetation.

On the dresser, she had a lot of exotic scents and lotions in bottles,
the same as any other woman would, the only difference being that
hers hail from India. Sandalwood, attar of roses—but one of them’s
just ordinary everyday liquid mucilage mixed in with the others. No
label on it, but my nose tells me this—and my fingertips, when I try it.
I even take a pretty good-sized chance and test it on the tip of my
tongue. Just mucilage. Anyone that’s ever sealed an envelope or
licked a stamp knows the taste. I wonder what it's doing there among
those other things, but I put it back.

In the drawer, I come across a box of those extra-long cigarettes of
hers, and I help myselfto two or three just to see how they’ll stack up
against chemical analysis. She has some other peculiar junk hanging
around too, that I can’t make head or tail of. I know what it is all
right, but I can’t figure what she’s doing with it.

First off, she has a cake of that stuff they call camphor ice—in a tin
box. It freezes the skin, closes up the pores, is supposed to be good for
chapped hands or something. But since when do they have chapped
hands in India? All right, I argue to myself, maybe she brought it
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with her to guard against the colder climate over here, and I put that
back too.

Then there’s a funny little Indian contraption of wood about the
size of a cup and saucer, which looks like a baby-sized pestle and
mortar. The hollow part of it is all smeared red, like she was in the
habit of pounding out and mixing her own rouge instead of buying it
ready-made. Well, maybe they do that in India too.

Next I come across a hell of a whole lot of flannel. At first I think it
is bandage, but there is too much of it for that. So the best I can figure
she makes her undies out of it.

So much for the dresser, and I haven’t gotten anywhere much. She
has a lot of trunks, bags, boxes, etc., ranged around the room—all the
stuff that I saw the driver unload from the car when she and the old
man got here. One of the biggest pieces has a cover draped over it.

When I yank this off, lo and behold, a chicken-coop! Not only that, but
the peculiar rank smell I've mentioned seems to come stronger from
there than anywhere else. It nearly throws me over when I try to go
near it. So she keeps pets, does she? I get up close to the thing and try
to peer down into it between two of the slats, and I can’t see a thing,
there’s a very close wire mesh on the inside. There’s something alive
in it though, all right, because while I'm standing there with my face
up against it, I hear the wire netting sing out. The wing of a chicken
must have brushed against it.

Icluck a little at it. No answering cluck. I shift it around a little and
shake it up a little to try to get a peep out of them—it must be more
than one chicken, one chicken couldn’t smell that strong—and the
wire sings out plenty, zing, zing, zing.

I go around on the other side of it and I spot a saucer of milk
standing there on the floor next to it. One of the slats on that side is
hinged, so that it can be opened up just about six inches {rom the floor.
Ireachdown and I put my hand on it and I'm just fixing to lift it, thenI
think: “The hell with her and her chickens, I'd better go down and
find out what she’s up to instead of wasting my time up here.” So I
ease out of the room and go downstairs.

She’s down there with the body. I stop and watch her for a minute
from the stairs. She’s uncovered his face and she’s groveling upon
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him—sort of twined about him. Her face is hidden against him as if
she was trying to burrow her way into his clothes and she couldn’t
have got any closer if she tried. Maybe it’s just the Oriental mode of
displaying grief, but I have my doubts. There’s something pathologi-
cal in this, that creature is less than human—or thinks she is.

Something snaps in me. “Don’t coil up on him like that!” I bark at
her. “You're like a damn snake nesting on something it’s killed!”

She untwines slowly and raises her head and turns it my way, and
a ghoulish smile flickers on her face. Maybe I just imagine that, for
it’s dark in the room.

There’s a pounding outside at the door and Vin has come back with
the medical expert and a policeman. There’s a motorcycle throbbing
against a tree out there, and it’s the friendliest sound I've heard in
twenty-eight years. They’ve parked the ambulance as close to the
house as they can get it, which is about half a mile down the dirt road
which gives up at about that point.

“So what’s the riot?” says the medical guy. “This kid comes tearing
in on a Ford without brakes, which he stole from a Jap farmer, and
knocks over one of the lamp posts outside headquarters—"

“That was the only way I could stop it,” explains Vin.

“Stole ain’t the word,” I squelch the hick. “I'm Lawton of the L. A.
homicide bureau, and since he was deputizing for me, you call that
commandeering. I want an autopsy from you.”

“When’d it happen?”

“Five after eleven.”

He goes over and he fumbles around a little, then he straightens up
and his mouth is an O. “P. M., huh?”

“Not last year and not last week, eleven tonight!” I snap.

“Never saw anything like it,” he mutters. “Stiff as a board and all
black like that! You’re gonna get your autopsy, mister.”

“And make it gilt-edged, too.” ;

There’s a rustling on the stairs and we all look upward. Veda’s on
her way back to her room, with that damn long dress of hers trailing
after her up the steps like a wriggling tail.

“Who’s the spook?” asks the examiner.

“We're coming to her. First, the autopsy,” I tell him. “Don’t put it
off, I want it right away—as soon as you get back with him!”
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The driver comes in with a rubber sheet and he and the cop carry
the old man out between them.

“Turn these over for me too,”  say, “and get me a chemical analysis
on them,” and I pass him the butts I swiped in her room and the one
the old man was smoking on the stairs when he fell. “And make room
for my wife on the front seat. I'm sending her in with you.”

He gives me a surprised look. “You sure you want her to ride with
us on a death car like that?”

“One sure thing, she’s not staying another minute in this house,
not while I know it. Wait, I'll bring her right down!”

I go up to get her, and I find her in the hall shivering and pop-eyed.
She’s standing outside Veda’s door bent over at the keyhole like she
was rooted to the spot. But as soon as she sees me she comes running
to me and goes into a clinch and hides her head on my shoulder and
starts bawling and shaking all over. “Charlie, I'm afraid to stay here!
That awful woman, that awful heathen woman in there, she’s pos-
sessed of the devil.”

Ilead her downstairs and out, and walk her down the road to where
the car is, and on the way she tells me about it. “It’s enough to make
your hair stand on end,” she whispers. “Such awful goings-on in
there.”

“All right,” I say soothingly, “tell Charlie about it, Charlie’ll know
if it’s bad or not.”

“I heard the gentlemen come downstairs,” she says, “so I got up to
come down and make them a cup of coffee. As I was going past her
door, I heard funny sounds from there. I'm only a woman after all, so1
stopped and took a look through the keyhole. And after that I couldn’t
move from there. I was held there against my will, until you came
along. Charlie, she was dancing—all by herself in such a weird way,
and it kept getting worse all the time. She kept getting nearer and
nearer the door, until I think she would have caught me there if you
hadn’t come. She seemed to know someone was outside her door, and
she kept her eyes on it. I couldn’t budge!”

I know she isn’t exaggerating, because I myself noticed a sort of
magnetism or mild hypnotism about this Veda from the minute she
came in the house. “What kind of a dance was she doing?” I ask her.
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“First, she was just standing in one place and just wriggling back
and forth and curving in and out like she didn’t have any spine at all.
She still had on that horrible, glittery dress clinging to her like a wet
glove and that ugly hood on her head and she kept making a hissing
noise and sticking her tongue in and out like she was tasting some-
thing. But then, afterwards, it got even worse than that. All of a
sudden she went down on the floor in a heap and began crawling
around on her stomach and switching her legs from side to side, like
she was a fish or mermaid got stranded outside of the water—”

“Or a snake?” I put in.

She grabs my arm. “That’s it, that’s it! Now I know what she
reminded me of! Every once in awhile she’d lift her head off the floor
and raise it up and look around, and then she’d drop it back again.
Then, finally, she squirms over to a little saucer of milk standing next
to a big packing case and she starts drinking from it, butjust with her
tongue, without using her hands at all.”

“0.K., Toots, get in, you're going to town.”

“Charlie, I think you’d better notify the state asylum,” she whis-
pers. “I think his death has made her lose her mind. She must really
think she’s a snake.”

This is putting it so mild that I have a hard time not laughing right
in her face. That creature lurking back there in the house doesn’t
only think she’s a snake; for all practical purposes, she is one. I don’t
mean in the slang sense, either. She is sub-human, some sort of
monstrosity or freak that India has bred just once in all its thousands
of years of history.

Now, there are two possibilities as I see it. She is what she is, either
of her own free will—maybe a member of some ghastly snake-
worshiping cult—or without being able to control herself. Maybe her
mother had some unspeakable experience with a snake before she
was born. In either case she’s more than a menace to society, she’s a
menace to the race itself.

As for Mary’s tip about the asylum, what’s the sense? She could
beat an insanity rap too easily. The strangeness of her ways, the far
country she comes from, would be points in her favor. It would be a
cinch for her to pass off the exhibition Mary saw through the keyhole
asjust an Asiatic way of showing grief for the departed. And even if I
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could get her booked in an institution, look what I'd have on my
conscience, unloading her on a bunch of poor harmless nuts clipping
paper dolls! She’d depopulate the place in a week. No, I tell myself, if
can only get the goods on her for the old man’s death, she goes up for
first-degree murder without any fancy insanity trimmings. The
rope’s the only sure cure for what’s the matter with her.

So far I haven’t got a thing, no motive and not even any evidence,
and won’t have until that damned medical examiner reports to me.
The law being what it is, a person’s innocent until you can prove him
guilty. I can’t prove her guilty just because I don’t like how she
dresses, how she hisses when she talks, how her room smells, and how
she drinks milk off the floor.

I go back to the house alone. The moon’s on the late shift and now
there are only three of us there—one of them a kid of twenty who’s
just goofy enough to fall for this exotic vamp of death.

My footsteps don’t make any noise on the dirt road, and as I come up
on the porch, the living-room windows are orange from the fire going
inside. I look in through one of them and I see her and the kid there in
the room. He’s standing there motionless, as if fascinated, and she’s
coiled up next to him and I see one of her white arms creeping,
wavering like a vine up his coat sleeve. I freeze all over with dread.
Their heads start coming closer together, slowly, very slowly, and in
another minute their lips will meet.

Maybe this first kiss won’t hurt him any, but I'm not in the mood to
take a chance; I'd rather see him kissing poison ivy. Her head starts
to weave a little and her neck lengthens in that old familiar move-
ment. It’s the almost hypnotic slowness of the thing that gives me a
chance to do something about it. I nearly take the front door off its
hinges and before they can even turn their heads to look, I've split
them wide apart with my shoulder for a wedge.

They each react differently. He flops back, and I can tell the build-
up she has given him has already taken effect, because he turns sore.
Maybe he’s ashamed too. She sinks back into a sort of coiled watchful-
ness and tries to look very innocent and harmless. She wets her lips a
little.

“Watch what you’re doing!” he shouts wrathfully, and before I can
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get out of the way, wham, right below the ear! I go down holding onto
my jaw and I feel rotten, not from the blow either. Something tells me
he’s a goner, unless I can reason with him. If he won’t listen to me
nothing can save him. “Vin, for Pete’s sake, you don’t know what
you’re up against!”

“In the East,” she lisps, “a kiss means only friendship, peace.” But
the look she squirts at me would drop an ox.

“Your kind of kiss means death, East or West!” Maybe I shouldn’t
show my hand like that, but my busting in has told her enough
already. She goes slinking up the stairs like a noisome reptile crawl-
ing back into its hole.

“You let up on her!” the kid blusters. “You’re all wrong! Being a
detective has gone to your head! She told me herself you suspect her of
all kinds of God-awful stuff. She didn’t have anything to gain from
the old guy’s cashing in!”

I pick myself up and brush myself off. “No? Not much!”

He points at the fireplace. “Know what she just did before you got
here? She brings down a codicil to the old guy’s will, that he signed on
the boat coming over, and shows it to me—makes me read it. It cut
her in on his estate instead of leaving it to me and your wife, Mary. It
was done against her wishes, as a wedding present to her. Then she
throws it in the fire. She don’t want his money, especially when
there’s suspicion attached to her!”

Damn clever! I swear softly to myself. Not that I believe for a
minute that she isn’t interested in the old guy’s money. She isn’t
throwing it away that easy. Probably it was only a carbon-copy and
the original’s put away in a safe place. But, this way, she’s given
herself an out; gypped me out of my motive. If I jump on her now, I
can’t produce any—and without one where am I?

A money motive will stack up stronger in a criminal court of justice
than any other you can dig up. It’s liable to make an innocent person
guilty in the minds of any twelve people in a jury box, I don’t care who
they are. If you can’t produce one you may as well turn your defen-
dant loose unless you can show them newsreel films of the crime in
the act of being committed!

Veda was a pushover for a deaf, dumb and blind defense attorney
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now, if I dared haul her up. As a matter of fact, now that the original
will was the only one left in circulation, a much stronger motive could
be pinned on Mary and the kid than on her, and there was nothing to
prevent the defense boomeranging and trying to show that it was to
their interest to get the old guy out of the way before he changed his
will and dished them out of it in favor of this stranger from the East.
There wouldn’t be much danger of its going any further than that, but
at least it would free her—and then woe betide California, Oregon,
Washington, while she roamed the Pacific Coast jacking up the death
rate!

“So now,” the kid says bitterly, “why don’t you get smart to your-
self, y’ would-be gumshoer, and lay off her? Strain a muscle and act
chivalrous even if it ain’t in you!”

I close my eyes to shut out what I see coming to him. Is he sold on her!
Has she got what it takes to catch ’em young and brand ’em! He’s
doomed if I don’t break this thing up in a hurry. It may be puppy love
to him, but what has he got that she wants? She don’t want anything
from him but his life! She would probably have picked on me instead,
only she knows I’m on to her, can tell I don’t trust her. The resistance
ratio would be too high. Maybe guys in their prime aren’t her meat;
she only works on the old and the young.

What the hell can I do? I can’t drive him out of the house at the
point of my gun and make him stay away from her. He’d probably
throw a rock at me the minute my back was turned and come right in
again the back way. “All right, Sir Galahad,” I tell him sadly, “have it
your way.”

“Aw, go to hell!” he says, and bangs out of the house to kick around
among the trees outside and blow off steam. I do too. I smash last
night’s empty whiskey bottle across the room, then I just sit down and
wait. The old man never died a natural death, and my hands are tied.
It hurts where I ought to have pleasure!

The moon chokes down out of sight, it gets light, and at six there’sa
lot of commotion and backfiring outside and the San Benny medical
expert is back with his report. No cop with him this time, I notice,
which doesn’t look encouraging. I can hardly wait for him to get in the
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house. I almost haul him in by the collar. The kid looks up scornfully,
I notice, then goes ahead scuffling pebbles with the point of his shoe
out there.

“All right, what'’s the ticket? Hurry up!” I fire at the examiner.

“I been up all night,” he says. “I been working like a machine. I
wouldn’t do this for my own mother.” He has a baffled air about him.
“I’'m out of my depth,” he admits.

“I ain’t interested in your swimming ability, I wanna know about
that stiff and those cigarettes. What'd you find?”

“Well, we’ll tackle the butts first. They’re out. I had the tobacco and
the paper analyzed, triple-ply. No narcotic, not dipped or impreg-
nated in any poisonous solution—absolutely nothing wrong any-
where.”

“Wa-a-ait a minute, wa-a-ait a minute now!” I haul up short. “I got
eyes. What was that brownish stain on the mouthpiece of the one he’d
smoked? Don’t try to hand me it was nicotine discoloring the paper,
either, because it didn’t run all the way around the tip. It was just in
one place and one only!”

“That,” he explains, “was a dot of dried blood. He’d torn his lip there
in smoking the cigarette. Too dry. Often happens.”

“0.K.,” I say disappointedly, “let’s get on with it. What are you
putting down in your report as the direct cause?”

“Paralysis of the nerve centers.” He takes a turn or two around the
room. “But there was no rhyme or reason for it. It wasn’t a stroke, it
wasn’t apoplexy, it wasn’t the bubonic plague—"

Through the window just then, I see the kid look up at the upper
part of the house, as though a pebble or something fell near him and
attracted his attention. But I'm too interested in what we’re talking
about to give him much thought right then. He sort of smiles in a
goofy way. !

I turn back to the examiner. “Then you can’t tell me anything?
You’re a big help!”

“I can’t give you any more facts than those. And since it’s my
business to give you facts and not theories, I'll shut up.”

“The pig’s aunt you will!” I blaze. “You’ll give me whatever you've
got whether you can back it up or not.”

“Well, this is off the record then. I'd be laughed at from here to
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Frisco and back. But the only close parallel to the symptoms of that
corpse, the only similarity to the condition of the blood stream and to
the bodily rigidity and distortion I've ever found, was in bodies I used
to see every once in awhile along the sides of the roads, years ago,
when I was a young medical student out in India, Java, and the
Malay States.”

“Write a book about it!” I think impatiently. “And what stopped
’em?” I hurry him up. It’s like pulling teeth to get anything out of
this guy.

“The bite of a cobra,” he says in a low voice.

The front door inches open and the kid slides back in the house and
tracks up the stairs sort of noiseless and self-effacing like he didn’t
want to attract attention. He’s been up all night, and I figure he’s
going to bed and don’t even turn my head and look around at him.
Besides, I've finally got something out of this guy, and it chimes in
with what’s been in the back of my mind ever since she first showed
up here, and I'm too excited right then to think of anything else.

“Then what’s holding you up?” I holler out excitedly. “Put it down
in your report, that’s all I need! If you ain’t sure of the species, just
say ‘poisonous snakebite.” What are you waiting for? You want me to
catch the thing and stuff it for you before you’ll go ahead? I'll produce
it for you all right!”

I remember those “chickens” of hers in that crate with the wire
netting—upstairs in her room at this very minute. Chickens, me eye!
And a couple of hours after I should have thought of it, I realize that
chickens don’t drink milk, they peck corn.

“And when I do produce it, the findings aren’t going to be
‘accidental death.” The charge is going to be murder in the first
degree—with a cobra for a weapon.”

Whereupon, he goes and throws cold water all over me. “You can
produce dozens of ’em,” he tells me, shaking his head. “You can
empty the whole zoo into this house, and I still can’t put anything like
that into my report.”

I nearly have pups all over the carpet. “Why? For Pete’s sake,
why?”

“Because, for anyone to die of snake bite, there has to be a bite—
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first of all. The fangs of any snake would leave a puncture, a livid
mark, a zone of discoloration. What do you suppose my assistant and
I were doing all night, sitting playing rummy? I tell you we went over
every inch of body surface with the highest-powered microscopes
available. There wasn’t a blemish. Absolutely no place anywhere into
which the venom could have been injected.”

I throw all the possibilities that occur to me at him one after the
other. I'm not a trained doc, remember. Anyway, he squelches them
as fast as they come.

“When you examined the blood stream, or what was left of it,
weren’t there heavier traces of this stuff in some parts than others?
Couldn’t you track it down from there?”

“It’s very volatile. It diffuses itself all over the system, like light-
ning, once it’s in. Does away with itself as a specific. It’s not a blood
poison, it’s a nerve poison. You can tell it’s there by the effects rather
than by the cause.”

“How about a hypodermic needle?”

“That would have left a swelling—and a puncture too; even if
smaller than the snake’s fangs, even if invisible to the naked eye.”

“How about internally?”

“It doesn’t kill internally. We analyzed the contents of his stomach.
Nothing foreign there, nothing harmful.”

I move the position of one of the chairs in the room rather sud-
denly—with my foot. “What a temper,” he says reproachfully.

“Maybe I've stuck too close to the village green,” I let him know.
“Maybe I should have had L. A. in on this.”

“Suit yourself. But, if you go over our heads like that, you better
have a direct accusation ready—and be able to back it up. I can’t
support you if it comes to a showdown. This report’ll have to stay the
way it is—'paralysis of the nerve centers, of unknown origin'—take it
or leave it.”

“You take it,” I say violently, and I tell him a good place to keep it
while I'm at it. “You get L. A. on the wire for me when you go back,”
I order him as he prepares to leave in a huff, “and have ’em send a
squad up here with butterfly nets and insect guns. We’re gonna play
cops and robbers.” And when he takes his departure we don’t say
goodbye to each other.
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I lock the front door on the inside and ditto the back door and drop
both keys into my pocket. Then I latch all the shutters and fasten
down all the windows with a hammer and wedges of wood. She isn’t
going to get away from here until I've cinched this thing one way or
the other, and I've got to be having some sleep soon. I can’t hold out
forever.

I go upstairs, and there’s not a sound around me. It’s been light out
for a long time now, but the upstairs hallway is still dim, and at the
end of it, where the kid’s room is, lamplight is shining through the
crack of his door. I thought he was asleep by now, and I get a little
worried for a minute, but when I tap on it and hear him say, “Come
in,” I heave a long breath of relief, it's sweet music to my ears.

He’s in bed, all right, but he’s propped up reading a book, with a
cigarette in his mouth. He hasn’t noticed it got light and he’s forgot-
ten to turn out the lamp. That’s all right—I used to do that too, when I
was his age. “Didn’t mean to butt in,” I say. I figure it’s a good time to
patch up that little set-to we had downstairs before.

He beats me to the rap. “I'm sorry about what happened before.”

“Forget it.” I haul up a chair and sit down alongside the bed, and
we're all set to bury the hatchet and smoke the pipe of peace. “You got
me wrong, that was all.” I frisk myself, no results. “Let’s have one of
your butts.”

“I'm out of them myself,” he grins.

“Then where’d you get that one?” I get a little uncomfortable for a
minute. I give it a quick look. It’s just one of the regular-size ones
though.

“One of Veda’s,” he admits. He keeps talking around it without
taking it out of his mouth. “I been dragging on it for ages, they last a
long time.” So that’s why it’s down to ordinary size! “Now don’t go
getting all het up again,” he says as he sees me change color. “I didn’t
ask her for it, she offered it to me.”

I try to remind myself those butts got a clean bill of health. I try to
tell myself that if nothing’s happened so far, after he’s smoked it all
this time—

I can hardly stay still on the chair. I lean forward and watch his
face anxiously. He seems perfectly normal. “Feel all right, kid?”

“Never felt better.”
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Then I see something that I haven’t noticed until now, and I go pins
and needles all over. “Wait a minute, whatcha been doing? Where'd
ya get all that red all over your mouth?”

He turns all colors of the rainbow and looks guilty. “Aw, there you
go again! All right, she kissed me. So what? I couldn’t push her away,
could I?”

My heart’s pounding in my ears and I can hardly talk. It’s too much
like the set-up she gave the old man! She was rouging her lips, she
was getting set to kiss him when I left them alone, and when I found
him he had one of her butts. Still, there’s no use losing my head,
nothing’s happened to the kid so far, and if I frighten him—

I haul out my handkerchief and try to talk slow and easy. “Here,
get it off with this. Get it off easy, don’t rub.” My wrist is jerking like
sixty as I pass it to him, though. “Just sort of smooth it off, keep your
tongue away from it.”

That’s where the mistake happens. To do it he has to get the
cigarette out of the way. He touches it, he parts his lips. It goes with
the upper one! It’s adhered, just like the old man’s!

He flips it out, there isn’t time for me to stop him, he winces and he
says “Ow!”

I'm on my feet like a shot. “What’d you do?”

“Caught my lip on it,” he says and tosses it down angrily. He’s out
of bed before he knows what’s happened to him and I've flung him
halfway across the room to the door. “Bathroom, quick!” I pant. “One
of my razor blades—cut it wide open, split it to the gums if you have
to, bleed like a pig, it’s your only chance!”

He does it, he must read death on my face, for once he doesn’t argue. I
don’t go with him, can’t. I'm shaking so, I'd cut his throat. The water
gives a roar into the washbasin, he lets out a yell of pain, and he’s
done it.

Second mistake. Opening it up like that only gives all the red stuff
a chance to get in. He’s young, maybe he could have fought off the
smaller amount that would have penetrated through the original slit.
Too late, the examiner’s words come back to me: “It isn’t a blood
poison, it’s a nerve poison. Letting the blood out won'’t help, it isn’'t
rattlesnake venom.” I've finished him!
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He’s back in the doorway, white as a sheet. Blood’s pouring down
his chin and the front of his pajamas look like he’d had a nosebleed. It
isn’t a nosebleed; he’s opened the cleft of his lip to the nostrils. It’s
started in already though, the poison; it’s in him already, and he
doesn’t know what it is.

“What’d you make me do that for? I feel—” He tries to get to me and
totters. Then I guess he knows what it is—for just one minute he
knows what it is—that’s all the time he has to know it in.

I get him onto the bed—that’s all I can do for him—and the rest of it
happens there. He just says one thing more. “Don’t let me, will you?
Charlie, I dowanna die!” in a voice like a worn-out record running
down under a scratchy needle. After that, he’s not recognizable as
anything human any more.

I can’t do anything for him, so I just turn my face to the wall and
shut out the rustling with my hands clapped to my ears. “Charlie, I
dowanna die!” He isn’t saying it any more, it’s over already, but it
goes on and on. For years I'll probably hear it.

After awhile I cover him over without looking and I go to my own
room. I’'ve got a job to do—a job no one but me can do. While I'm in
there, there’s a sort of fluttery sound for a minute outside, as though
something whisked itself along the hall and down the stairs just then.
That’s all right, I took care of the doors and windows before I came
up. “Charlie, I dowanna die!” No, no insanity plea. Not this time—
that’s too easy. An asylum’s too good.

I get my gun out of the closet where it’s been since we came here,
and I break it. Two slugs in it. Two are enough. I crack it shut again
and shove it on my hip. Then I take a long pole that’s standing in a
corner, the handle of a floor-mop or something, and I go across the
hall to her room. She’s pounding on the door downstairs. I can hear
her shaking it, clawing at it, trying to get out of the house. She can
wait.

I shift the chicken coop around so it faces my way, and zing, zing,
zing goes the wire netting. Then I step back and prod the hinged slat
open with the end of the long pole. Then I dig the pole into the
bedclothes and loosen them up. There’s no wire mesh over the place
that the one movable slat covers. There’s sort of a wicket left in it
there, and out through that wicket comes the hooded head, the slow,
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coiling, glistening length of one of the world’s deadly things, the king
cobra of India! I see Veda’s twin before my dilating eyes. The same
scaly, gleaming covering; even the same marking like a question-
mark on its hood! Endless lengths of it come out, like gigantic black-
and-green toothpaste out of a squeezed tube, and I want to throw up
in revulsion. Twelve feet of it—a monster. The story might have
ended then, right in the room there—but the thing is torpid, sluggish
from the cold climate and its long confinement.

It sees me, standing back across the room from it. Slowly it rears up,
waist high, balancing on tightening coils for the thrust. Quickly the
horrid hood swells, fills out with animosity. There’s not a sound in the
room. I'm not breathing. The pounding and the lunging at the door
downstairs has stopped some time ago. And in the silence I suddenly
know that she’s come back into the room with me, that she’s
standing somewhere right behind me.

I dare not turn around and look; dare not take my eyes off the
swaying, dancing funnel of death before me for an instant. But I feel a
weight suddenly gone from my hip. She’s got my gun!

Over my shoulder comes a whisper. “You've locked death into the
house with you.”

The split second seems to expand itself into an hour. She edges her
way along the wall until she comes into my range of vision. But my
eyes can’t even flicker toward her. I know my own gun’s on me. But
rather that than the other death.

Suddenly, I dip on buckled knees. I heave the long pole out from the
bed like a fishing rod. A scarlet blanket and sheet come with it. The
sheet drops off on the way, the blanket, heavier, clings to the end. The
loathsome, fetid mouth of the thing below it has already gone wide.
The blanket falls in swift effacement, covers the monster in stifling
folds just as its head has gone back in the last preparatory move.

A fraction of an instant later, there is a lightning lunge against the
blanket. A bulge appears there which soon is gone again—where the
snake’s head struck after its spring. After that, everything is squirm-
ing, thrashing, cataleptic movement under the folds as it tries to free
itself.

There’s a flash of fire from the wall and my hand burns—but if I
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drop that pole I'm gone. I wield the mop-handle in my bleeding,
tortured hand, making it hiss through the air, flattening the blanket
under it. It breaks in two under the terrific impacts, but I keep on
with the short end of it until there’s no life under that blanket any
more. Even then I step on the mess and grind and stamp with my
steel-rimmed heels until the blanket discolors in places.

Veda stands there against the wall, the smoking gun in her hand,
moaning: “You have killed a god!” If she really worshipped that
thing, her whole world has come to an end. The gun slips from her
hand, clatters to the floor. I swoop for it and get it again. She sinks
down to her knees, her back against the wall, very still, looking at
me. Her breath is coming very fast, she doesn’t betray her feelings in
any other way.

Sometimes under the greatest tension, in moments almost of in-
sanity, you can think the clearest. I am almost insane just then. And,
in a flash, the whole set-up comes to me, now that it’s too late, now
that the old man and the kid are gone. That lunge at the blanket just
now has told me the whole story. The thick flannel I found in her
drawer!

She held that before the opening in the crate and extracted the
venom that way—when the cobra struck. Then she mixed it with her
rouge in the little wooden mortar. Then she waxed her lips with
camphor ice, freezing the pores tight shut, forming an impervious
base for the red stuff. Then she kissed them, smeared them with it,
offered them a cigarette to smoke—

They’re still there on the dresser, her long, thick-tipped cigarettes.
I'take a couple out of the box. Then I take the little bottle of mucilage,
standing with all the perfumes, and I let a drop of it fall on the end of
each cigarette. She did that too—I know that, now.

It dries in no time, but the moisture of the human mouth will
dampen it again and cause the paper to stick to the lips. She sees me
do all this, and yet she doesn’t move, doesn’t try to escape. Her god is
dead, the fatalism of the East has her in its grip. Almost, I relent.
But—*“Charlie, I dowanna die!” rings in my ears.

I turn to her. You'd think nothing had happened, you’d think the
kid was only asleep back there in his room, the way I talk to her.
“Have a cigarette.”
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She shakes her head and backs away along the wall.

“Better have a cigarette,” I say, and I take up the gun and bead it at
her forehead. This is no act, and she can tell the difference. I won’t
even ask her a second time. She takes a cigarette. “What have I
done?” she tries to say.

“Nothing,” I answer, “nothing that I can prove, or even care to
prove any more. Doll up. You have it with you.”

She smiles a little, inaybe fatalistically, or maybe because she still
thinks she can outsmart me. She rouges her lips. She raises the
cigarette. But I see the half-curves it makes. “No you don’t, not that
end. The way it’s supposed to be smoked.”

She puts the glued end in and I hold the match for her. She can’t tell
yet about it but the smile goes and her eyes widen with fear.

I'light my own—that’s glued, too. “I'm going to smoke right along
with you; one of these is no different from the other. See,  have a clear
conscience; have you?” I'm going to match her, step by step—I want to
know just when it happens. I didn’t know I could be that cruel,
but—“Charlie, I dowanna die!”

She begins by taking quick little puffs, not letting it stay any time
in her mouth, and each time she puts it in at a different place. She
thinks she’ll get around it that way. That’s easy to stop. “Keep your
hands down. Touch it one more time and Ill shoot.”

“Siva!” she moans. I think it is their goddess of death or something.
Then to me: “You are going to kill me?”

“No, you are going to kill yourself. You last through that cigarette
and you are welcome to your insanity plea when they get here
from L.A

Wedon't talk any more after that. Slowly the cigarettes burn down.
I don’t take mine out, either. A dozen times her hands start upward
and each time the gun stops them. Time is on my side. She begins to
have trouble breathing, not from fear now, from nicotine and burnt
paper. Her eyes fill with moisture. Not even an inveterate smoker can
consume a ten-inch fag like that without at least a couple of clear
breaths between drags.

I can’t stand it myself any more and out comes my own, and there’s
a white-hot sting to my lower lip. She holds on, though, for dear life.
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So would I, if death was going to be the penalty. I can see her
desperately trying to free hers by working the tip of her tongue
around the edges. No good. She begins to strangle deep down in her
throat, water’s pouring out of her eyes. She twists and turns and
retches and tries to get a free breath. It’s torture, maybe, but so were
the thousand red-hot needles piercing that kid’s body upstairs—
awhile ago.

All at once, a deep groan seems to come all the way up from her feet.
The strangling and the gasping stop and the cigarette is smoldering
on the floor. A thread of blood runs down her chin—purer, cleaner
than the livid red stuff all around it. I lay the gun down near her and I
watch her. Let her make her own choice!

“There’s only one more bullet in it,” I tell her. “If you think you can
stand what’s coming, you can pay me back with it.”

She knows too well what it’s going to be like, so she has no time to
waste.

She grabs for the gun and her eyes light up. “I am going, but you are
coming with me!” she pants.

She levels my rod at me. Four times she pulls the trigger and four
times it clicks harmlessly. The first chamber and the last must have
been the loaded ones, and the ones in between were empty.

Now, she has no more time to waste on getting even. The twitching
has already set in. She turns the gun on herself.

“Once more will get you out of it,” I say, and I turn away.

This time, there’s a shattering explosion behind me and something
heavy falls like a log. I don’t bother looking. I wrap my handkerchief
around my throbbing hand and go downstairs to the front door to wait
for the men from L.A. to show up. I don’t smoke while I'm waiting,
either.

(1935)



Red Liberty

Katie must have been out of humor to say a thing like that, but it sure
rankled. “And that’s why you’re no further than you are,” she went on.
“Ten years from now you’ll still be a second-grade detective pinching
pickpockets. Movies and beer—that’s all you ever think of whenever you
have any time to yourself. Why don’t you improve your mind? Why don’t
you read a book? Why don’t you go to a museum once in a while and look
at the beautiful statues?”

I nearly fell over. “Look at statues!” I gasped. “What for?”

I seemed to have her there for a minute. “Why—why, to see how
they’re made,” she said finally, looking bewildered.

There didn’t seem to be much sense to it, but anything to keep peace in
the family. I reached for my hat and gave a deep sigh. “You win,” I said.
“I'll try anything once.”

Riding down in the sub I got a bright idea. Instead of wasting a lot of
time looking at a flock of little statues I'd look at one big one instead and
get the whole thing over with. So I got out at the Battery, forked over
thirty-five cents for one round-trip ticket and got on the little ferry that
takes you down the bay to the Statue of Liberty. It was the biggest statue
around, and if there was any truth to what Katie said, it ought to
improve me enough to last for the rest of the year.

There were about ten others making the trip with me, and as soon as
everyone was on board, the tub gives a peep with its whistle and starts
off, graceful as a hippopotamus. First the statue was about the size of
your thumb. It came gliding over the water getting bigger all the time,
until it was tall as an office building. It was pea-green, just like on the
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postcards. Finally the ferry tied up at a long pier built on piles that stuck
out from the island, and everybody got off. There was another crowd
there waiting to get on and go back. It seems the trip is only made once
every hour.

It was certainly an eyeful once you got close up under it. The stone base
alone was six stories high, and after that there was nothing but statue
the rest of the way. There was just room enough left over on the island
for a little green lawn with cannonballs for markers, a couple of cement
paths, and some benches. But on the other wide, away from the city,
there were a group of two-story brick houses, lived in by the caretakers I
suppose.

Anyway, we went in through a thick, brutal-looking metal door
painted black, and down a long stone corridor, and after a couple of turns
came to an elevator. A spick-and-span one too, that looked as if it had
just been installed. This only went up as far as the top of the pedestal,
and after that you had to walk the other seventeen stories. The staircase
was a spiral one only wide enough to let one person through at a time
and it made tough going, but several times a little platform opened out
suddenly on the way up, with an ordinary park bench placed there to
rest on. There was always the same fat man sitting heaving on it by the
time I got to it, with not much room left over for anybody else. When I
say fat, I mean anywheres from two hundred fifty pounds up. I'd noticed
him on the boat, with his thin pretty little wife. “Brother,” I said the
second time I squeezed in next to him on the bench, “pardon me for
butting in, but why do it? You must be a glutton for punishment.”

His wife had gone on the rest of the way up without waiting for him.
He just wheezed for a long time, then finally he got around to answering
me. “Brother,” he said with an unhappy air, “she can think up more
things for me to do like this. You know the old saying, nobody loves a—"

I couldn’t help liking him right off. “Buck up, Slim,” I said, “they’re all
the same. Mine thinks I'm a lowbrow and sends me out looking at
statues so I'll learn something.”

“And have you?” he wanted to know.

“Yep, I've learned there’s no place like home,” I told him. “Well, keep
your chins up,” I said, and with that I left him and went on up.
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At the very top you had to push through a little turnstile, and then
you were finally up in the head of the statue. The crown or tiara she
wears, with those big spikes sticking out, has windows running from
side to side in a half-circle. I picked the nearest one and stuck my
head out. You could see for miles. The boats in the harbor were the
size of match-boxes. Down below on the lawn the cannonballs looked
like raisins in a pudding. Well, I stood there like that until I figured
I'd gotten my thirty-five cents’ worth. The rest were starting to drift
down again, so I turned to go too.

At the window next to me I noticed the fat man’s pretty little wife
standing there alone. He evidently hadn’t been able to make the
grade yet and get up there with her. She was amusing herself by
scribbling her initials or something on the thick stone facing of the
window, which was about a foot deep and wider at the outside than at
the inside, the tiara being a semicircle. That was nothing. Most
people do that whenever they visit any monument or point of in-
terest. All five of the facings were chock-full of names, initials, dates,
addresses, and so on, and as time and the weather slowly effaced the
earlier ones there was always room for more. She was using an
eyebrow pencil or something for hers though, instead of plain lead, I
noticed.

By that time we were alone up there. The others were all clattering
down the corrugated-iron staircase again, and the ferry was on its
way back from the Battery to pick us up. Much as I would have
enjoyed waiting to get an eyeful of the shape her stout spouse was
going to be in when he got up there, I figured I'd had enough. I started
down and left her there behind me, chin propped in her hands and
staring dreamily out into space, like Juliet waiting at her balcony for
a high-sign from Romeo.

You went down by a different staircase than you came up, I mean it
was the same spiral but the outside track this time, and there was no
partition between, just a handrail. There were lights strung all along
the stairs at regular intervals, of course; otherwise the place would
have been pitch-dark. Some were just house bulbs; others were small
searchlights turned outward against the lining of the statue, which
was painted silver. In other words, anyone that was going up while



Red Liberty | 129

you were coming down had to pass you in full view, almost rub elbows
with you. No one did. The whole boatload that had come out with me
was down below by now.

When I got down even with the first resting-platform, with only a
rail separating me from it, something caught the corner of my eye
just as my head was due to go below the platform level. I climbed back
up a step or two, dipped under the railing, and looked under the
bench, where it lay. Then I saw what it was and reached in and pulled
it out. It was just somebody’s brown felt hat, which had rolled under
the bench.

I turned it upside down and looked in it. Knox—and P.G. were the
initials. But more important, it hadn’t been left there yesterday or
last week, but just now. The sweat on the headband hadn’t dried yet,
and there was plenty of it—the leather strip was glistening with it.
That was enough to tell me whose it was, the fat guy’s. He'd been
sitting on this bench when I left him—dripping with exertion—and I
remembered seeing this very lid in his hand, or one the same color
and shape. He’d taken it off and sat holding it in his hand while he
mopped his melting brow.

He hadn’t gone on up to where I'd left his wife, for he’d neither
arrived while I was still up there nor had I passed him on the way
down. It was a cinch he’d given it up as a bad job and gone on down
from here, without tackling the last of the seventeen “stories” or
twists. Still I couldn’t figure how he could come to forget his hat, leave
it behind like this, fagged out or not. Then I thought, “Maybe the poor
gink had a heart attack, dizzy spell or something and had to be
carried down, that’s how it came to be overlooked.” So I took it with
me and went on down to try and locate him and hand it back to him.

Irang when I got to where the elevators started from, and when the
car had come up for me I asked the operator: “What happened to that
fat guy, know the one I mean? Anything go wrong with him? I picked
up his hat just now.”

“He hasn’t come down yet,” he told me. “I'd know him in a minute.
He must be still up there.”

“He isn’t up above, I just came from there myself. And he’s the last
guy in the world who’'d walk down the six stories from here when
there’s a car to take him. How do you figure it?”
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“Tell you where he might be,” said the attendant. “Outside there on
the parapet. They all go out there for a last look through the telescope
before they get in the car.”

“Well, wait up here for a minute until I find out. If he shows up tell
him I've got his hat.”

I went out and made a complete circuit of the place, then doubled -
back and did it in reverse. Not a soul on it. It was a sort of terrace that
ran around the top of the base, protected by a waist-high stone ledge
on all four sides. It was lower down than the head of Miss Liberty of
course, but still plenty high.

I went back to the elevator operator. “Nothing doing. You sure you
didn’t take him down in your car without noticing?”

“Listen,” he said. “When he got on the first time he almost flattened
me against the door getting in. I woulda known it the second time. I
ain’t seen him since.”

“Are there any lavatories or restrooms on the way up?”

“Naw,” he said, “nothing like that.”

“Then he musta walked down the rest of the way without waiting
for you. Take me down to the bottom—"

“If he did, he’s the first one ever did that yet. That’s what the
elevators are here for.” He threw the switch. “Say,” he said, and I saw
his face light up as if he was almost hoping something would hap-
pen to break the monotony of his job, “maybe he—you don’t suppose
he_))

I knew what he was driving at. “You're trying to tell me he took a
jump for himself, aren’t you? G’'wan, he couldn’t have even raised
himself up over that stone ledge out there to do it! And if he had,
there’d a been a crowd around him below. Everyone on the island
woulda seen him land. I looked down just now. They’re all strolling
around down there, addressing postcards, taking it easy waiting for
the boat.”

His face dropped again. “They none of ’em try that from here, they
always pick bridges instead. Nothing ever happens here.”

“Cheer up, Suicide Johnny,” I told him, “your cage will probably
fall down the shaft some day and kill everyone in it.”

When he let me out I made straight for the concession pavilion
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down near the pier, where most of the ten who had come out with me
were hanging around buying postcards and ice-cream cones, waiting
for the ferry to pull in. It wasn’t more than fifty yards away by this
time, coasting in a big half-circle from the right to get into position,
with its engine already cut off.

The fat man wasn’t in the refreshment house—one look inside from
the doorway told me that. I asked one or two of the others if they’d
seen him since they’d come out of the statue. Nobody had, although
plenty had noticed him going in—especially on the way up—just as I
had.

“He must be around some place,” one of them suggested indif-
ferently. “Couldn’t very well get off the island until the ferry came
back for him.”

“No kidding?” I remarked brittlely. “And here I am thinking he
went up in a puff of smoke!”

I went around to the other side of the base, following a series of
cement walks bordered with ornamental cannonballs. No rotund
gentleman in sight. I inquired at the dispensary at the back of the
island, and even at one or two of the brick cottages the caretakers
lived in, thinking he might have stopped in there because of illness or
out of curiosity. Nothing doing.

I completed my circuit of the terraced lawn that surrounds the
statue and returned to the front of it again. It had dawned on me by
now that I was going to a hell of a whole lot of trouble just to return a
man’s hat to him, but his complete disappearance was an irritant
that had me going in spite of myself. It was the size of the man that
burned me more than anything. I wouldn’t have minded if it had been
somebody less conspicuous, probably wouldn’t have noticed him in
the first place, but to be as big as all that and then to evaporate
completely—

The ferry was in when I got back and the passengers were straggling
up the long, almost horizontal gangplank. It hadn’t brought anybody
out with it this trip, as the statue was closed to visitors after 4:30 each
day and this was its last round trip. “Turn this in at the lost-and-
found for me, will you?” I said, shoving the hat at one of the soldiers
on pier-duty as I went by. “I just found it up there.”
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“Hand it in at the other end, at the Battery,” he said. “That’s where
they come and claim things.”

I was so dead-sure of lamping the lid’s owner on the ferry, this
being its last trip back, that I hung onto it without arguing and went
looking for him in the saloon, or whatever they call the between-
decks part of a ferry. Meanwhile the landing platform had been rolled
back and we’d started to nose up the bay.

“He’s got to be on here,” I said to myself. “He’s not spending the
night back there on the island. And nothing that floats came to take
him off between the time we all got off the first time and just now
when this thing called back for us.” I knew that for a fact, because the
ferry only made the run once every hour, on the half-hour, and it was
the only one in service. So I went all over the schooner from bow to
stern, upstairs, downstairs, inside and out. In the saloon a couple of
kids were sitting one on each side of their father, swinging their legs
over the edge of the long bench that ran all around it. And a guy who
didn’t give a hoot about the skyline outside was reading Hellinger in
the Mirror. Nobody else.

On the port deck the other half-dozen were sitting in chairs, just
like they would on a transatlantic greyhound only without rugs, and
one or two were leaning over the rail trying to kid themselves they
were on an ocean trip. He wasn’t there either. Then when I went
around to the starboard deck (only maybe it was the port and the
other was starboard, don’t expect too much from a guy that was never
further away than Coney Island), there was his wife sitting there as
big as life, all by herself and the only person on that side of the scow
which faced good old Joisey. I walked by her once and took a squint at
her without stopping. She never even saw me. She was staring
peacefully, even dreamily, out at the bay.

Now, I had no absolute proof that she was his wife, or had made the
excursion with him at all. He had mentioned his wife to me, so his
wife was along with him, no doubt about that. But each time I had
overtaken him on one of the benches inside the statue she had gone
up just ahead of him and I had missed seeing her. Then when I got up
to the top this particular woman had been up there ahead of me
scrawling her initials. That much I was sure of. She had been at the
next observation window to me with that same “come-and-take-me”
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far-away look that she had now. But it was only by putting two and
two together that I had her labeled as his wife; I had no definite
evidence of it. So I stopped up at the other end of the narrow little deck
and turned and started back toward her.

I don’t care who a guy is or what his job is, it isn’t easy for him to
accost a woman sitting minding her own business like that, unless
he’s the masher type—which I'm not. “If she gives me a smack in the
puss,” I said to myself, “I'm gonna throw this son-of-a—hat in the
water and make up my mind I never saw any fat guy; it was just a
trick of the lighting effects in the statue!”

I stopped dead in my tracks in front of her and tipped my hat and
said: “Pardon me, but I've got y’husband’s hat here.” I held it out.

She looked me up and down and a lot of little icicles went tinkling
along the deck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I
haven’t any husband—and I'm not interested in picking one up on a
ferryboat in the bay!”

This was enough to sour a saint; it was rubbing it in a little too
much. First there’s a fat man and his wife. Then there’s no fat man.
And now it seems there’s no wife either. Only a hat.

“'m no picker-upper,” I growled. “Just let’s get this straight
though. On the way over I distinctly noticed you with a very hefty
gentleman. You were talking to each other. You were sitting side by
side out on this deck-bench. And you both stood up together when it
was time to get off. I remember that distinctly, on account of your
shapes reminded me of the number 10. Then later I saw the guy by
himself in there. And that’s the last; he does a fade-out. Now all I'm
trying to do is get this blasted kelly back to—"

The temperature didn’t go up any. “Well, why pick on me?” she
said. “Why marry me off to him, and turn me into his hatcheck girl in
the bargain? Who are you, anyway, the census-taker? All right, a fat
clown did sit down next to me on the way out and try to take a shine to
me. So what? I never saw him before in my life, don’t know his name
from Adam. You saw me talking to him all right—I told him a thing
or two, only I'm not the kind screams for help and makes a scene. And
if he stood up at the same time I did and tried to stick close to me, I
outdistanced him once we hit those stairs, don’t you worry. And if you
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think you rate any higher than he did just ’cause your stomach goes
in instead of out, think again! Next time I go on an excursion I'm
bringing a bulldog along—"

“Oh, just one of these strong, silent women! Not a word to say,
eh?” I told her. “Well, suppose you give me your name and address
just for fun.”

She hoisted herself up and took a quick step away. “I'm going to get
a cop!” she burst out.

I side-stepped around and got in front of her. “You've got one,” I
said, and let the badge slide back into my vest pocket again. “Now are
you going to tell me what I asked you?”

“You can’t compel me to give you my name if I don’t want to!” she
said hotly. “Who do you think you’re dealing with, some fly-by-night
chippy? I don’t care whether you're a detec—"

Which was true enough, as far as that goes. But she had me
steamed up by now. “Either you identify yourself, or you can consider
yourself under arrest!” I didn’t have a thing on her, and I knew it. I
had no way of proving that what she had told me about the fat man
wasn’t so. True, he had mentioned his wife to me sitting on the bench
in the statue, but he hadn’t tagged this particular woman or anyone
else in the group as being “it.” He hadn’t even made it clear whether
his wife had accompanied him on the excursion. For all I knew
she might be sitting at home at this very moment, just as my own
was.

Meanwhile, “—never so insulted in my life!” she was boiling, but
she was going through the motions of coming across, with angrily
shaking hands. She threw back the lid of her pocketbook and fished
around inside it. “I didn’t expect « third degree like this,” she
snapped, “so I didn’t bring my pedigree with me! However, I'm Alice
Colman, Van Raalte Apartments, Tarrytown. Take it or leave it!”

1 felt like two cents by now, especially as I noticed her eyes growing
shiny with tears. Even if the fat man had met with foul play, which
there was no proof of so far, she hadn’t been anywhere near him at the
time it happened. She had been away up at the top looking dreamy. I
was only doing this because I'd seen them together on the trip out,
and she needn’t have made me feel like such a lug. I covered it up by
going through with what I was doing, taking out my notebook and
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jotting down the info. “Miss Alice Colman,” I said out loud, squinting
down my pencil.

“I didn’t say that!” she flared. “Oh, let me alone, you dog!” And she
whisked herself off down the deck as if she couldn’t stand any more. I
could see her shoulders shaking as she went. I let her alone after that,
didn’t try to follow her up.

“Well, well, well,” I sighed, “I certainly have the light touch with
dolls!” Her last crack, I took it, meant that she was a Mrs. and not a
Miss.

If I had any doubts that the fat guy might have turned out to be on
the ferry after all, hiding behind a cuspidor or something, and that I
had simply missed seeing him until now, they were very soon settled
once the tub had tied up at the South Ferry landing. I stationed
myself on the lower end of the plank ahead of everyone, and stopped
them one by one as they tried to go past. “Police headquarters. . . .
Name, please. . . . Address. Got anything to back it up?” And I killed
the inevitable “What’s this for?” each time it came with a terse “None
of your business!”

When I was through I had a line on every one who had made the
outing with me—at least ifanything turned up now I was no longer in
the dark. All but the very guy who was missing. And he was still
missing. He had definitely not made the trip back on the boat. The
Colman person was the last one off, and came sailing by me head in
air with the cold remark: “Be sure you follow me—low-down common
bully!” I just stood there and looked after her, scratching my head. It
was only after she’d gone that I realized she was the only one of the lot
who hadn’t backed up her name and address with documentary proof.

But meanwhile there was something else I wanted to see about.

Iwent around to the ticket office in the ferry building; it was closed, of
course. Ours had been the last trip of the day. I hammered on the
wicket, and then I went around and pounded on the door. Luckily
they were still in there, counting the day’s receipts or something. I
recognized the guy that had sold me my own ticket. “Headquarters,
it’s all right, lemme in a minute.” And when he had, “Now look. Do
you remember selling a ticket down the bay to a fat guy, puffy cheeks
like this, blue suit, brown hat, when the last boatful went out?”
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“Yeah,” he said, “yeah, I do.”

“How many did he buy? One or two?”

“Two,” he said decidedly. “I been selling ’em all day long, but I can
remember that all right because he was lamebrained, couldn’t count
straight. He wanted to tell me four-forty change was coming to him
out of a finn. I says, ‘Buddy,’ I says, ‘in my country two times thirty-
five adds up to—""

“Never mind the trailer,” I squelched. “Did she—did anyone come
up to the window with him when he bought them?”

“Naw, he come up to the window alone and bought two tickets. I
didn’t see who was with him.”

“Being sore at him, you didn’t take a gander out the window after
him after he moved on? Most ticket-sellers would.”

“They were all on line,” he explained. “I didn’t have time, had to
wait on the next rubberneck.”

Well, if he’d bought two tickets his wife was with him—he hadn'’t
bought them just because he was overweight himself, that was a
cinch. As for his wife, runner-up to himself when it came to staying
out of sight, little Alice Colman was elected for the time being. Which
acded up to this—I was going back to that island. She could hold for
awhile. If nothing had happened to him, then it was none of my
business whether she was wife, girl-friend, or total stranger to him.
But if something had—I wasn’t forgetting that she was the only
person outside myself I'd seen him talking to.

Ibeat it outside to the ferry again. It was still there, but fixing to go
wherever it is they go for the night when they’re not in service. Or
maybe it was just going to stay put. But not while I knew it.

A couple of tattooed arms tried to bar my way up the gangplank.
“One side,” I said, and the badge was getting a high polish just from
rubbing against the serge so much, “I gotta see the captain before he
slips off his suspenders!”

“He uses safety-pins,” he corrected me dryly, “but go ahead—"

He came out of the saloon just then struggling into a lumber-jacket,
evidently going ashore to catch up on his suds.

“Say, y’gotta take me back there,” I burst out. “Here’s what—" And
I explained all about the hefty passenger that had gone out and
hadn’t come back.
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He was one person the badge didn’t mean a thing to; he was used to
being boss of the roost. “Go 'way, man, you're out of your head!” he
boomed. “This boat’s asleep for tonight, I wouldn’t make another run
there for St. Peter himself. If he missed it and got left behind, that’s
his tough luck. He’ll just have to wait over until nine in the morning,
there are plenty of benches on the island, just like Central P—" and
he took the most graceful spiral spit over the rail I had ever seen—
and made it.

“But y’ don’t get what I mean!” I howled, shoving the brown felt in
his face. “He didn’t just miss it—something’s happened to him. Now
give your orders. You know what this means, don’t you? You're
obstructing—"

“I take my orders from the company,” he said surlily, looking
longingly in the direction of the dives along South Street. “If that
piece of tin means anything why don'’t it get you a police launch?”

But I wasn’t going to be a back-room laughing-stock for the rest of
the year in case I did get there with a launch and find the fat guy had
stayed behind to pick dandelions or something. I went ashore again
and had it out with one of the agents in the ferry house, and he in turn
had to telephone one of the higher muck-a-mucks and put it up to
him, and then sign an order for me to show the captain.

Some reporters had gotten wind that something was up, in the
mysterious way that only reporters can, and a couple of them were
already hanging around outside when I came out. “What’s the excite-
ment?” they wanted to know, licking their chops. “What’s it all
about?” “Wotcha doing with two hats?” one of them cracked suspi-
ciously.

“I always carry a spare,” I said, “in case the wind blows the first one
off.”

They looked sort of doubtful, but before they could do anything
about it I was back on the ferry and gave orders to keep them off.
“Here’s your instructions, admiral,” I told the captain, who was
drooling by this time and biting his nails at the thought of being kept
overtime. “I'll buy the first ten rounds,” I assured him, “if this turns
out to be a wild-goose chase.”

“Hrrmph!” he growled, and turned around and hollered an order.

Back we plugged.
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“How long you gonna be?” he wanted to know as I loped off at the
island.

“When I show up again,” I promised, “I’ll be back.” That old fellow
could swear.

The thick, chilly-looking, black metal doors that led into the base
were shut by this time. I had to get another permit from an officer on
the island, and two soldiers were detailed to come with me. The only
one who seemed to get any kick out of the proceedings was Suicide
Johnny, who was routed out to run us up in the elevator. He was all
grins. At last something was happening to break his monotony.
“Gee,” he said, throwing the switch in the car, “maybe he committed
sewercide by hanging himself up there some place!”

“Nuts,” I growled, “he couldn’t have hoisted himself an inch—not
without a derrick. We’ll go up to the top,” I told my two escorts when
we got out of the car. “Start in from there and work our way down.”
They didn’t say anything, but I could read their minds: “This guy was
dropped on his head when he was a kid.”

We climbed all that weary way back again and finally stood there
panting. “He never got up this far,” I said when I had my wind back,
“because I was up here ahead of him. But I want to take a gander at
some of these initials and names scrawled here on the stonework of
the windows.”

“Aw, them!” said one of the soldiers contemptuously. “Every chump
that ever comes up here since the place was built has a crack at that.”

“That’s just the point,” I said. I had a close look, first of all, at what
my chief rooter and admirer Alice Colman had written, at the win-
dow next to the one I'd been standing at originally. It didn’t say Alice
Colman, it didn’t say any name, but I knew her work. She’d used an
eyebrow pencil and the mark it left was dark and greasy, different
from the thin, faint pencil marks of the rest of them. It stood out like a
headline on a newspaper.

I turned to one of the bored soldiers. “What’s today’s date?”

“The twenty-third,” he said.

That’s what I'd thought it was too. But Alice Colman seemed to
have gotten her dates mixed. She had it down as the twenty-fourth.
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Well, that could happen to anyone. But she had the hour right, at
least. She’d even put that down—4 o’clock. Some people are like that,
though. She’d visited this place at four o’clock and she wanted the
world to know.

On top of that, though, came a hitch. She had an address down, and
it wasn’t her own. It was just five numbers and a letter, all run
together. 254W51. But that wasn’t her own address. She’d given me
that on the ferry, and I'd checked on it while I was hanging around in
the ferry house waiting for the permit to come back here. Yes, the
management of the Van Raalte Apartments had told me long-
distance over the phone from Tarrytown, that Mrs. Alice Colman was
a tenant of theirs. So she hadn’t lied to me, yet she’d lied to the world
at large when she was making her mark on Lady Liberty. There was
something that I didn’t get about it.

“Let’s go down,” I told the soldiers, “I want to look at that bench he
was sitting on.” By this time they both hated me heartily from the
guts outward, I could see, but they turned and led the way.

We never got there, though. About midway between the head and
where the bench was—in other words at about where the statue’s
shoulder came—there was a gap with a chain across it bearing the
placard Public Not Admitted. I had noticed this twice before, the first
time I came up and then later when I had gone down to look for him.
Maybe the chain had thrown me off, the undisturbed chain stretched
across it. And then, too, until you stood directly before it, it looked far
smaller and more inaccessible than it actually was, the way the
lights slurred past it and made it seem no more than a fold on the
inside of the lady’s gigantic metal draperies. This time, though, I
stopped and asked them what it was.

“Oh, he ain’t up in there!” they assured me instantly. “Nobody’s
allowed in there. Can’t you read what that says? That used to lead up
into the arm and torch in the old days. The arm started weakening
little by little, so they shut the whole thing off a long time ago, It's
boarded up just a little ways past the ch— Hey!” he broke off. “Where
you going? You can’t do that!”

“I'm going just that little ways between the chain and where the
boarding is,” I told him, spanning the cable with one leg. “If the arm
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lasted this long, one more guy ain’t going to hurt it, I don’t weigh
enough. Throw your lights up after me. And don’t tell me what I can’t
do when you see me already at it!”

The thing was a spiral, just like the other staircase that led to the
head. Or rather, it started out to be, but at the very first half-turn-
around it took, the boarding had already showed up, sealing it from
top to bottom. That half-turn, however, cut off their lights, which
shone in a straight line like any lights would. A triangle of blackness
was left in one corner which they couldn’t eliminate, no matter how
they maneuvered the torches.

“Come on a little nearer with those things!” I called impatiently.
“Come past the chain!”

They wouldn’t budge. “Against orders,” they called back.

I came down a few steps and reached for a torch myself. “Let me
have one of those things. What d’ya think I'm doing, playing hide and
seek with you? How we won the last war beats me!” I jumped up again
and washed out the stubborn wedge of blackness with the thin beam
in my hand.

Sure he was there. And fitted in just as neatly as though the space had
been measured off for him ahead of time. In a sitting position on the
turn of the steps, back propped against the boarding, legs drawn up
under him to help keep him propped. I touched the side of hisneck. He
was as cold already as the metal statue that made a tomb for him.

“Got him,” I shouted laconically. “Come on up and gimme a hand,
you two.”

“What’s he doing up there?” one of those two clucks wanted to
know.

“Waiting for judgment day.”

They gasped and came on up, orders or no orders.

I bent down and looked at the backs of his shoes. The leather of both
heels was scraped and scarred into a fuzz from lift to ankle. The backs
of his trousers were dusty all the way to the knees. “Dragged up by
the shoulders,” I said, “by just one guy. If there’d been two, one of
them would have taken him by the feet, like you’re going to do getting
him down out of here.”
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“How could one guy, any guy, haul that baby elephant all the way
up there?” one of them wanted to know.

“You'd be surprised what one guy can manage to do if he’s scared
enough and has to work in a hurry,” I assured him. “All right, get
started. I'll handle your lights. It wasn’t done up here anyway, so let’s
get down before we all take a header into the ocean, arm and all.”

It wasn’t easy, even for the two of them, to get down with him.
Automatically, I figured that eliminated Alice Colman or any other
woman as having had any part in it—except as an accessory.

The thing that had done it was lying under him when they got him
up off the ground between them—a wicked-looking iron bar wrapped
in a stiffened, blood-brown piece of rag. The wound—it was a deadly
fracture—was on the side of the head just over the ear. He hadn’t bled
much, outside of the first splash on the padded weapon itself. The
little there was after that had clung to the skin, running down behind
the jawbone and into the collar of his shirt, hence nothing on the
ground around the bench where the attack had occurred.

I examined the ground around the latter place. The two little
tracks his heels had made as he was dragged backwards toward the
hiding-place were there plain as day under my flashlight’s beam,
without the need of any powder or hocus-pocus of any kind. My only
wonder was how I'd muffed seeing them when I stooped down to pick
up his hat. But of course I hadn’t used my torch then.

“Take him on down the rest of the way,” I said. “No use parking
with him here—it’s gotta be done sooner or later anyway.”

They loved the job—yeah they did! They must have lost ten pounds
apiece in sweat, getting him down those seventeen stories of narrow,
spiral staircase. When they were down at the elevator you could hear
their heaving all the way up where I was. When I got down myself—
I'd waited on the murder bench until the way was clear, no use
dogging their footsteps an inch at a time—Suicide Johnny, with the
body tucked into his car and the two guards in a state of collapse
alongside of it, was wreathed in smiles. His fondest dream had come
true. Something had at last happened. “Gee!” he kept murmuring.
“Gee! A moider!”

I'had Fatty carried over to the barracks, and an apoplectic-looking
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guy of Spanish War vintage whose collar was too tight for him came
out to see what it was all about.

“Sorry to bother you,” I said, “but there’s just been a crime commit-
ted on your jurisdiction—man murdered up in the statue.”

“Who are you, sirrr?” he boomed like a twenty-one gun salute. I felt
like I was going to be shot at sunrise for daring to find anything the
matter around his diggings.

“Denton, New York Homicide,” I told him.

“Are you sure, sirrrr?” the old rooster crowed. He meant about the
murder, not who I was. He wasn’t going to believe me until he saw it
with his own eyes, so I took him over and showed it to him.

“Now, just where do I stand?” I said, resting my hand on the stiff’s
knee.

“This, sirr,” he orated, “is United States Government property.
This is a matter for the Federal inves—"

I'd expected that. “Oh, so I get the air!” I interrupted heatedly.
“After I been up and down that blank statue eighty-six times today.
0.K., you put who you want on it. I'm going right ahead with it on my
own. And we’ll see who comes out ahead!” I got as far as the door, then
I turned around and fired at him: “I’ll even give your guy a head-start,
just so you can’t accuse me of withholding information. This guy is
tagged Colman. He lived until today at the Van Raalte Apartments,
Tarrytown, with his wife, who is thin, blond, pretty, blue eyes, about
twenty-eight, and very ritzy front. But you won’t find her there any
more, so you can tell your guy to save his carfare. She didn’t do it
anyway. But if you want to get hold of her, and the guy that actually
did it, I'll tell you where to look for them—"

“Where, sirrr?” he boomed like a great big firecracker.

“Today is Wednesday, isn’t it?” I answered detachedly. “Well, send
your guy around to Centre Street, say day after tomorrow, that would
be Friday. We’ll be holding ’em both for you down there by that time.
No trouble at all, Field Marshal.” He sort of blew up internally, so I
got out before he did anything about calling a firing squad.

I ducked into the statue again, for what I hoped was the last time, and
decided to make Suicide Johnny useful, since he seemed to be en-
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joying himself so. “How would you like to help?” I said. “Come on up
with me.”

When we got all the way up to the head, I took out my pocket
notebook and opened it at the page where all the names were, the
names I'd collected from the ten (eight really, excluding the two kids
with their father) who had made the trip here and back on the ferry.
Excluding Colman himself and his wife (who couldn’t have been an
actual participant for reasons I've already given) that left six. Ex-
cluding two other women who’d been in the group, that boiled it down
to four. Now the name, of course, was going to be phony—I mean the
name the actual murderer had handed me—that was a pushover. But
that didn’t matter. All I wanted was to connect the right guy with any
name, phony or otherwise, just so I could remember something about
what he’d looked like. Any little thing at all.

“You take a pencil,” I told Suicide, “and each time I call out a name,
you cross off the corresponding one written down there in that book.
That’s all.”

“Gee!” he said. “I'm helping a real detective!”

“My chief,” I answered drily, “sometimes has grave doubts about
that. Ready? Let’s go.” I started going over the window-ledges inch by
inch. They were crawling with names and initials, but I finally
located one that matched one in the notebook. Johnny promptly
crossed it out. Then another. Then a triple initial that matched.
“Don’t cross yet,” I warned him, “just put a check next to that.”

Well, when we got through, we had nine of the ten names, women,
kids and all. Each and every one of them had scribbled their names as
mementoes on the stone work. “Now, which one’s left over?” I asked
Suicide.

He screwed up his face and read off: “Vincent Scanlon, 55 Amboy
Street, Brooklyn, real estate.”

“On circumstantial alone, that’s my guy.”

“Hully mackerel!” said the enraptured Johnny. “Can y’tell just by
hearing his name like that?”

“His name ain’t Scanlon, he don’t live on Amboy Street, and he’s
not in real estate,” I tried to explain. “But he’s the only one of the
bunch that didn’t come up here and scrawl his John Hancock. Me and
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the fat guy were the last ones coming up the stairs. When I left himon
the bench he was still alive. When I got up here myself even his wife
was up here ahead of me, and all the others had finished their
signatures and were on their way down again. Therefore, this guy
who tags himself Scanlon was the murderer. Don’t you understand,
he never went all the way to the top. He either came up the stairs
behind me and the fat guy, or else if he was ahead of us switched into
the opening that leads up into the arm, let everyone else go by, and
then crept down again to where the bench was—and did his dirty
work the minute the coast was clear.”

I took a notebook from him, held it open before me, and did my
damndest to try and separate the party that had given me that name
from the other ten. I tried to remember some feature about him, some
detail, anything at all, and couldn’t, no matter how I racked my
brains. There had been too many of them at one time, all getting off
the ferry at once, all stopping in front of me just for a half-minute or
so. He should have been nervous, just coming away from doing a
thing like that, should have been pale, tense, jumpy, anything you
want to call it—should have given himself away in some way, if not
right then, then now that I was thinking back over it. But he either
hadn’t, or—what was more likely—I was pretty much of a wash-out
at my own business. I couldn’t even get him by elimination, the way I
had gotten his phony name. One or two of the others started to come
clear—the father of the two kids, the two other women besides Alice
Colman—but not him. I might just as well have written down that
name out of my own head for all I could remember of the man who had
given it to me.

I took another look at Alice Colman’s regards to the statue and
wondered why she hadn’t put her name down with it, and how she
had come to be mixed up on her dates the way she had. And why a
different address from her own. Of course the obvious answer was
that she knew g.d. well what was taking place on that stairway below
at the time, and was too nervous to know what she was doing. But she
hadn’t acted nervous at all, she had just acted dreamy. So that
probably wasn’t the answer at all. And just for luck I transcribed
the thing into my notebook exactly as it stood in eyebrow pencil.
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4/24/35/4 and then, 254W51. Wrong date, right hour, wrong address,
no name.

“I take it all back, Johnny,” I said wearily. “Kick me here—and
here. The guy did come up here after all—and right on top of what he
did too.”

“But he didn’t write nothing—you looked all over them wind—"

“He didn’t come up here to write, he came to read.” I pointed at it.
“He came to read that. Let’s go down. I guess I can keep my promise to
General Lafayette down there after all.”

When I got ashore I halfheartedly checked Colman at the Tarrytown
Apartments once more. No, neither Mr. nor Mrs. had come back yet,
they told me after paging them on the house phone. I didn’t tell them
so, but they might just as well have hung out a to-let sign and gotten
ready to rent that apartment all over again. He wasn’t coming back
any more because he was spending the night at the morgue. And she
wasn’t coming back any more either—because she had a heavy date
at 4. As for Scanlon’s Amboy Street address, I didn’t even bother with
it. Have to use your common sense once in awhile. Instead I asked
Information to give me 254 West 51st Street, which was the best I
could make out of the tag end of her billet-doux.

“Capital Bus Terminal,” a voice answered at the other end.

So that’s where they were going to meet, was it? They’d stayed very
carefully away from each other on the ferry going back, and ditto once
they were ashore in New York. But they were going to blow town
together. So it looked like she hadn’t had her days mixed after all,
she’d known what she was doing when she put tomorrow’s date down.
“What’ve you got going out at four?” I said.

“A.M. or P.M.?” said the voice. But that was just the trouble, I
didn’t know myself. Yet if I didn’t know, how was he going to know
either? I mean Scanlon. The only thing to do was tackle both meri-
dians, one at a time. A.M. came first, so I took that. He spieled offa list
a foot long but the only big-time places among them were Boston and
Philly. “Make me a reservation on each,” I snapped.

“Mister,” the voice came back patiently, “how can you go two places
at once?”



146 | Cornell Woolrich

“I'm twins,” I squelched and hung up. Only one more phone call,
this time to where I was supposed to live but so seldom did. “I may see
you tomorrow. If I came home now I'd only have to set the alarm for
three o’clock.”

“I thought it was your day off.”

“I've got statues on the brain.”

“You mean you would have if you had a—” she started to say, but I
ended that.

I staggered into the bus waiting room at half past three, apparently
stewed to the gills, with my hat brim turned down to meet my
upturned coat collar. They just missed each other enough to let my
nose through, the rest was shadow. I wasn’t one of those drunks that
make a show of themselves and attract a lot of attention, I just
slumped onto a bench and quietly went to sleep. Nobody gave me a
first look, let alone a second one.

I was on the row of benches against the wall, not out in the middle
where people could sit behind me. At twenty to four by the clock I
suddenly remembered exactly what this guy Scanlon had looked like
on the ferry that afternoon. Red hair, little pig-eyes set close
together—what difference did it make now, there he was, valise
between his legs. He had a newspaper up over his face in a split
second, but a split second is plenty long enough to remember a face in.

But I didn’t want him alone, didn’t dare touch him alone until she
got there, and where the hell was she? Quarter to, the clock said—ten
to—five. Or were they going to keep up the bluff and leave separately,
each at a different time, and only get together at the other end?
Maybe that message on the statue hadn’t been a date at all, only his
instructions. I saw myself in for a trip to Philly, Boston, what-have-
you, and without a razor, or an assignment from the chief.

The handful of late-night travelers stirred, got up, moved outside to
the bus, got in, with him very much in the middle of them. No sign of
her. It was the Boston one. I strolled back and got me a ticket,
round-trip. Now all that should happen would be that she should
breeze up and take the Philly one—and me without anyone with me
to split the assignment!



Red Liberty /| 147

“Better hurry, stew,” said the ticket seller handing me my change,
“you’re going to miss that bus.”

“Mr. Stew to you,” I said mechanically, with a desperate look all
around the empty waiting room. Suddenly the door of the ladies’
restroom flashed open and a slim, sprightly figure dashed by, light-
weight valise in hand. She must have been hiding in there for hours,
long before he got here.

“Wait a minute!” she started to screech to the driver the minute she
hit the open. “Wait a minute! Let me get on!” She just made it, the
door banged, and the thing started.

There was only one thing for me to do. I cut diagonally across the
lot, and when the driver tried to make the turn that would take him
up Fifty-first Street I was wavering in front of his headlights. Waver-
ing but not budging. “Wash’ya hurry?” I protested. His horn rack-
eted, then he jammed on his brakes, stuck his head out the side, and
showed just how many words he knew that he hadn’t learned in
Sunday School.

“Open up,” I said, dropping the drunk act and flashing my badge.
“You don’t come from such nice people. Andjust like that”—I climbed
aboard—"you’re short three passengers. Me—and this gentleman
here—and, let’s see, oh yeah, this little lady trying so hard to duck
down behind the seat. Stand up, sister, and get a new kind of bracelet
on your lily-white wrist.”

Somebody or other screamed and went into a faint at the sight of
the gun, but I got them both safely off and waved the awe-stricken
driver on his way.

“And now,” I said as the red tail lights burned down Eighth Avenue
and disappeared, “are you two going to come quietly or do I have to try
out a recipe for making goulash on you?”

“What was in it for you?” I asked her at Headquarters. “This Romeo
of yours is no Gable for looks.”

“Say lissen,” she said scornfully, accepting a cigarette, “if you were
hog-tied to something that weighed two hundred ninety pounds and
couldn’t even take off his own shoes, but made three grand a month,
and banked it in your name, and someone came along that knew how
to make a lady’s heart go pit-a-pat, you’d a done the same thing too!”
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I went home and said: “Well, I've gotta hand it to you. I looked at a
statue like you told me to, and it sure didn’t hurt my record any.” But
Ididn’t tell which statue or why. “What’s more,” I said, “we’re going
down to Washington and back over the week-end.”

“Why Washington?” my wife wanted to know.

“Cause they’'ve got the biggest of the lot down there, called the
Washington Monument. And a lotta guys that think they’re good,
called Federal dicks, hang out there and need help.”

(1935)



Dark Melody of Madness

At four in the morning, a scarecrow of a man staggers dazedly into the
New Orleans Police Headquarters building. Behind him at the curb, a
lacquered Bugatti purrs like a drowsy cat, the swellest thing that ever
parked out there. He weaves his way through the anteroom, deserted at
that early hour, and goes in through the open doorway beyond. The
sleepy desk-sergeant looks up; an idle detective scanning yesterday’s
Times-Picayune tipped back on the two hind legs of a chair against the
wall raises his head; and as the funnel of light from the cone overhead
plays up their visitor like a flashlight-powder, their mouths drop open
and their eyes bat a couple of times. The two front legs of the detective’s
chair come down with a thump. The sergeant braces himself, eager,
friendly, with the heels of both hands on his desk-top and his elbows up
in the air. A patrolman comes in from the back room, wiping a drink of
water from his mouth. His jaw also hangs when he sees who's there. He
sidles nearer the detective and says behind the back of his hand, “That’s
Eddie Bloch, ain’t it?”

The detective doesn’t even take time off to answer. It’s like telling him
what his own name is. The three stare at the figure under the conelight,
interested, respectful, almost admiring. There’s nothing professional in
their scrutiny, they’re not the police studying a suspect; they’re nobodies
getting a look at a celebrity. They take in the rumpled tuxedo, the twig
of gardenia that’s shed its petals, the tie hanging open in two loose ends.
His topcoat was slung across his arm originally; now it trails along the
dusty station-house floor behind him. He gives his hat the final, tortured
push that dislodges it. It drops and rolls away behind him. The cop picks

149
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it up and brushes it off—he never was a bootlicker in his life, but this guy
is Eddie Bloch.

Still it’s his face, more than who he is or how he’s dressed, that would
draw stares anywhere. It’s the face of a dead man—the face of a dead
man on a living body. The shadowy shape of the skull seems to peer
through the transparent skin; you can make out its bone-structure as
though an X-ray were playing it up. The eyes are stunned, shocked,
haunted gleams, set in a vast hollow that bisects the face like a mask. No
amount of drink or dissipation could do this to anyone, only long illness
and the foreknowledge of death. You see faces like that looking up at you
from hospital cots when all hope has been abandoned—when the grave
is already waiting.

Yet strangely enough, they knew who he was just now. Instant
recognition of who he had been came first—realization of the shape he’s
in comes after that—more slowly. Possibly it’s because all three of them
have been called to identify corpses in the morgue in their day. Their
minds are trained along those lines. And this man’s face is known to
hundreds of people. Not that he has ever broken or even fractured the
most trivial law, but he has spread happiness around him—set a million
feet to dancing in his time.

The desk sergeant’s expression changes. The patrolman mutters
under his breath to the detective. “Looks like he just came out of a bad
smash-up with his car.” “More like a binge to me,” answers the detective.
They’re simple men, capable, but those are the only explanations they
can find for what they now see before them.

The desk sergeant speaks.

“Mr. Eddie Bloch, am I right?” He extends his hand across the desk
in greeting.

The man can hardly seem to stand up. He nods, he doesn’t take the

hand. :
“Is there anything wrong, Mr. Bloch? Is there anything we can do for
you?” The detective and the patrolman come over. “Runin and get hima
drink of water, Latour,” the sergeant says anxiously. “Have an accident,
Mr. Bloch? Been held up?”

The man steadies himself by stiff-arming himself against the edge of the



Dark Melody of Madness |/ 151

sergeant’s desk. The detective extends an arm behind him in case he
should go backwards. He keeps fumbling, continually fumbling in his
clothes. The tuxedo swims on him as his movements shift it around. He’s
down to about a hundred pounds, they notice. OQut comes the gun, and he
doesn’t even seem to have strength to lift it. He pushes it and it skids a
little way across the desk-top, then spins around and faces back at him.

“I've killed a man. Just now. Little while ago. 3:30.” He speaks, and if
the unburied dead ever spoke, this is the voice they’'d use.

They’re completely floored. They almost don’t know how to handle the
situation for a minute. They deal with killers every day, but killers have
to be gone out after and dragged in. And when fame and wealth enter
into it, as they do once in a great while, fancy lawyers and protective
barriers spring up like wildfire to hedge them in on all sides. This man is
one of the ten idols of America, or was until just lately. People like him
don’t kill people. They don’t come in out of nowhere at four in the
morning and stand before a simple desk sergeant and a simple detective,
stripped to their naked souls, shorn of almost all resemblance to
humanity.

There’s silence in the room—for just a minute—a silence you could cut
with a knife. Then he speaks again, in agony. “I tell you I've killed a
man! Don’t stand looking at me like that! I've k—!”

The sergeant speaks, gently, sympathetically. “What’s the matter,
Mr. Bloch, been working too hard?” The sergeant comes out from
behind the desk. “Come on inside with us. You stay here, Latour, and
take the phone.”

And when they’ve taken him into the back room: “Get him a chair,
Humphries. Here, drink some of this water, Mr. Bloch. Now what’s it all
about?” The sergeant has brought the gun in with him. He passes it
before his nose, then cracks it open. He looks at the detective. “He’s used
it all right.”

“Was it an accident, Mr. Bloch?” the detective prompts respectfully.
The man in the chair shakes his head. He’s started to shiver all over,
although the New Orleans night outside is warm and mellow. “Who’d
you do it to? Who was it?” the sergeant puts in.

“I don’t know his name,” Bloch mumbles. “I never have. They call him
Papa Benjamin.”
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His two interrogators exchange a puzzled look. “Sounds like—” The
detective doesn’t finish it. Instead he turns to the seated figure and asks
almost perfunctorily: “He was a white man, of course, wasn’t he?”

“He was colored,” is the unexpected answer.

The thing gets more crazy, more inexplicable, at every turn. How
should a man like Eddie Bloch, one of the country’s ace bandsmen,
pulling down his two-and-a-half grand every week for playing at the
Bataclan, come to kill a nameless colored man—then be pulled all to
pieces by it? These two men in their time have never seen anything like
it; they have put suspects through forty-eight-hour grillings and yet
compared to him now, those suspects were fresh as daisies when they got
through with them.

He has said it was no accident and he has said it was no hold-up. They
shower him with questions, not to break him down but rather to try and
pull him together. “What'd he do, talk out of turn to you? Forget
himself? Get wise?” This is the Southland, remember.

The man’s head goes from side to side like a pendulum.

“Did you go out of your head for a minute? Is that how it was?”

Again a nodded no.

The man’s condition has suggested one angle to the detective’s
mind. He looks around to make sure the patrolman outside isn’t
listening. Then very discreetly: “Are you a needle-user, Mr. Bloch?
Was he your source?”

The man looks up at them. “I’ve never touched a thing I shouldn’t.
A doctor will tell you that in a minute.”

“Did he have something on you? Was it blackmail?”

Bloch fumbles some more in his clothes; again they dance around on
his skeletonized frame. Suddenly he takes out a cube of money, as
thick as it is wide, more money than these two men have ever seen
before in their lives. “There’s three thousand dollars there,” he says
simply, and tosses it down like he did the gun. “I took it with me
tonight, tried to give it to him. He could have had twice as much,
three times as much, if he’d said the word, if he’d only let up on me.
He wouldn’t take it. That was when I had to kill him. That was all
there was left for me to do.”
“What was he doing to you?” They both say it together.
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“He was killing me.” He holds out his arm and shoots his cuff. The
wristbone is about the size of the sergeant’s own thumb-joint. The
expensive platinum wrist-watch that encircles it has been pulled in
to the last possible notch and yet it still hangs almost like a bracelet.
“See? I'm down to 102. When my shirt’s off, my heart’s so close to the
surface you can see the skin right over it move like a pulse with each
beat.”

They draw back a little, almost they wish he hadn’t come in here.
That he had headed for some other precinct instead. From the
very beginning they have sensed something here that is over their
heads, that isn’t to be found in any of the instruction-books. Now they
come out with it. “How?” Humphries asks. “How was he killing
you?”

There’s a flare of torment from the man. “Don’t you suppose I would
have told you long ago, if I could? Don’t you suppose I would have
come in here weeks ago, months ago, and demanded protection, asked
to be saved—if I could have told you what it was? If you would have
believed me?”

“We'll believe you, Mr. Bloch,” the sergeant says soothingly. “We’ll
believe anything. Just tell us—"

But Bloch in turn shoots a question at them, for the first time since
he has come in. “Answer me! Do you believe in anything you can’t
see, can’t hear, can’t touch——?”

“Radio,” the sergeant suggests not very brightly, but Humphries
answers more frankly: “No.”

The man slumps down again in his chair, shrugs apathetically. “If
you don’t, how can I expect you to believe me? I've been to the biggest
doctors, biggest scientists in the world—— They wouldn’t believe me.
How can I expect you to? You’ll simply say I'm cracked, and let it go at
that. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in an asylum——" He
breaks off and sobs. “And yet it’s true, it’s true!”

They’ve gotten into such a maze that Humphries decides it’s about
time to snap out of it. He asks the one simple question that should
have been asked long ago, and the hell with all this mumbo-jumbe.
“Are you sure you killed him?” The man is broken physically and he’s
about ready to crack mentally too. The whole thing may be an
hallucination.
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“I know I did. I'm sure of it,” the man answers calmly. “I'm already
beginning to feel a little better. I felt it the minute he was gone.”

If he is, he doesn’t show it. The sergeant catches Humphries’ eye
and meaningfully taps his forehead in a sly gesture.

“Suppose you take us there and show us,” Humphries suggests.
“Can you do that? Where’d it happen, at the Bataclan?”

“I told you he was colored,” Bloch answers reproachfully. Bataclan
is tony. “It was in the Vieux Carré. I can show you where, but I can’t
drive any more. It was all I could do to get down here with my car.”

“I'll put Desjardins on it with you,” the sergeant says, and calls
through the door to the patrolman: “Ring Dij and tell him to meet
Humphries at corner of Canal and Royal right away!” He turns and
looks at the huddle on the chair. “Buy him a bracer on the way. It
don’t look like he’ll last till he gets there.”

The man flushes a little—it would be a blushif he had any blood left
in him. “I can’t touch alcohol any more. I'm on my last legs. It goes
right through me like——" He hangs his head, then raises it again.
“But I'll get better now, little by little, now that he’'s——"

The sergeant takes Humphries out of earshot. “Pushover for a
padded cell. If it’s on the up-and-up, and not just a pipe dream, call
me right back. I'll get the commissioner on the wire.”

“At this hour of the night?”

The sergeant motions toward the chair with his head. “He’s Eddie
Bloch, isn’t he?”

Humphries takes him under the elbow, pries him up from the
chair. Not roughly, but just briskly, energetically. Now that things
are at last getting under way, he knows where he’s at; he can handle
them. He’ll still be considerate, but he’s business-like now; he’s into
his routine. “All right, come on, Mr. Bloch, let’s get up there.”

“Not a scratch goes down on the blotter until I'm sure what I'm
doing,” the sergeant calls after Humphries. “I don’t want this whole
town down on my neck tomorrow morning.”

Humphries almost has to hold him up on the way out and into the
car. “This it?” he says. “Wow!” He just touches it with his nail and
they’re off like velvet. “How’d you ever get this into the Vieux Carré
without knocking over the houses?”
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Two gleams deep in the skull jogging against the upholstery,
dimmer than the dashboard lights, are the only sign that there’s life
beside him. “Used to park it blocks away—go on foot.”

“Oh, you went there more than once?”

“Wouldn’t you—to beg for your life?”

More of that screwy stuff, Humphries thinks disgustedly. Why
should a man like Eddie Bloch, star of the mike and the dance-floor,
go to some colored man in the slums and beg for his life?

Royal Street comes whistling along. He swerves in toward the curb,
shoves the door out, sees Desjardins land on the running-board with
one foot. Then he veers out into the middle again without even
having stopped. Desjardins moves in on the other side of Bloch,
finishes dressing by knotting his necktie and buttoning his vest.
“Where'd you get the Aquitania?” he wants to know, and then, with a
look beside him: “Holy Kreisler, Eddie Bloch! We had you only
tonight on my Emerson——"

“Matter?” Humphries squelches. “Got a talking-jag?”

“Turn,” says a hollow sound between them, and three wheels take
the Bugatti around into North Rampart Street. “Have to leave it
here,” he says a little later, and they get out. Congo Square, the old
stamping-ground of the slaves.

“Help him,” Humphries tells his mate tersely, and they each brace
him by an elbow.

Staggering between them with the uneven gait of a punch-drunk
pug, quick and then slow by turns, he leads them down a ways, and
then suddenly cuts left into an alley that isn’t there at all until you're
smack in front of it. It’s just a crack between two houses, noisome asa
sewer. They have to break into Indian file to get through at all. But
Bloch can’t fall down; the walls almost scrape both his shoulders at
once. One’s in front, one behind him. “You packed?” Humphries calls
over his head to Desjardins, up front.

“Catch cold without it,” the other’s voice comes back out of the
gloom.

A slit of orange shows up suddenly from under a windowsill and a
shapely coffee-colored elbow scrapes the ribs of the three as they
squirm by. “This far 'nough, honey,” a liquid voice murmurs.

“Bad girl! Wash y’mouth out with soap,” the unromantic Hum-
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phries warns over his shoulder without even looking around. The
sliver of light vanishes as quickly as it came . . . .

The passage widens out in places into mouldering courtyards dating
back to French or Spanish colonial days, and once it goes under an
archway and becomes a tunnel for a short distance. Desjardins cracks
his head and swears with talent and abandon.

“Y’left out———" the rearguard remarks dryly.

“Here,” pants Bloch weakly, and stops suddenly at a patch of
blackness in the wall. Humphries washes it with his torch and
crumbling mildewed stone steps show up inside it. Then he motions
Bloch in, but the man hangs back, slips a notch or two lower down
against the opposite wall that supports him. “Lemme stay down here!
Don’t make me go up there again,” he pleads. “I don’t think I can
make it any more. I'm afraid to go back in there.”

“Oh no!” Humphries says with quiet determination. “You’re show-
ing us,” and scoops him away from the wall with his arm. Again, as
before, he isn’t rough about it, just business-like. Dij keeps the lead,
watering the place with his own torch. Humphries trains his on the
band-leader’s forty-dollar custom-made patent-leathers jerking
frightenedly upward before him. The stone steps turn to wood ones
splintered with usage. They have to step over a huddled black drunk,
empty bottle cradled in his arms. “Don’t light a match,” Dij warns,
pinching his nose. “There’ll be an explosion.”

“Grow up,” snaps Humphries. The Cajun’s a good dick, but can’t he
realize the man in the middle is roasting in hell-fire? “This is no
time—-"

“In here is where I did it. I closed the door again after me.” Bloch’s
skull-face is all silver with his life-sweat as one of their torches flicks
past it. .

Humphries shoves open the sagging mahogany panel that was first
hung up when a Louis was still king of France and owned this town.
The light of a lamp far across a still, dim room flares up and dances
crazily in the draught. They come in and look.

There’s an old broken-down bed, filthy with rags. Across it there’s a
motionless figure, head hanging down toward the floor. Dij cups his
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hand under it and lifts it. It comes up limply toward him, like a small
basketball. It bounces down again when he lets it go—even seems to
bob slightly for a second or two after. It’s an old, old colored man, up in
his eighties, even beyond. There’s a dark spot, darker than the
weazened skin, just under one bleared eye, and another in the thin
fringe of white wool that circles the back of the skull.

Humphries doesn’t wait to see any more. He turns, flips out, and
down, and all the way back to wherever the nearest telephone can be
found, to let headquarters know that it’s true after all and they can
rouse the police commissioner. “Keep him there with you, Dij,” his
voice trails back from the inky stairwell, “and no quizzing. Pull in
your horns till we get our orders!” That scarecrow with them tries to
stumble after him and get out of the place, groaning: “Don’t leave me
here! Don’t make me stay here——!”

“I wouldn’t quiz you on my own, Mr. Bloch,” Dij tries to reassure
him, nonchalantly sitting down on the edge of the bed next to the
corpse and retying his shoelace. “I'll never forget it was your playing
Love in Bloom on the air one night in Baton Rouge two years ago gave
me the courage to propose to my wife—"

But the Commissioner would, and does, in his office a couple hours
later. He’s anything but eager about it, too. They've tried to shunt
him, Bloch, off their hands in every possible legal way open to them.
No go. He sticks to them like flypaper. The old colored man didn’t try
to attack him, or rob him, or blackmail him, or kidnap him, or
anything else. The gun didn’t go off accidentally, and he didn’t fire it
on the spur of the moment either, without thinking twice, or in a flare
of anger. The Commissioner almost beats his own head against the
desk in his exasperation as he reiterates over and over: “But why?
Why? Why?” And for the steenth time, he gets the same indigestible
answer: “Because he was killing me.”

“Then you admit he did lay hands on you?” The first time the poor
Commissioner asked this, he said it with a spark of hope. But this is
the tenth or twelfth and the spark died out long ago.

“He never once came near me. I was the one looked him up each
time to plead with him. Commissioner Oliver, tonight I went down on
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my knees to that old man and dragged myself around the floor of that
dirty room after him, on my bended knees, like a sick cat—begging,
crawling to him, offering him three thousand, ten, any amount,
finally offering him my own gun, asking him to shoot me with it, to
get it over with quickly, to be kind to me, not to drag it out by inches
any longer! No, not even that little bit of mercy! Then I shot—and
now I'm going to get better, now I'm going to live—-"

He’s too weak to cry; crying takes strength. The Commissioner’s
hair is about ready to stand on end. “Stop it, Mr. Bloch, stop it!” he
shouts, and he steps over and grabs him by the shoulder in defense of
his own nerves, and can almost feel the shoulder-bone cutting his
hand. He takes his hand away again in a hurry. “I'm going to have
you examined by an alienist!”

The bundle of bones rears from the chair. “You can’t do that! You
can’t take my mind from me! Send to my hotel—I’ve got a trunkful of
reports on my condition! I've been to the biggest minds in Europe!
Can you produce anyone that would dare go against the findings of
Buckholtz in Vienna, Reynolds in London? They had me under
observation for months at a time! I'm not even on the borderline of
insanity, not even a genius or musically talented. I don’t even write
my own numbers, I'm mediocre, uninspired—in other words com-
pletely normal. I'm saner than you are at this minute, Mr. Oliver. My
body’s gone, my soul’s gone, and all I've got left is my mind, but you
can’t take that from me!”

The Commissioner’s face is beet-red. He’s about ready for a stroke,
but he speaks softly, persuasively. “An eighty-odd-year-old colored
man who is so feeble he can’t even go upstairs half the time, who has
to have his food pulleyed up to him through the window in a basket, is
killing—whom? A white stumble-bum his own age? No-0-0, Mr.
Eddie Bloch, the premier bandsman of America, who can name his
own price in any town, who'’s heard every night in all our homes, who
has about everything a man can want—that’s who!” He peers close,
until their eyes are on a level. His voice is just a silky whisper. “Tell
me just one thing, Mr. Bloch.” Then like the explosion of a giant
firecracker, “How?” He roars it out, booms it out.

There’s a long-drawn intake of breath from Eddie Bloch. “By think-
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ing thoughtwaves of death that reached me through the air.” The
poor Commissioner practically goes all to pieces on his own rug. “And
you don’t need a medical exam!” he wheezes weakly.

There’s a flutter, the popping of buttons, and Eddie Bloch’s coat, his
vest, his shirt, undershirt, land one after another on the floor around
his chair. He turns. “Look at my back! You can count every vertebra
through the skin!” He turns back again. “Look at my ribs. Look at the
pulsing where there’s not enough skin left to cover my heart!”

Oliver shuts his eyes and turns toward the window. He’s in a
particularly unpleasant spot. New Orleans, out there, is stirring, and
when it hears about this, he’s going to be the most unpopular man in
town. On the other hand, if he doesn’t see the thing through now that
it’s gone this far he’s guilty of a dereliction of duty, malfeasance in
office.

Bloch, slowly dressing, knows what he’s thinking. “You want to get
rid of me, don’t you? You're trying to think of a way of covering this
thing up. You're afraid to bring me up before the Grand Jury on
account of your own reputation, aren’t you?” His voice rises to a
scream of panic. “Well, I want protection! I don’t want to go out there
again—to my death! I won’t accept bail! If you turn me loose now,
even on my own cognizance, you may be as guilty of my death as he is.
How 