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The Black Friar Murders

By Joseph Commings

She saw the black-
robed figure lunge
at her.

CHAPTER 1

HE northbound Long Island
train crawled throughk the
thick fog like a worm in a
cocoon. Snug in his seat in the day
coach, Mayor Thomas Landin was
saving a big hole in his capacious
tummy for the succulent barbecued
pig he was going to help consume at

Montauk Point—for today was
Thanksgiving. He didn’t think the
world owed him a living, but the city
certainly owed him this vacation.
They didn’t call him “Talkative
Tom” for nothing.

The fog that swirled outside the
stuck-down train windows didn’t
bother him a bit. He was chewing the
end of an unlit cigar to a pulp and



When Mayor Landin wasn’t busy keeping his city in order,
he’d delve into the latest murder mystery. Bul the killings
in the cloister were an enigma to the part-time sleuth. For
only a ghost could enter that impenetrable dungeon of doom.

gazing narrowly at a word in the
headlines of a newspaper fresh off the
newsstand. The word was MURDER-
ER. Landin heaved a pressure-cooker
sigh. He reared up at that word like
an old fire horse at a four-alarm.

The full headline read:

12-STATE NET SPREAD FOR
VIKI MARTINIQUE’'S MURDERER

Landin bad read the accounts
enough times to know the crime by
heart. The victim of the hot-blooded
stabbing, which occurred four days
ago, was Viki Martinique, vice queen,
the notorious Lavender Lady. The
police labeled it a crime of passion.
They knew the murderer’s name. It
was Vili’s sweetheart, Eric Bayne.
But beyond his name the police knew

3

b

nothing about him. He was virtually
the man with no face.

Landin frowned at the next para-
graphs. Eric Bayne was the man
with no face because no accurate
description of him existed in police
files. He had a quicksilver personal-
ity. He had been in and out of the
arms of the law several times with-
out leaving a trace. He had always
been a lawless customer.

Several years ago Bayne was
picked up in South Dakota on a
stolen automobile charge. Police took
his picture, prints, and pedigree. But
he was as slippery as a soaped
whistle. He escaped that same night.
Not only was he successful in get-
ting away, but he took with him his
police photo and fingerprint record.
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A short biography of Eric Bayne
did exist. For instance, police knew
that he had attended some obscure
college. A skillful actor and singer,
he had appeared several times in the
role of Octavian in semiprofessional
productions of Der Rosenkavalier.
Later Bayne became associated with
Professor Maybrick, the phony
spiritualist. Maybrick was finally
caught with his ectoplasm down, and
the professor died while serving ten
vears in Auburn Prison, having been
sentence.. for, among other things,
defrauding the public.

The mercurial Bayne continued to
defraud the public on his own. He
was suspected of trying to palm off
other _eople’s silver mines in Mex-
ico. The Feds got on his trail when
it was learned that Bayne was en-
gaged in a sugar black-market check-
kiting scheme. The Feds never
caught up with him. And now the
man with no face had turned to
murder, Landin closed his baby-blue
eyes at the newspaper print and tried
to bring his mind back to the bar-
becued pig.

Someone gave him such a thump
on his broad back that his hat looped
over one furry charcoal-black eye-
brow. He grabbed the hat and pushed
it back on his grizzled untidy mop.

“Hey, hey, Tommy!” said a girlish
voice. “Wanna wrassle?”

ANDIN struggled around in his

¢ gseat for a gander. Everyone in
the coach was looking at her. She
was as cute as a speckled pup. She
wasn’t any taller than five feet in
her open-toed sling-heel pumps. The
waggish pompom hat on her mus-
tard-colored long bob signaled her
own waggish disposition. Her level
natural eyebrows looked as if they
had never felt the tweak of a twee-
zers, and her healthy apple cheeks
were bunched up over a wide smile.

She continued to yip, ‘“Mayor
Landin! Don’t you know me?”

He knew her. “Sherry McCord!
Glory to Bessie’s bustle! Sit down.

dumpling!” He threw away the
newspaper. “Sherry McCord and all
grown up!”

She plopped down opposite him,
hugging her big navy lambskin
handbag to her Cuban-lime suit and
squeezing her round dimpled knees
together. “Why, you big sperm
whale,” she said happily. “I was
going through the coaches to see if
there was anyone I knew on the
train, and there you were. You're the
same old hollering hooligan. Don’t
let anybody tell you different. You’'re
looking simply grand.” Her laughing
eyes were electric blue.

“Mebbe,” he said experimentally,
“I'm putting on a little too much
weight. If I get any fatter, I'll be
able to spit gravy.” He looked her
over again. “You must be feeling the
years yourself.”

“I sure am. I'm almost eightzen.
Oh, Tommy, you act as if 1T sprang
up on you all of a sudden like jack-
in-the-box. You did get a glimpse of
me at the hog-wild goober conven-
tion two years ago.”

“Goober convention? You me:an
gubenatorial.”

“I say goober 'cause I like peanuts.
Jeepers! 'Membar ’way back when
I was a little girl, you used to walk
me home from grammar school—
whenever you had time—and I'd tell
you how I had all zeros on my report
card and how I was in love with my
arithmetic teacher?”’

Lardin, chuckling,
wedge in, “Do I!”

“Lucky thing you persuaded me
not to become a child bride, Tommy,
’cause you know why? That arith-
metic teacher was untrue to me. He
was fickle. He married a widow who
came to the P. T. A. meetings.” She
sighed romantically. “I should have
picked you for a daddy. I'd have
probably grown up to be a shady
lady. Gee!”’

“Still getting schooling, dimples?”

“Uh-huh. Winton Hall. An exclu-
sive academy for refined young ladies.
Reh-ley! I'm a social grace, and T've

managed to



been exposed to the finer points of
singing, acting, and oil painting. Are
you still dabbling in the old gore?
You know—detecting ?”

“Detecting ! Betcher bootees I amn'!
Why, they use me for transfusions
to bloodhounds. If you hear me
chuckling ghoulishly, it’s cuz I'm
savoring the windup of the Vampire
Murderer. We caught him in a sub-
basement one night last week.”

“Oooh, Tommy,” she said. “I love
you!”

Landin grunted. “This’s a fine
time to tell me. You wait till I'm
thirty-seven years older’n you are.”

HERRY grabbed his sleeve. “Now

that I've found you, I'll never let

you go. You're getting off at Golden
Sands with me.”

“Oh-ho? Noop, baby. The boys at

Montauk Point have a porker on a
spit for me. That’s past your sta-
tion.” .
She closed her eyes and shook her
head firmly. “Mayor Landin, I'm
offering turkey. You’re gonna help
me eat everything on that turkey but
the gobble—at Golden Sands. I abso-
lutely insist. You’re one stag the
boys’ll have to struggle along with-
out.”

“This’s my long week end, bunny,
and I don’t wanna get tied up with
any jabbering females. And one of
’em’s close enough for me to give her
a nose-wipe. Listen. You tell Mom
and Pop for me—"

He paused because her expression
was S0 grave.

She said huskily, “Didn’t you
know? Both of them died in that
Florida hotel fire over three years
ago.”

Landin was genuinely sorry to
hear that. Pop McCord had been a
sergeant on the New York City po-
lice force. And Mom’s peach chiffon
piecs—

“And who,” he said tenderly, “are
you gonna visit at Golden Sands?”

“The Ponzis. They're a middle-
aged married couple. Mom’s friends.
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Y’see, Tommy, I've spent most of
my orphan time in boarding schools,
while my vacations have been with
friends of the family. The Ponzis in-
vited me out for Thanksgiving din-
ner. Please come, Tommy. You’'ll like
them.”

“D’you like them?”

She didn’t bat a natural eyelash.
“Frankly, I'm not fond of them. I
always feel that there’s something
strange going on beneath the sur-
face with them. Nothing I can put
my finger on. I accepted only ’cause
I wanted to spead this holiday in a
real house. I'm tired of being at
school with a lotta squares.”

“Imp,” he said, “J think you're
angling for my sympathy. You know
goldarn well that if I traipse up to
the other end of Long Island and
leave you spattering gravy all over
yourself at the Ponzis, that after this
little confab I’ll be worrying over
whether these are the right people
for you to associate with. What’s old
man Ponzi like ?”’

“His first name is Alonzo. He told
me once, Tommy, that all his life he
burned for romance and adventure,
but his marriage to Carrie—who in
his opinion is a bit of shrew—com-
pelled him to live a prosy middle-
class life. Those're his very words.”

“Why doesn’t he leave Carrie?”

“Why, she has all the money.”

“Rich family connections, eh?”’

“She came into big money about a
year after the war.”

Landin kneaded one of his chins.
“Very mysterioso. I'll have to see
Alonzo and Carrie for myself before
I pass judgment.”

Sherry clapped her hands. “I knew
I'd win!”

“Besides,” said Landin, *I
turkey better'n pork.”

. “It’s all settled. You'll adore Gold-
en Sands. It’s right on Long Island
Sound.” She bounced up. “Now for
being so sweet, Tommy, I'll take you
to the next coach to meet the most
awfully romantic thing you’ve ever
seen. He wears a slouch-brim hat

like
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and a trench coat with a tight belt.
He’s tall. He’s handsome — classic
Greek nose and X-ray eyes. The last
time I saw him, he was smoking a
pipe with an amber stem. Oh, what
heavenly tobacco. His name is Ben
Dolan.”

“How long’ve you known him?”

“Not very long. I met him on the
train.”

“You're nothing but a little pick-

X9,
.

up

She laughed down at him. “What’s
more, he said he was going to Golden
Sands.”

“So what's that — besides coin-
cidence?”

“So I invited him to dinner, too.”

“If you hand out many more in-
vites,” said Landin, “old man Ponzi’ll
think he’s running Sloppy Joe’s.”

Sherry pouted. “Gee willikers!
This’s Thanksgiving!”

ANDIN heaved his girth out of
the seat. “That’s right, Sherry-
kins. Watch out for the arrows in
vour hat. Lead the Great White Fa-
ther to the paleface smoking the
peace pipe loaded with heavenly to-
bacco.”

She started briskly back down the
aisle between the rows of mottled
green seats. Landin, trailing her, ad-
mired the rhythm of her spine.

Two cars to the rear Ben Dolan
was still smoking his pipe. Sherry’s
description of him had been accu-
rate enough. Landin thought that Do-
lan’s slouch hat and tightly belted
trench coat were exaggerated effects.
He looked as if he were trying too
hard to cut a dashing figure. He
seemed pleased that Sherry-had re-
turned.

Sherry started to introduce Do-
lan to Landin, but Dolan waved the
introduction away. He said that it
was really unnecessary to be intro-
duced to Landin. He had often seen
the mayor around town.

Landin watched Sherry sit down
cozily beside Dolan. Then he sat op-

posite them so that he could keep an
eye on the pair. He rumbled casual-
ly, “Where do you come from, Do-
lan?”

“Washington. I work there.”

Sherry said, “Ben told me he was
a detective.”

“Yass?”’ queried Landin.

Dolan grinned. “For the govern-
ment.”

Landin eyed Dolan warily. “The
F. B. Eye?”

“That’s it, mayor.” Dolan looked
serene. “I’'m just one of the many la-
tent young men in the organization.”

Landin picked his teeth thought-
fully with his raccoon’s bone tooth-
pick. Dolan seemed to be trying
too hard to look like a detective. In
that getup he looked like a low-
budget movie director’s dream of
the perfect sleuth.

Landin said, “You’re doing a rot-
ten job of making a secret of it,
young-fella-me-lad.”

“Why should I make a secret of
it?” Dolan still grinned. “Not to you,
anyway. I'm not hunting for either
of you.”

“Who are you hunting ?”’ said Lan-
din.

Dolan leaned forward wuntil his
pipe bowl was over Landin’s lap.
He whispered confidentially, “Eric
Bayne.”

“Hey?” Landin felt himself rear-
ing up like the fire horse at the gong.
He forgot the toothpick. “What’s the
scuttlebutt on Bayne?”

Sherry interrupted excitedly, “Oh,
I read about him in the papers. He
killed his girl friend in Manhattan.
A crime passionnel, Tommy. He’s
the man with no face.” She was giv-
ing herself a delicious shudder.

“Yup,” said Landin. He waited for
Dolan to go on.

Dolan’s voice stayed low. “How
right you are. Eric Bayne, the un-
known. He could be sitting with us
in this very coach, and we’d be none
the wiser, I'm after him on that old
federal charge, his black-market ac-
tivity. But the murder of Viki Mar-



tinique makes our catching him all
the more imperative.”

Landin said, “You'll be getting off
the train with us. What do you ex-
pect to find at Golden Sands?”

Dolan hesitated, as if debating the
next move. Then he thrust his hand
into one of the slash pockets of the
trench coat and ferreted out a fold-
ed vellow telegram. Without a word
he unfolded it and held it out so that
Landin could read it. The telegram
read.

GOLDEN SANDS, L. I.

POLICE DEPARTMENT NEW YORK

CITY :
1 KNOW WHO ERIC BAYNE IS,

CARRIE PONZI

CHAPTER 1I

UST as Landin was opening his

mouth to say something to Dolan,

the conductor bawled, ‘“Golden

Sands!” The train jarred to a stop
at the fog-clouded station.

They were the only three to de-
train. The train pulled out again in
a moment, leaving the white vapors
eddying about them. Landin shivered
a little as the chill penetrated the
thickness of his wraprascal, He led
them to the edge of the platform and
engaged a rattletrap taxi to take them
to the Ponzi house.

Sherry rang the bell at the
bungalow door and Alonzo Ponzi
opened the way for them. Ponzi was
one of those talkative men. He had a
tower forehead and intense eyes be-
hind pink-lensed glasses. He fell over
himself greeting them. Sherry’s sud-
den guests were more than welcome,
he said. He took all the overcoats
and hung them up himself. Then he
rushed into the front rvom and be-
gan pouring out burgundy into
glasses.

While Ponzi was passing the glass-
es around, a girl came into the room.
She was about five feet four with a
gray-eyed sober-looking face, black
bangs, and a red depressed mouth.
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She seemed startled to see so many
people gathered there. Landin didn’t
miss the expression of annoyance
that crossed Sherry’s face at the ap-
pearance of the other girl. Dolan, for
his part, looked interested.

Ponzi reached out to throw an
overly familiar arm across her tai-
lored shoulders. He said, “This is Pam
Thackery, everybody. A friend of
Carrie’s. Pam’s staying with us.”
He made a round of all the names,
then he removed his encircling arm
to pour some burgundy for Pam. He
said to her, “No Carrie yet?”

Pam shook her black head. “No,
Mr. Ponzi. I'm beginning to get wor-
ried.”

Those words gave Landin a feel-
ing of uneasiness. He was as anxious
as Dolan to get an explanation of the
telegram.

Ponz was saying, “Fah!” Nothing
ever happens to Carrie.” He glanced
at Landin. ‘“Carrie’s my wife.” He
peered nearsightedly at the cleck on
the piano top. “But if she doesn’t
come back soon, dinner’ll be mighty
late.”

Landin said, “Where is she?”

“I must apologize for her not be-
ing here,” said Ponzi, “It was like
this. Carrie and Pam took a drive
out to the cloister earlier today Car-
rie promised to be back in time to
have dinner ready before Sherry
got here. Pam didn’t care to stay too
long, so she walked back, leaving the
family car there with Carrie. We're
still waiting for her.”

Dolan was moving across the
opaque window. “The fog’s getting
as thick as a blanket, Mr. Ponzi. Per-
haps your wife doesn’t dare drive
back in it.”

AM looked distressed. “I feel

badly about this, Mr. Ponzi. I
shouldn’t have gone off and left her.
I could have handled the car in the
fog. I'm a much better driver than
she is.”

“Don’t get so coneerned about it,
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Pam,” smiled Ponzi. He swallowed
his burgundy and filled the glass
again for himself.

“What’s this cloister?’ said Lan-
din.

“It’s a monastery that belongs to
an order of black friars. It’s on the
¢ad  of Satan’s Thumb.” Ponzi
grinned at Landin’s puzzled look.
“Satan’s Thumb is a low strip of land
sticking out into the Sound. Right
on the end of it is a mass of concrete
and granite, going to rack and ruin.
That’s the cloister.”

. “It’s oper to the public?”

“Oh, yes,” said Ponzi, “as a sort
of relic of old days. Nobody goes out
there. And nobody lives there except
one deaf old friar who shows people
around. The place attracts Carrie.
It’s just like poor old Carrie to make
a hobby of monastic architecture.
How duil. But maybe she gets a kick
out of being there at that. You know,
the cloister is haunted.”

“Who’s the haunt?’ ‘said Landin.

Ponzi refilled Landin’s glass. “Well,
we hereabouts call him the Black
Friar. The cloister was built by the
black friars back when we had Indi-
ans. According to the legend that’s
been handed down, about a hundred
years ago one of the iriars was ac-
cused of being in league with the dev-
il. They confined him in his <zell, bar-
ring the door. His is the only cell
you’ll find there with a heavy bar on
the outside. But bars and thick walls
couldn’t hold him. He left the cell at
will and roamed in the night, seeking
blood.”

Sherry squeaked, “How’d he get
out of the cell?”

“Through the solid walls,” said
Ponzi with an odd smirk. “I told you
he was in league with the devil.”

“He could have used a secret pas-
sage,” said Landin.

Ponzi shook his head. “People have
been examining that cell for decades,
and not one of them yet has come
up with more than a mousehole.”

“Leaving a cell through solid
walls!” scoffed Sherry. “I’d have to

see a thing like that to believe it.”

Landin grunted. “Not necessarily,
pigeon. Sometimes you see things and
still you don’t believe ’em.”

Pam’s sober voice said, “In anoth-
er hour it will be dark.”

Ponzi looked at her intensely. “You
think she might not attempt to come
home at all?”

“I think we ought to go and look
for her while it’s still light.” Pam
turned on a high heel and walked to
the clothes closet for her coat.

“By golly,” said Landin, following
her for his own wraprascal, “we’ll
all go!”

“Fine,” said Ponzi.

“What’ll we use for transporta-
tion?” asked Dolan.

“I’ll borrow neighbor Sam’s car,”
said Ponzi.

LONZO PONZI did the driving.

At last he braked the bor-

rowed sedan and turned to the oth-
ers in the woolpack fog.

“We're almost there. We have to
walk the rest of the way.”

They all got out into the soupy at-
mosphere. Landin could hear the slap
of invisible water on rocks.

A few yards farther on they saw
the misty outline of a coupé. Ponzi
scrambled up to it and looked in.

“It’s ours,” he called over his shoul-
der. “Carrie’s still at the cloister.”

With Ponzi in the lead, they clam-
bered along a narrow causeway that
was hardly more than a row of
glorified steppingstones.

A crumbling refuge rose before
them like the Bastille in a night-
mare. They filed through the age-
blackened archway, their feet scrap-
ing hollowly on the worn flagging.
They had all brought flashlights and
they played them into the dark moldy
passage.

Landin assumed command of the
party. He saw a steady light at the
other end of the passage, and he led
them toward it.

It was a friar’s cell electrically
lighted with a bulb in a wire cup. The



cell was practically bare. In it were
an iron cot, a table, a chair, and an
iron-bound chest.

“Who’s home?’ hollered Landin.
Iiis voice rolled down the empty cor-
ridors without an answer. The oth-
ers stood in a tight group. Landin
lifted the lid of the chest and found
it full of musty black cloth. He picked
up a handful of it and found it was a
monk’s habit. He dropped it and let
the lid slam down again. The dust
that drifted up made him sneeze.

Ponzi said, ‘“This is where the old
friar that takes care of the place
lives.”

Then a voice grated in from the
blackness, “You are looking for the
lady ?”

Landin had to confess that this
was the start of the willies.

An old black-robed monk was shuf-
fling in under the light. His dingy
cowl was thrown back off his head,
and his fringe of fur-cap hair was a
rampart for his fortification of a
face. His arms hung long and loose.
The tangle of black hair growing on
the backs of his hands and fingers
made them look like two five-legged
tarantulas plucking at the sides of
his habit.

Landin remembered that Ponzi had
said that the old friar was deaf. He
said -loudly, “What’s your name,
cousin?”’

The old friar was painfully read-
ing his lips. “Friar App,” he said.

“You mentioned the lady,” said
Landin. “Where'd you see her?”

“I saw her with this other young
lady.” Friar App pointed to Pam. “I
told them it was getting foggy and
to leave before it got dark.” A fixed,
glazed stare came into his eyes. “1
warned them that it’s on foggy
nights like this that we often see the
Black Friar.” :

Ponzi gave a half-tipsy laugh. “If
Carrie ever meets the Black Friar,
my sympathies are with him.”

“Where’s she now?” said Landin
to Friar App.

“I don’t know.”
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Sherry said with an obvious shiver
in her voice, “Carrie must be around
here somewhere. Let’s each take a
different corridor and look for her.
I don’t wanna stay here any longer
than 1 have to.”

“l agree with that suggestion,”
said Dolan. He was getting impatient.

“But,” said Ponzi, “do the ladies
care to roam around unattended?”

“They don’t believe that bunco
story about the Black Friar,” said
Landin.

“Speak for yourself, John,” said
Sherry. She took a tight grip on her
flashlight.

With the old friar’s help, they de-
cided which passages to explore. He
told them they would have to de-
pend on their own light; his cell was
the only part of the cloister wired
for electricity. :

Landin watched them all strike out
into the dark, even Friar App. Then
Landin took the south passage.

HEN Landin tramped back

into Friar App’s cell twen-

ty minutes later, Ponzi was there

waiting for him, taking nips f-om his

flask. Landin shot him a quizzical

look. Ponzi silently shook his head.
He hadn’t found Carrie.

“I'm willing to swear,” said Lan-

din, ‘“that there ain’t a living soul

_in the southern part of this dun-

geon.”

Ponzi sat in the only chair and
continued to help himself liberally
from the flask. “I wonder—" he bhe-
gan. “No. She has to be here.”

Landin froze and listened. “I hear
someone running.”

The scurrying became louder, then
Landin heard Sherry squawking his
name, her echoes ringing in the
passage. She burst into sight, with
Pam closely on her heels.

“Oh, lordy,” panted Sherry. “Tom-
my! Alonzo! We found her. She’s in
a cell in the north end. Somebody
stabbed her!”

Ponzi was on his feet. “How bad-
ly?n
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“I think she’s—"" began Pam.

Landin pushed his way out. “Show
me the cell, Sherry.”

She scampered ahead of him. In
the gloomy northern reaches they
came to a cell door that was made
prisonlike with a massive oak bar.
Landin lifted the bar and opened the
rivet-studded door. He stepped just
inside, weaving his light. There was
a table and a chair. That was all. No
light came through the foot-square
window on the opposite wall; a win-
dow that was iron-barred in the
shape of a cross, with spaces hardly
big enough to ge' a fist through. The
door and the window were the only
openings in th- cell.

“She’s—behind that table,” said
Sherry.

Ponzi came forward to look with
Landin. Both girls held back in the
doorway.

Carrie’s overcoat was unbut-
toned and had fallen wide open. Lan-
din saw the stab slit in the front of
the simple gabardine dress, and the
blood. There was no knife. By look-
ing at her Landin knew that she was
dead. But he touched her wrist and
temple to make sure. The pulseless
flesh was warm.

“We can’t do anything,” he said
to Ponzi, “Come back where it’s light.
We’ll have to wait and tell the oth-
ers.”

Nobody spoke as they trooped back
to the lighted cell.

: Then Ponzi said, “That was the
~ haunted cell I told you about. The
cell where they locked up the dev-
ilish—"’

© “All right,” said Landin sharply.
He didn’t want Ponzi to start rav-
ing. He turned to the girls. “What I
want to know is, which of you found
her?”

“Both of us,” said Sherry.

“When’d you two team up?”’ said
Landin. “We all started out as sin-
- gles.”

Sherry cleared her throat to ex-
plain. Landin stopped her before she
got started. “You and Ponzi waltz

outside, Sherry. I'll talk to Pam
first.”

“Okay,” said Sherry with a shrug.
She stepped outside, and Ponzi fol-
lowed.

Pam sank on the rusty-springed
cot. “I”’—her voice sounded hoarse—
“we weren't together at first. I went
along the west side of the cloister,
the side nearest the Sound. Then my
flashlight battery burned out. I
fumbled around in the dark, get-
ting more scared by the second, and
I lost my way. Then I heard some-
body moving down the next corridor
and I called out and it was Sherry.

“Well, I told her about my light be-
ing out, and we went along together,
using hers. We came to the only cell
that was closed ; barred, in fact. Sher-
ry handed me her flashlight while
she strained at the bar and lifted it.
She swung the door open gingerly,
and I shoved the light in. It was all
musty and cobwebby.

“We were both crowding the door-
way when a bulky black shape sprang
up from behind the table. It wore a
cowl and a loose habit. One arm was
bent stiffiy at the elbow and there
was a knife in the hand. The shape
slid toward the wall—the side wall.
I was horrified. I knew it was the
Black Friar. When it reached the side
wall it seemed to duck down and
then—then—""

Landin had to prompt her. “Then
what?”

“And then the Black Friar van-
ished into thin air!”

CHAPTER III

CHILL started to climb his back

and goose the roots of Landin’s
hair. He said loudly, “Whoa, sister!
Backtrack a little. You saw the Black
Friar in the cell when you unbarred
the door. Right? That would mean
that somebody was able to enter the
cell by a means other than the door,
since the bar’s outside, and it can’t
be dropped into place from the in-
side. But that’s the lesser of the



spooky effects.” He took off his hat
and pawed a hand through his hack-
les. “How big was he? An averaged-
gized man?”’

“Oh, very large. Like you.”

“And this bird dived for the wall
with the knife in his hand and ap-
parently went right through it, eh?
Are y’.ure you weren’t hoaxed? Are
y'sure he didn’t slip around behind
you and duck out the open door ?”’

“Oh, no. He couldn’t have. We were
standing right in the doorway when
it happened. We were blocking it.”

“How far away from you was he

when he disappeared?”
- “About eight feet. After he dis-
appeared, we heard a groan coming
from behind the crude table. We
forced ourselves to look. Carrie Ponzi
was lying there on the floor. She was
still breathing, but her eyes were
starting to glaze. As we bent over
her, I heard her start to say—and
Sherry must have heard it too—‘The
Black Friar stabbed—’ ’ Pam hesi-
tated, looking very white. “By this
time our flesh was crawling. We both
lost our heads and rushed out.”

“And barred the door on the out-
gide again?”

“We slammed the door. Sherry did
take a second to push the bar back
into place. Then she outran me down
the passage.”

Landin was frowning. He was com-
pletely baffled. He trotted to the cell
door. Outside in the corridor Sherry
was talking in whispers to Ponzi.
Landin called Sherry into Friar
App’s cell and dismissed Pam. The
girls passed each other in the door-
way.

Landin asked Sherry to tell him
what happened. Sherry’s story was
identical with Pam’s save for the
words they used in telling it. None
of Landin’s shrewd questions could
shake it. He finally released Sherry
and told her to join the others out-
side.

Alone in the cell, he paced back
and forth, thinking, Had Sherry and
Pam murdered Carrie together and
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short-ordered this claptrap to keep
their skirts clean of suspicion? Or
had there been a ghost in the cell?
Who thought he was foxing Landin
this time? How could two girls who
had only met each other today col-
laborate on a murder? That was im-
possible. The only answer to it was
that they had both told the truth
about what they’d seen. The Black
Friar had murdered Carrie. And he
had left the cell by going through
the solid wall.

Another thought struck Landin:
How solid are those walls? He’d find
out for himself.

Where was old Friar App? Why
hadn’t he shown up? And where was
the handsome Gee-man?

Landin looked at a spider crawling
across the floor, sighed, and then
moved toward the door.

He was startled to find no one in
the passage. Sherry, Pam, and Ponzi
had faded away. He flicked his light
around, but there was no sign of
them.

RUMBLING about the lack of
co-operation he was getting,
Landin bumped along the dank, dis-
mal north passage to the murder cell.
“I'll lay odds that Pam and Ponzi
sneaked off together somewhere!”’

He got to wondering about thai
pair. Ever since he had seen them
together at Ponzi’s house, Ponzi with
his arm across her shoulders, they
had been clicking like Mom’s sewing
machine. Was it just a surface at-
traction or did it go deeper? Pam
looked like the genteel, sober-minded
sort. Ponzi had strong emotions boil-
ing under his skin of ¢ynicism. Sup-
pose Ponzi desired Pam and had de-
cided to do away with—

Landin reached the cell. He un-
barred the door and went cautiously
in. Nothing had changed. Carrie lay
stiffening on the stone floor. She was
growing cold now. Landin took his
eyes away from the body and stared
at the grim walls. As a one-time front
man for a carnival ghost-show, bhe
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thought he was well equipped to ex-
pose any mumbo jumbo. He went to
work on the haunted cell.

Brushing cobwebs and dust off the
thick sleeves of his wraprascal, Lan-
din tramped out of the cell and
clanked the door shut. His expression
was a study in defeat. He wrestled
the bar in place and listened to the
echoes after it dropped.

Somebody began chanting in Latin.
I andin swung the flashlight beam
around on the black cowl and robe
snd the folded hairy hands.

“It’s about time you showed up,
Brother App!” Landin rumbled.

Friar App advanced slowly. Lan-
din directed the light up to his own
face so that the deaf man could read
his lips. “Where’ve you been?”

“I wandered afar. I've been down
to the shore-line. Hav2 you any neans
of getting vack to the mainland ?”

“What d’you mean? Why can’t we
walk back the way we came?”

“The tide,” said Friar App with a
ghost of a smile. “The tide has come
in. It comes in swiftly, and the whole
causeway is covered. You can’t walk
back to the mainland for six hours
or more. You could swim. But it
would be a long cold swim on a No-
vember night.”

Landin shifted his feet on the
smooth flagging. “So we're all bottled
up on a little is'land! Haven’t you got
a telephone or a boat of some kind ?”’

Friar App shook his fur-cap head.
“No telephone. There is only one
boat. A rowboat.”

“Just so long as it floats. Where
is it?”

“Dowr at the little boat shack by
the mooring block. I've been caulking
it these past few days.”

Landin gripped Friar App’s
stringy arm. “Let’s go down and
take a lnok at it.”

SE\'EN minutes later Landin
groped back to the groined en-
trance of the cloister. He paused, and
the fog packed him in cotton batting.
The eerie note of a foghorn drifted

in from the mists of the Sound. The
cloister maintained a tomblike si-
lence.

Then he heard someone walking.
A shoe was scraping on the slippery
flags as it felt its way. :

Landin stood with his back to the
rough wall and waited. He saw Sher-
ry’s small figure drifting a few yards
away. He was glad that she was safe.
She came to a halt, frowning and
pursing her lips in thought. She had-
n’t seen him.

Then Landin saw the outline of a
slouch hat and a trench coat and he
knew it was Ben Dolan. Seed pearls
of moisture were on his hatbrim and
shoulders.

“Hello!” said Dolan in surprise to
Sherry. He sucked his pipe. He had-
n’t seen Landin either.

“Where’ve you been?”’ asked Sher-
ry bluntly.

“Looking.”

“What’d you find?”

“Nothing worth reporting.”

There was a little silence from
Sherry. Then she said bitterly,
“While you were gone, we had a
murder. Carrie Ponzi is dead.”

Dolan showed no . reaction. He
waited till she told him about it.
When she finished, he looked oddly
at her and said, “What do you think
of all that?”

“I don’t know,” she said shortly.
“You're a detective. Or are you?”

Funny, thought Landin, he was
thinking that same question himself.
For all anybody knew, Ben Dolan
might be Eric Bayne. He wished he’d
had time to check on Dolan by calling
the Department of Justice. The tele-
gram to the police that Dolan was
carrying was legitimate enough. But
Bayne might kave drygulched the
real Dolan on the way to Long Island
and taken his place.

Dolan had laughed at Sherry’s last
remark. “You seem angry with me.
Sherry. I wonder why.”

“I noticed the way you were goo-
gling at that Pam creature. Why, you
only met her today.”



“I only met you today too.”

“Humph!” snorted Sherry. “Ex-
cuses!”’

Landin thought it was time to
break it up. He bayed, “Is that you
out there, Sherry?” And he lumbered
up to them. “And Dolan, too.” :

Sherry said swiftly, “Tommy, I
told him about the murder.”

“Okay,” said Landin. He watched
Dolan relight his pipe and eyed the
face in the flare of the match. “Here’s
the puzzler: The cell where we found
Carrie has only one door. It was
barred on the outside. I'’ve just come
from there, and I know it’s impos-
sible to work the bar once you're in-
side. So how’d the Black Friar lock
himself in? Wait a minnit! 1 ain’t
finished yet.

“Windows? Sure, there’s cne. It'’s
a foot square and quartered by two
iron staves. You can just about get
a starved cat through. Trap doors or
revolving walls? Not on your tintype!
That cell is just a large cube of empty
¢gpace surrounded on all six sides by
blocks of granite a foot square.

“There ain’t the least bit o’ presto
chango connected with the walls,
floor, or ceiling. Yet when those two
ladies unbarred the door, the Black
Friar was inside the cell! With their
own eyes they saw him jump for the
solid wall and vanaish straight
through it! Well, sir?”

OLAN refused to take up the

challenge. He said, ‘“There’s
something else you may not know
about this place. When the tide comes
ln—”

“I know about that,” interrupted
Landin. “There’s a boat we can take.
Thank yuh kindly for the informa-
tion. What I wanna do now is get
everybody together so that we can
have some order. Have you seen
either Ponzi or Pam?”

“No,” said Sherry.

Dolan nodded. “I did and they
were together. I didn’t interfere with
them, although it seemed to me he
was forcing his attentions on her in
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a drunken sort of way. She was han-
dling him with tact and grace. 1 ad-
mire that girl.”

“Oh, you do!” sniffed Sherry. Her
voice had a razor edge on it. “Tommy,
take me back inside, Mr. Dolan will
find those people for you.”

Back in Friar App’s lighted cell
Landin waited and looked at his ket-
tle-sized hunting-case watch. “Where
in Tophet is everybody?”’ he growled
crossly.

Sherry was sitting on the cot. She
was beginning to get some of her
humor back. “You sound like an old
grizzly.”

Then something went bump in the
night.

Sherry jumped up in fright and
grabbed ILandin. “What—who’s
that?”’

Landin cocked an ear. Someone
was shuffling outside in the passage,
slowly and painfully. They heard a
bubbly gasp.

An awful ficure lolled in the door-
way.

It was Ponzi, but his appearance
was 8o changed that Landin hardly
recognized him. His glasses were
gone, and blood was mingled with
foam on his lips. His clothes were
torn and filthy as if he had dragged
himself part of the way. A look of
sheer astonishment was weighing
down the muscles of his pallid face.
He stumbled forward and Landin
pushed Sherry away to catch the
falling man.

“Creeping crawdads!” snapped
Landin. “What happened to you?”

Ponzi rolled his filmy eyes up. “The
murderer! I’ve seen him!” His voice
was guttural. He coughed blood. “It’s
—his—hair—" He went limp in Lan-
din’s arms.

Landin hauled him to the cot and
laid him face down. There was a rent
in the back of Ponzi’s coat. Bloo1
seeped through it. “Stabbed in the
back.”

“The Black Friar again,” whis-
pered Sherry. “Oh, Tommy, I'm
scared. Scared stiff.”
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“Huh?” Landin’s attention was on
Ponzi. “He’s gone. Dead.”

“Tommy, let’s take the boat and
go away. Please!”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?”

‘“Look. I found out about that row-
boat. It ain’t in the boat shack where
Friar App usually keeps it.”

“Someone took off in it and es-
caped!”

“No,” said Landin. ‘“Someone
moved it to another place on this
part-time island.”

“The murderer!”’ she said with a
gasp. “He doesn’t want us to find it!
He doesn’t want us to get away!”

Landin shook his big head. “Nec. I
moved it. So that the murderer can’t
get away.”

HERRY started to sag at the

knees. She sat down in the chair

and kept her eyes away from Ponzi’s

body on the cot. “That,” she said, “is

like locking yourself inside a cage
with # man-eating tiger.”

Sherry’s gaze had gone back to
the doorway. Landin twisted his head
to see what she was looking at and
stared into the pale, strained face of
Pam Thackery.

“Mr., Ponzi!” breathed Pam, her'

eyes on the cot. “Is he—"

“He’s dead,” said Landin brusque-
ly.
Pam edged in. Sherry said to her
accusingly, “You were with him.”

Pam turned gray eyes at Sherry.
They looked steely in the bright light.
“I was with him—for a little while.
I had a little struggle with him, and
then I left him. When I came back
this way, I saw blood in the passage.
It was his blood.” She remained lean-
ing against the rough wall.

Landin hitched up his baggy gray
britches. “Here’s the big picture: I
can see a man’s hand in the crimes
tonight. As a general rule, wimmen
ain’t the stabbing kind; they prefer
poison and other mild things that
corrode a fella’s carcass by small de-
grees. That’s why we call ’em the

gentler sex. Ponzi, with his dying
breath, said, ‘It’s his hair.” Note the
masculine pronoun. Evidence point-
ing to a man again. So you, Sherry,
and you, Pam, would be completely
outta the big picture.”

“Hair!” cried Sherry. “Friar
App’s fuzzy hands! Haven’t you no-
ticed them? He’s the murderer!”

“Could be,” said Landin, not great-
ly disturbed. “But let’s think this to
a conclusion. Take Ben Dolan. If we
believe the story Dolan told us on the
train, he’s sleuthing for the man
without a face, Eric Bayne. Bayne is
the only one I know of who had a
motive for killing Carrie. Carrie was
gonna give his identity away to the
police.”

The cords were rigid in Pam’s
neck. “You mean Eric Bayne is here
in the cloister?”

“There’re only five people,” said
Landin gravely. “And Eric Bayne is
one of us.”

CHAPTER 1V

HERE was a graveyard silence.

Landin knew he had the two
girls. Finally he said, ‘“When we
know how Bayne made use of the
solid walls of the barred cell to do
that vanishing trick, we’ll know all
we’ll ever have know about him. It’s
as simple as that.”

“Do you know how he did it?”
piped up Sherry. She sounded like a
mystified schoolgirl who was afraid
to look up the answer in the back of
the book.

“I know one thing. Bayne has
foxed us. He’s foxed us cute. There’s
some things I can’t deny. One of ’em
is—that cell is absolutely foolproof,
and Bayne was in the cell while you
and Pam were there—and he got out
the easiest way imaginable. Anybody
could do it. He left through the—"
He thought of something else and got
stuck.

Pam’s lips looked frozen. “I can’t
believe it, unless this Eric Bayne has
no more substance than—"



Sherry cried, “Tommy, who is—"

Landin kept a tormenting silence.
A battered brass lantern was under-
neath the cot. Landin dragged it out
and shook it to see if it had any oil.
It had enough. He struck a large
kitchen match. As he was lighting
the lantern, he said, “Somebody’ll
have to go ashore for the police. How
about you, Sherry? You're anxious
to leave. Think you can make it?”

She nodded eagerly. He put the
lantern into her hand. Her handbag
was lying on the table with Pam’s.
Landin picked one up and shoved it
under her arm. He told her where he
had hidden Friar App’s rowboat and
wished her luck.

She darted out.

Pam stared absently at the remain-
ing handbag on the table, then she
picked it up with more interest. “This
isn’t mine,” she said.

“Not vours?”’

“You’ve given mine to Sherry.”

“Sure?”’

“Certain.”

“We’ll see.” Landin took the hand-
bag from her., He unsnapped the
metal clasp and turned the whole
thing upside down. Articles clattered
on the table. Besides a money purse,
cosmetics, and a handkerchief, there
were innumerable other objects: as-
pirin tablets, a comb, gloves, ileenex,
sunglasses, a folder of matches, a
pack of cigarettes, a silver pencil,
pins, nail file, a key ring with two
Yale keys on it, a program for Rim-
sky-Korsakov’s opera Le Coq d’Or
with sketches of hair-do’s on the
margins, and a Pennsylvania Rail-
road ticket stub.

Landin put the lip of the bag to
the edge of the table and scooped
everything back in again. ‘“Just like
a woman.” :

Then he moved toward the door.

Pam stiffened. ‘“Mayor Landin!
Where are you going?”
~ “To round up Dolan and Brother
App. You stay put till I get back.
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There's nothing to get the jitters
about. I'll account for everybody.”

Pam said, “How can you say that
when—"" She stopped because Sherry
was standing in the doorway.

Landin said, “What’re you doing
back so soon, chicky ?”’

“I was halfway down the path,”
said Sherry, “when I found I'd taken
your bag, Pam.”

“You came all the way back just
for that?” said Pam.

“I'm helpless without my own,”
said Sherry with a queer smile. The
girls exchanged bags, then Sherry
hurried out again.

Landin waited till her rapid foot-
steps died away, then he gave Pam
an encouraging nod and trotted out.

HERRY came to the place at the

water’s edge where Landin had
said he’d hidden the boat. She lifted
her lantern as high as her arm could
reach, but she couldn’t see any boat.
The fog wrapped up the lamp in
dingy vapor.

“I mustr’t have come to the right
place,” she said out loud.

She went searching along the
shore.

Her high-heeled pumps wobbled
over slippery stones and tripped on
tough briers. Still no boat.

She wondered if she were im-
agining things. Someone was walk-
ing behind her. Or was it the echo of
her own footsteps? She stopped, and
so did the other sound. She swung
the smoky lantern high around her
head. She couldn’t see a thing but
engulfing haze.

Having no landmarks to guide her,
she was getting twisted about. With
a twinge of panic, she wondered
which was the way back to the en-
trance of the cloister. She moved on
aimlessly, getting lost and bewildered.

She wheeled suddenly, feeling a
nerve-prick of hovering danger, and
she saw a shape flap out of the lan-
tern’s range. What was it? Some-
thing baggy and black! Her heart
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swelled to choke her. It was the Black
Friar!

Sherry forgot about the boat. She
torgot about everything but safety.
She wanted to run. Run!

She stumbled forward, the lantern
bobbing in her flailing arm. The
thing behind her wasn’t stealthy any
more. It was at her heels—running,
panting. Sherry cringed at the
thought of a knife in her back. She
spun around and faced it.

The Black Friar was looming out
of the murk, the cowled robe making
the figure look gigantic. In his right
hand he was carrying a bloodstained
bowie knife, His face was all shadow.
The man without a face.

He reached out his left hand and
dashed the lantern to the ground.
The burning oil spread around their
feet as they struggled in an infernal
dance. Sherry caught the knife-arm
in both her hands, but the Black
Friar was much stronger. He tore
her fingers away. She was going
down. She felt the earth sliding away
from under her feet.

The Black Friar poised the knife
for the fatal plunge. Then something
just as huge and black lunged at the
Friar. Both forms locked in a shape-
less, swirling mass. Sherry got to her
knees, then to her feet.

There was the ringing crack of
hard wood on a skull, a groan, and
somebody sank to the ground.

“All right, baby?”’ said Landin’s
calming voice.

Sherry sobbed with relief.

Landin was swinging a big club.
“T got a surprise for you.” He stooped
down and pulled the black cowl off
the battered head. He shone his flash-
light into the murderer’s face.

Sherry saw it, but she couldn’t
believe it.

Pam Thackery was lying there!

“No, Tommy,” cried Sherry. “It's
all a mistake. The murderer is a
man. It has to be a man. This’s
Pam—"

Landin chuckled. “He foxed all of
us, tot. This’s Eric Bayne!”

HEY finally had that Thanks-

giving dinner. It was late, but
they had it—with the compliments
of the Long Island Police.

Sherry and Dolan were busy eat-
ing and looking at each other, so
they didn’t mind Landin’s doing all
the talking.

Landin turned a picked-clean
drumstick over in his greasy fingers,
dropped it on his plate, and reached
for another meaty one.

He said, ‘“We knew all along that
the killer was a man, yet when I
figgered out how the Black Friar
passed through the foot-thick cell

"wall, the answer always came out

Pam Thackery. How was I gonna
reconcile that? There’s one way: The
killer was a man disguised as a wom-
an! It sounded pretty far-fetched.
Few men could get away with it. But
that newspaper I was reading on the
train unwittingly supplied the es-
sential clue. It said that Bayne was
a skillful actor and singer, and that
several times he’d played the role
of Octavian in productions of Der
Rosenkavalier.

“What about it? I'll tell you. The
role of Octavian in that libretto is
an artful female-impersonation part.
On the stage Octavian® dresses up
like a pretty girl; he fools everybody
and the comic villain falls in love
with him. That meant that Bayne -
was an experienced female imper-
sonator. And he’d have no trouble
finding dresses if he wore Viki Mar-
tinique’s clothes.”

Sherry said, “What was his reason
for showing up at the Ponzi house
and killing Carrie?”

“Black market,” said Landin
promptly. “Dolan here was after
Bayne for his illicit sugar selling.
Carrie Ponzi secretly worked with
Bayne in the lush days of the war.
No doubt they used the unfrequented
parts of the cloister as a cache. After
the war was over, Bayne paid Carrie
off. That’s where the large mysteri-
ous sum of money comes in, Sherry.
Carrie was through with Bayne. She



wanted to settle down to a peaceful
life and grow old on the sugar pro-
ceeds. But when Bayne murdered
Viki Martinique, he had to have a
safe place to hide. He picked Carrie
Ponzi’s house, showed up in girl’s
clothes, and warned her to keep her
mouth shut. Fearful of disrupting
her whole life by getting tangled
with Bayne again, Carrie double-
crossed him and sent the telegram
to the New York Police.”

“That’s where I came in,” grinned
Dolan.

“Yass,” said Landin, ‘“if you hadn’t
looked 30 much like a detective, I
might have been more convinced that
yvou were a detective. So that’s how
the solution popped into my head.
Knowing that Pam was Bayne, and
Bayne was the killer, I had to trap
him. I staged that little boat hunt
for Sherry. I hadn’t moved the boat
from the shack at all. I told Sherry
to look where the boat wasn’t, giving
the killer a chance to get at her.”

HERRY shook a parson’s nose at
him. “That’s something I wanna
know, Tommy. What’d he wanna kill
me for? Gosh! Did I ever do any-
thing to him?”

“It was on account of the handbags
I purposely switched on you.”

“Something he had in his?” asked
Sherry.

“Nope, what he didn’t have. I took
the liberty of emptying your bag of
all its rubbish.” Sherry’s cheeks
started to redden. “I remarked to
Pam that it was just like a woman.
It cakes time to accumulate one of
those rat’s nests. He knew that you
must have opened the one that he’d
been carrying, to check to make sure
it wasn’t your own. As soon as you
had time to think, it’d dawn on you
that his wasn’t just like a woman’s,
and your suspicions of him would be
aroused.

“He wanted to kill you to keep him-
self safe. That’s why he killed Alonzo
Ponzi. He said that Ponzi had got
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fresh with him. That’s true. Ponzi
started a love tussle in one of the pa::-
sageways and accidentally knocked
Bayne’s wig loose. He was stunned to
find himself wrapped up in a young
man. Then he knew it was the mur-
derer—as Bayne stabbed him. He
tried to tell us by saying, ‘It’s his
hair!”” when he really meant the wig.”

“And I was sure he meant that
hairy old Friar App!” said Sherry.

Dolan said, “The part that isn’t
clear at all is how both Sherry and
Pam—or Bayne—saw the Black
Friar in the cell immediately after
Carrie was stabbed. Bayne couldn’t
have been in two places at once. He
was by Sherry’s side, holding the
flashlight. What was the black figure
they saw, and how did it go through
the granite wall?”

“Glad you brought that up,” said
Landin. “Shows you’re thinking.
Well, sir! A baby could do it. Al
you need is this.” He laid down his
laden fork and took an ordinary
flashlight out of his pocket. “And
this.” He took something else out ot
the other pocket.

The second object was so small
that both Sherry and Dolan had to
lean closer to see it. It was a card-
board cutout doll hardly more than
half an inch tall. It was cut in the
shape of the Black Friar with a
knife held out at half an arm’s length.

Landin held up the cardboard cut-
out in his thick fingers. “That’s what
Sherry and Pam saw in the cell. Re-
member now! Pam had said her
flashlight had burned out. She’d
taken the batteries out of it to make
it unworkable, that’s all. Bayne had
come prepared to kill Carrie. He had
the bowie knife in his handbag. He
knew Carrie was 1n the barred cell.
He’d locked her in there before he
left the cloister earlier in -the after-
noon. The deaf old monk caretaker
couldn’t hear her cries. So! As soon
as we all separated in the cloister to
look for Carrie, Bayne slipped into
one of Friar App’s black robes that

(Continued on page 96)



Big House Buftoon

By D. A.

HOOVCI’

It was no circus for the creok who donned a clown suit. For when he
pulled thet hicitown job, he was headed for the big house, not
the big top.

HET HUBER
C removed the
clown suit
from his luggage
and listened for
the coming of the
circus parade which
would cover the
daring robbery he
had planned. He
stepped inside the orange and black
folds of the whispering silk and
buttoned it up under his receding chin.
His manicured fingers trembled
slightly as he adjusted the cone-
shaped hat over his pale blond hair.
Good, the lightweight mask would di-
vert critical glances from his moist,
prominent eyes.

While the band blared and the ca-
vorting clowns entertained the gap-
ing sidewalk crowds, Chet would be
removing a fat roll of green bills from
Amos Flack’s department store reg-
ister.

Chet sneezed and breathed heavily
through his open mouth. He cursed
this little town, whose dusty streets
supported a verdant growth of healthy
ragweeds almost to the town square
-of Hilltop. Hay fever had him in its
relentless grip. He couldn’t leave,
however. Chicago was too hot after
he’d left the old man dead in the fill-
ing-station holdup.

Below his upstairs window the
babble of the waiting crowd died
away. The clear, lilting tones of a
trumpet pierced the hot August air
like silver needles. Chet could hear the
clop-clop of the ringmaster’s horse’s
shod hoofs as they struck the red

cobblestones. The parade was com-
ing!

Chet’s upper lip beaded with nerv-
ous moisture. A quick slap to his left
armpit assured him of the presence of
his flat automatic pistol. He tiptoed
around crooked ranks of hat boxes
and stacked bolts of gaily colored
ginghams, It was good of Flack to let
Chet have a cot here in the stock room
with housing so scarce, yet Chet was
not grateful. The world owed an easy
living to the clever.

He paused at the stair-well banis-
ter and peered over with caution. The
parade should have emptied the great,
jumbled store below. No one would be
inside but Flack himself,

Chet cursed again. The old goat was
going to linger inside his disarrayed
emporium of shoddy goods. He was
sitting within six feet of the cash reg-
ister. He’d excused the little red-
headed cashier and let her go out to
watch the parade. Flack was always
doing silly things which he called
“heart-warmers.” Bunk, Chet called
it. He wasn’t anybody’s flunky.

Chet hesitated only a second, grind-
ing his teeth together. He wasn’t
going to stop now. His money from the
Chicago holdup was about gone. If he
were recognized here, he might have
to move fast, without notice, It took
dough to seal mouths and eyes along
an escape route.

He tiptoed down the steps, avoiding
the eighth one which groaned like the
victim on a dentist’s chair. Flack was
sitting with his snow-white goatee
elevated at an interested angle, face to
the front, A cigarette smoked in »



long, rakish holder. His brown, supple
hands held a pair of binoculars. He
would enjoy the parade from the ele-
vated position of the cashier’s cubicle.
No wonder, Chet had to wet his hands
and sprinkle his white shirt an hour
ago washing that plate glass.

Chet reached the bottom of the
stairs, crossed the store, and was half-
way up the steps leading to the
cashier’s sanctuary before Flack
stirred. Chet froze. Flack was only
getting a better aim with his glasses
at a slim-hipped girl in tights who was
doing a little dance on the back of a
white horse.

Oompah, oompah. The band cov-
ered Chet’s movements until he stood
directly behind Flack. He had to rap
his gun sharply on the guard rail to

get the storekeeper’s attention.

LACK’S gray eyes went frosty at
the sight of the gun." He looked
Chet up and down. He kept his hands
in plain sight. But his face, seamed
and brown as a battered suitcase, re-
vealed no fear.

Chet waved his gun toward the cash
drawer -and the safe. The really big
wad, Flack kept in the safe. Cashing
checks for workers who were paid
after banking hours was one of his
friendly “heart-warming” services.
He usually sold the fellow something
before the deal was over, though.
Chet knew there was five thousand
dollars waiting for him there.

Flack’s wide galluses were taut.
“You can’t get away with this, fel-
low,” Flack said, slipping down off
his stool. “I'll get Police Captain Moss
and we’ll take your gol-dang circus
apart. We'll get you.”

Flack’s eyes wavered, and Chet
knew he was bluffing. He didn’t know
Chet from a cigar-store Indian.

Chet saw Flack fumble in the tray
where the cashier’s supplies were
kept, as if he might grasp a pair of
long-billed scissors and try to use
them as a weapon. But his hand moved
on and picked up the big green roll
tied with dirty string.
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Flack thumped it down next to his
wiry belly. Chet reached out to claim
his prize, and Flack moved like a win-
dow shade whirring up. His hand
flicked out toward Chet as he took an
uncertain step backward. Instantly
Chet saw that it was no gun Flack
held. Chet felt only the feeblest tap
against his hand and the heartiest
contempt for anybody who would dare
resist a killer such as he.

It was only the fact that Chet was
already too hot for further flight that
he spared Flack’s life at all. He
grunted and laid the barrel of the gun
along Flack’s graying temple with all
the force he could command. Much
more than needed to knock the old
man out.

Blood spurted from the cruel gash
in Flack’s temple as his eyes glazed
over, and he fought with every par-
ticle of his will to stay on his feet.
His mouth sagged open wider. He fell
sideways, slowly dragging the blotter
off the desk. The crash of his body was
loud in the deserted hollowness of the
small-town store.

Chet raced around a rack of
all-wool underwear with trap doors,
cut to half price for the summer sale.
He fairly leaped up the stairs to the
place he had started from in the stock
room. In seconds he was out of the
clown suit and had it hidden as be-
fore in his luggage. He was already
dressed in street clothes. Three min-
utes later he was mixing with the
crowd on the street, and not a soul had
seen him slip quietly from the back
door of Flack’s store. Everybody was
out front.

“The elephants are coming—watch
your kiddies.” The grandly dressed
horseman doffed his shiny silk hat to
the ladies. The scaly, blue-gray ele-
phants moved ponderously from side
to side, dully bored. Overalled farmers
tongued brown cigars, kids licked at
ice-cream cones and buxom women in
shapeless dresses gasped with awe.

Chet enjoyed himself to the full,
laughing more at the crude hayseeds
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who talked too loudly and pointed at
everything, than he did at the ani-
mals. To him, the farm was a back-
woods wilderness because he had al-
ways thought so. He had never tried
to understand that people in small
towns and along dusty roads pulse
with the same life as that along the
boulevards. That was why he so sadly
underestimated Amos Flack. When
Flack closed his big, country-style
store, he, too drove home and milked
his cows.

A heavy hand fell on his shoulder.
Captain Moss stood there, his eyes
more frosty than Flack’s. Flack had a
red bandanna handkerchief tied
around his head, a wisp of white
bandage showing at his temple. One
eye was swelled almost shut, and a
blue area was rapidly spreading across
his brown cheek.

“He’s the one who robbed me,”
Flack said, pointing to Chet. “I knew
xight away he wasn’t a real circus
clown because the wrinkles were still
to be seen in his clown suit. It had

been laid away, not ironed and care-
fully carried on a hanger. Then I
smelled moth balls on it, too. Guess
Chet couldn’t smell them. He has a
bad case of hay fever.”

Chet held his face sober in proper
chagrin for the damage Flack had
suffered. But inside he was leaping
with joy like the two clowns leading
the long-eared jackass at the windup
of the parade.

“Why, you two country hicks. I've
a good mind to sue you for slander.
How long would evidence of that sort
last in court, away from here where 1
would appeal for a retrial ?”

Captain Moss looked acutely un-
comfortable. “I told you, Flack—"

“Have a look at his right hand,”
Flack said softly. “I think I made a
good impression on the thief.”

Chet turned the palm of his hand
up, and paralysis gripped him. In
bright purple ink was the impression
of a rubber stamp; Poid in full

Flack’s Friendly Store. Come Back
Sometime.




The stranger had traveled plenty and had seen bleodshed before. But
he’d never made better time nor seen more gore than when he took
that ® o o

to Hades

Fast Trip

the United States Army Medical
Corps, and her crisp white
nurse’s uniform contained the stand-
ard equipment in its proper disposi-
" tion. She stood in the doorway to my
room at the Veterans’ Hospital and
adjusted a bright smile on her mouth.
“Well, corporal,” she said, “how do
you feel?”
“Okay.”

SHE was a Second Lieutenant in

21

“This is the big day, isn’t it ?”

I shrugged indifferently, “The same
as the rest, twenty-four hours big.”

She gave me a troubled look and
shook her head and said, “Come along.
Major Zachary is waiting for you.”

I followed her down the long white
corridor into a small office that held a
desk behind which a short fat man
with round moist eyes and no hair on
a flat skull sat folding his pudgy
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hands on a blotter. He looked up at me.

“Sit down, corporal,” he urged
heartily, “sit down.” He eyed me care-
fully. “You’re glad to be going home,
éh?”’

I shrugged.

“You have no relatives ?”’

“One,” 1 said. “But she took a
powder on me when I was overseas.”

He pursed his lips solicitously.
“What are you going to do as a
civilian?”’

“Loaf,” I said shortly. I was glad
this was the last time he would try to
pick my brain like a buzzard picks the
bones of a dead steer.

“No more headaches?”’

“No, sir. That silver plate in my
head feels fine.”

He nodded, apparently satisfied, but
I saw his hand move surreptitiously
along the desk and tip a book off the
edge. It fell to the floor with a re-
sounding wallop. I sat there under his
sharp scrutiny, not blinking an eye,
motionless.

“Satisfied, major?”’ I asked finally.
“Nerves okay, not jumpy, shakes all
gone. I'm sounder than the Federal
Reserve Bank.”

He was on his feet, smiling, hand
out. “Splendid. Your papers are
ready. And remember, if you feel any
distress, just walk into any veterans’
hospital and they’ll take care of you.”

Two years had been enough. I
wouldn’t be found dead in one, with
all the brass and chicken that floats
around an army installation.

In an hour I had my discharge, my
mustering-out pay, and was on a bus
to town. When I got there, I bought a
suit and some haberdashery and told
the clerk to give my uniform to the
Salvation Army. I caught another bus
to New York and went directly to
Penn Station.

There, at the ticket window, 1
pushed a ten-dollar bill at the clerk
and said:

“One-way ticket to Hades.”

The train passing through Hades
left at midnight. I sat up in a coach
all night and watched the telephone

poles race by. At 5:45 the train jolted
to a stop, and I swung off. The chilled
fog of dawn enveloped the red brick
platform, and I stood there, shivering.
Once the sun broke through, it would
be hotter than the belly of a blast fur-
nace.

SCRAWNY old gent with a

green eyeshade hobbled down
the platform to gather the sack of
mail tossed off by the train. He didn’t
see me in the murky haze until I
spoke,

“Hey !” I said.

He jumped and peered hard
through the fog, blinking. “You give
me a start, son,” he said. “You get off
that there train?”

“Yes. Any place I can get some
chow around here?”

“Nick’s Diner,” he said. “Straight
back towards Main Street. Visitin’
somebody in town?”’

“Nope.”

“Gonna stay long?”’

“Maybe.”

“You oughta stay,” he said wist-
fully. “The Hades Machine Works
needs men.”

“I’ll look into it,” I promised.

With the voracious curiosity found
in most small towns, he asked with a
friendly grin, “What’s your name?”

“Falk,” I said. “Louis Falk.”

He muttered his own name, and
then his voice got lost in the fog as he
dragged the mail sack along the red
brick patform to his shack. Off in the
distance the taillight of the train re-
treated and vanished. Its whistle
hooted twice, and I was alone, I
trudged over to Main Street and
found Nick’s Diner.

It was early, and there were no
other customers. I got settled on a
stool and basked in its steamy, aro-
matic vapors. Nick came over and
slopped his rag over the counter and
showed me a large gold tooth in the
front of his mouth.

“What'll it be?”

“Eggs, bacon, wheat cakes, sau-
sages, coffee, and sinkers.”



He gave me a fast double take.
“Where do you wanna start?”’

“Anywhere at all,” I said.

He got busy, and I wolfed every-
thing, not embarrassed, while he
watched me. He brought me a third
cup of coffee and said:

“This one is on the house. Stranger
around here?”’

I nodded.

“If you’re lookin’ for a place to
roost, this is a good town.”

I looked up at him. “Sure has a hell
of a name.”

“Hades?”’” He shrugged. ‘“Named
after a man, old John Hades, who
came up here years ago and built a
factory, and the town just grew
around it. Factory really spread out
during the war. Things are a little
quiet now.”

“Can a guy get a job there?”

He stopped, wiping a plate. “I need
a man. Wanna work here?”

“I can’t cook,” I said.

He guffawed. “This ain’t no Wal-
dorf. We serve short orders only, and
anybody can learn how.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. “Who
runs the Hades plant?”

“Lawyer, by the name of Alton
Lemaire. Runs the town, too.”

“Where’s old man Hades?”

“Dead. He had a nephew, Chris.
He’s dead, too. Killed in the war.
Chris’s wife inherited the plant, but
she’s fixin’ to sell to some New York
syndicate. A cool million they’re
gonna pay. Cash.” He shook his head,
his eyes glistening as he thought
about it.

I said, “Maybe I'll go over there.”

“It’s closed. Today’s Sunday.”

He was right. I had forgotten. I
had lost track of the days. “Any
kind of a hotel around these parts?”’

“Yeah, The Grand House. Next
corner, and turn to ycur left. Say,
what’s your name?”

“Herman Schneider,” I said.

“Well, Herman, you really oughta
work for me.”

T told him again I’d think about it,
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then I went out and turned left at
the corner.

HE Grand House was neither
grand nor a house. It was an
overgrown, dilapidated old barn with
about twenty seedy rooms. The clerk
said he had a bed, peered over the
desk for my luggage, saw I had none,
demanded two dollars in advance,
then swung the register around and
handed me a gnarled pen. I took it
and wrote: Ira Gillen. Houston, Texas.
He read it and sized me up, curi-
ous. “Long way from home, ain’t
you, Mr. Gillen?”

“Couple of thousand miles,” I said.
“That might be a long hike for a
turtle with a broken leg, but I took
the train.”

He arched back, his brows knitted
together in a broken line, an unhap-
py look in his eyes. I held my hand
out for a key. The Grand House
didn’t seem to have a bellhop.

It was just a room on the second
floor, with the usual trappings of a
third-rate hotel, bed, chair, bureau,
and a washstand. The washstand had
a dead fly in it. I shot him down the
drain with a squirt from the faucet.
Over in the east the sun was begin-
ning to blossom, and it was getting
hot in Hades.

I peeled off my clothes and washed
and studied myself in the cracked
mirror.

They had done a good job. All the
scars had healed, and you couldn’t
see where they had trephined my
skull to install the silver plate. Even
the transplant job on the cornea of
my right eye was all but unnoticea-
ble, though the Army had nothing to
do with that.

I darkened the room by pulling the
shades and flopped on the bed. I was
tired, bushed. I hadn’t slept a wink
on that old jogging train, and I felt
like a squeezed-out sponge. In five
five seconds I was fast asleep. . . .

It was late afternoon when I
awoke. The sun was sinking beyond
the horizon, and I was glad that I
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had missed most of the hot part of
the day. I got dressed, then went
over to my jacket that was draped
over the back of the chair, and took
out the gun.

It was a 25-caliber pocket revolv-
er made in Eibar, Spain, that I had
brought back to the States as a sou-
venir. Not much of a weapon, judged
by American standards. Bad work-
manship, soft metals, and poor as-
sembling do not make for gun effi-
ciency. But even so, it was better
than no gun at all.

I left the hotel and went down to
Nick’s Diner.

He had plenty of customers now. A
bold-eyed blonde with upswept hair
and too much hips stood behind the
cash register punching change. Nick
made a motion with his rag and
seemed glad to see me.

“Hello, Herman, make up your
mind about working here?”

“Not yet,” I said. “I’'m still think-
ing about it.”.

“Twenty-five bucks a week and all
you can eat.” He followed my glance
to the blonde and added, ‘“Good scen-
ery, too.” 3 :

I didn’t say auything. After all 1
had been through, twenty-five bucks
a week in a beanery was not exactly
what I was looking for.

I had a minute steak that tasted
as if it had been cut from a camel’s
hump. The vegetables were as watery
as a Fascist’s eyes, but at least the
coffee was hot.

When I was finished, I called Nick
over. “I’'m rested now,” I said, “and
I feel like a wall:. What’s worth see-
ing around here?”

“Nothing,” he said, “unless it's
that old Hades house up or the hill
the old man built. Cost fifty grand or
more, they say.”

“How far?”

“’Bout a mile.”

I thanked him and took my change
from the blonde and went out and
walked to the edge of town and then
plodded on. The country was bare and
desolate with an occasional farm-

house and not a single vehicle nass-
ing in either direction.

HEN I was climbing the long

hill. Up ahead in the dusk, I saw
the grotesque structure on the sum-
mit, huge, with gables, turrets, vanes,
and narrow leaded windows, most of
them shuttered. The house was dark,
not a light glowing.

Overhead in the half-light a hawk
wheeled and swooped and screamed,
and that was the only sign of life.
I climbed to the top and stood there.
I began to get steamed up. It was
building inside of me. My palms were
wet, and I wiped them along the
side of my pants.

Then I moved fast. I broke through
the hedges and ran crabwise across
the lawn that was as smooth as glass
and as green as envy, taking cover
in the shadows lurking at the side
of the building. I skirted the wall,
looking for an open window. When I
found one, T shot a last look behind
me, got a foot over the sill, and
climbed in. The moon had risen and
was spraying yellow light through
the panes. I found myself in a high-
ceilinged room with heavy rugs and
ponderous furniture.

I went through the door into a
hallway and up the circular stair-
case to the second floor. Then I be-
gan to open doors, searching for a
woman’s room because that would be
the most likely place to find jewel-
ry.
The fourth door gave me what I
wanted—and more. A lot more than
I had bargained for. I opened it and
stepped in and locked my brakes
hard, with my spine growing stiffer
than a standpipe.

A girl sat on the edge of the bed,
pointing an automatic.

“Stand still,” she ordered in a
thin voice. “Stand very damn’ still,
my friend, or you're dead.”

She reached over and yanked the
light cord of a reading lamp.

“Put your hands up,” she said,
“and clasp them behind your neck.



And if you think this is an orna-
ment just to frighten people with, go
ahead and get tricky.”

1 licked my lips and looked at her.
She was wearing a green silk wrap-
around and under that a negligee.
Her dark hair was rumpled, and so
was the bed. She was attractive in a
hard way, with wide-apart dark
eyes, a full mouth, and a square-cut
chin. Her nostrils were flared wide.

She had me on a spot as uncom-
fortable as a trench foot in a ballet
pump. She could drill me cold, and
the local cops would come in and
shake her hand.

“Who are you?’ she asked.

“Just a guy passing through town,”
I explained. “The house seemed de-
serted, and I thought I'd come in and
look around.”

“That’s a lie! You were looking
for something to steal. I heard your
footsteps.”

- So that was why she had been sit-
ting up, waiting with a gun in her
hand, and me walking in there like
a revolving duck in a shooting gal-
lery.

“Just passing through town?’ she
said bitingly.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She exhumed a harsh laugh. “Well,
here’s where you get short-stopped.”

The sound of an approaching car
pulling up the hill grew louder. Head-
lights slid across the wall and died
as the car stopped in the driveway
out front.

Downstairs a door opened.

“Hazel.” It was a man’s deep bari-
tone.

“In the bedroom,” she called.
“Come on up. I have a surprise for
you.”

Footsteps mounted the stairs, and
a man came into the room and
walked over beside her and looked at
me, owl-eyed.

“Well,” he said. “What have we
here ?”

“A burglar,” she said. “I caught
him prowling around. Call the sher-
iff’s office, Alton.”
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HA'T pegged him for me. A guy

named Alton Lemaire was the
lawyer for the Hades estate. I ex-
amined him with interest. He was an
oversize specimen in his early for-
ties, high-shouldered, redhaired, with
a smooth, long-boned face and a com-
petent jaw, and large gray eyes that
considered me carefully.

“Were you looking for anything
special, Mister ?”’ he asked softly.

“No, sir,” I said.

He stepped around behind me, be-
ing careful not to get between me and
the girl, and deftly patted my clothes
and relieved me of the Spanish re-
volver. He stood in front of me and
skewered my face with his eyes.

“Carrying a loaded gun,” he said.
“That makes it serious. Where are
you from?”’

“Boston,” I said.

The girl grew impatient. “Oh, call
the sheriff and get rid of him.”

“Patience, my dear,” he told her.
“What’s your name?”’

“Krehm. Max Krehm.”

“For Pete’s sake!” the girl said
irritably. “Must you play games?”’

A speculative look developed in his
eyes. ‘“Leave us for a while, my dear.
Go down and get a drink ready and
wait for me.”

“Now, what are you up to?”’ she
demanded petulantly.

“You’re a girl,” he said quietly.
“You don’t know how these things

~are handled. Let me have that gun,

and do as I say.”

She handed him the automatic,
went out, and closed the Joor.

Lemaire stood there, a gun in each
hand, like an arsenal, then he
dropped my Spanish into his pocket
and nodded at a chair.

“Sit down, Krehm.”

I sat.

He said slowly, “You realize that
if I call the sheriff and turn you
over, you’ll be sent away for at least
five years.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And that if T shoot vou and said
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you tried to escape, I'd be considered
a hero.”

I yessed him again.

“However, there would be no point
in that.” He smiled thinly. “You're
not going to try to escape, are you?”’

“No, sir.”

“Good. How would you like to get
out of this jam?”

“I sure would like it.”

“Well, Krehm, I'm going to give
vou that chance.” He bent forward
and contemplated me earnestly.
“However, there is a string attached
to the offer. I want you to do some-
thing for me, and after you do it, I'm
going to give you a decent stake, say
a thousand dollars, and then you’re
2oing to get out of town and as far
away as you can, and stay away.
IHow’s that?”

“It sounds fine,” I said.

He drew his eyes level with mine
svd puckered his lips like a man
rmarshaling his thoughts.

“The girl who just left the room,
(o you know who she is?” he asked.

“She lives here,” I said. “That’s
all T know.”

“And that’s quite enough. Well,
Krehm, she has something I want. A
certain jade necklace. To put it brief-
ly, its intrinsic value is not great, but
I've been collecting jade for years,
and I want that necklace to round out
my collection. I tried to buy it from
her, but she’s a stubborn wench and
refuses to sell.

“In your position you may not un-
derstand this, but when a collector
covets an item badly, he’s willing to
underwrite almost any adventure to
acquire it. The idea struck me that
vou could help me get what I want.
Do you follow me?”’

I nodded and watched him, wall-
eyed.

“Good. The suggestion that pre-
sented itself was this: She’s going
to wear the necklace tonight. I'll see
to that. We’ll stage a holdup, you
grab it, and make a getaway. Later
you will meet me at a designated
spot, hand over the necklace, and re-

ceive in exchange one thousand dol-
lars and your freedom. If you run
away, I can always have an alarm
put out, and you’d be picked up. What
do you say?”’ -

I shook my head. “Nothing doing.”

IS eyes widened. Then his jaw

snapped and he said sharply,
“You don’t seem to understand,
Krehm. You’re in no position to re-
fuse.”

“It’s my privilege,” I said. “I can
refuse, and you can call the cops.
That’s your privilege, But I wouldn’t
like it. I wouldn’t like it any more
than I like your story about being a
collector of jade.”

His eyebrows arranged themselves
in a puzzled triangle and the mus-
cles in his face shifted and stretched
flat against the long bones while he
got an intense look for what seemed
a long time. Then the scowl faded
away and he nodded as if he had
reached a decision.

“All right, Krehm,” he said, “I
guess you’re entitled to know the
truth. That necklace has a sentimen-
tal attachment for her. She got it
from her husband before he went
overseas. She’s a widow, you know.
The point is, I want to marry her.”
He twisted a smile at me. ‘“The rea-
sons are obvious. She’s beautiful, and
she has a lot of money. However, the
necklace keeps reminding her of
Christopher Hades, her dead hus-
band.

“It’s become an obsession, a sort
of symbol. Even after we’re mar-
ried, it would be a barrier between
us. It’s a lot easier to forget things
if you’re not reminded of them, and
I think that once the necklace is out
of her life, she’ll forget a lot of
things.”

I met his eyes directly. “I’'m think-
ing of money. You’ll be able to dip
your hooks into plenty after you mar-
ry her.”

“What are you driving at?’ he
demanded in a harsh tone.



“One thousand dollars,” I said
bluntly. “It isn’t very much.”

“It’s plenty,” he snapped. “I could
hire almost anyone to pull this job.”

“No,” I said. “You wouldn’t want
any local talent in on this deal. I'm
your best bet.”

He took his lips between his teeth
and mangled them. “All right, how
much do you want?”

“What I want first,” I said, “is
some information. Like, for instance,
what you’re going to tell her about
not turning me over to the sheriff ?”

His face split into a canny smile.
“Simple. TI'll tell her you got des-
perate, jumped me, and escaped.
There’s trellis-work outside the win-
dow. After you descend, I'll fire a
couple of shots into the air, and then
I’H fake a call to the sheriff’s office.
How’s that?”

“Pretty good,” I conceded. “But if
I'm going to stage a holdup, I'll need
a gun. You have mine.”

He looked thoughtful. Then he
said, “I’'ll drop a weapon out the
window. You ean grab it before you
get away.”

‘“Now about the money—"

“I’ll double my offer,” he cut in

. promptly.

“I accept it,” I said. I rubbed the
tips of my fingers together. “All
right, now what’s the setup?”’

He shifted his weight and crossed
his knees and concentrated. He
rubbed the back of his head and then
settled his eyes solidly on mine.

“Listen, carefully. About two miles
north of town, there’s a roadhouse
called the The Blackbird. We're go-
ing there, and we’ll be leaving about
midnight. A half mile beyond the
roadhouse, there’s a left turnoff—you
can’t miss it—that runs through a
wooded section to the lake. We’ll park
in there. It’s an ideal spot for a
holdup.”

“And all you want is the neck-
lace?”

He hesitated. “Yes, but perhaps
you’d better take whatever is avail-
able, and also demand my wallet. We
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don’t want to be obvious about this
thing.”

“Can I keep the other stuff?”

“Everything, except my wallet and
the necklace.”

“Where will we meet?” I asked.

He considered. “Better make it my
place. Thirty-three Lantern Road,
behind the garage. You'll find it. It's
only three blocks behind the sta-
tion.”

“When?”

“At three A.M. That will give me
time to get her soothed and settled
down for the night.”

“One thing more,” I said, ‘“how
will I get out of Hades?”’

He shrugged. “Freight cars are
passing through all the time.”

“No good.” T shook my head. “She
may insist on going to the sheriff
with you. They’ll be watching the
roadbed.”

RINKLING his forehead, he

screwed up his lips and gave
it some thought. Then he said; “You
can take my car. I won’t report it
stolen until morning. By that time
you’ll be a hundred miles away, and
you can abandon it.”

“It sounds all right,” I said, nod-
ding.

He smiled. “I might add that the
law enforcement agency in this
county is run by a couple of hayseeds
who don’t know a fingerprint from
first base. You’ll be okay.”

‘“You made yourself a deal,” I said,
standing up. “How come a dame like
that Hazel buries herself in this town
for so long?”

“Not so long. Her husband had a
fight with his uncle, old John Hades,
about eight years ago, and went out
to the Midwest. He met Hazel there,
and she came here for the first time
when the old man died and inherited
the estate. Under the old will it had
been left to her husband or his heirs.”

A sharp knock sounded against the
door. The girl called peevishly,
“Alton, what’s keeping you?”

His chin jerked and he waved the
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gun at the window. “Okay, Krehm,
take off.”

I ran to the window and looked
out at the trellis-work and then
climbed down, skidding the last few
feet and sinking ankle-deep in lilies
of the valley. I looked up and saw
Lemaire raise the gun and point it
at the moon that was riding high in
the cloudless indigo sky. . Red-blue
flame lanced -wickedly from the
muzzle blast and two flat reports frac-
tured the night.

He bent over the sill, a white blur,
his large gray eyes gleaming, and he
brought the barrel of the gun slowly
down. He aimed at me, a wide black
hole in the blur of his face where
his mouth was open, and I stood
there, rootad in that soft flower bed,
with my fingers spread out stiffly
like sticks of cold dough and my
- heart clattering against my ribs so
hard it hurt.

He could shoot me now. He could
kill me in cold blood, and the girl
would be a witness that I had tried
to run away.

Then the gun left his hand, and I
reached out and caught it. For a
moment I couldn’t budge. My knees
were wobbling and knocking to-
gether. Then I yanked my shoes out
of the soft earth and went racing
across the smooth lawn, vaulting the
hedge, galloping down the long steep
hill into the darkness, and sucking
air into my lungs through my mouth
like a guy with a heart attack.

At the bottom of the hill, I halted
and sat down and mopped my stream-
ing face. The shirt was soggy against
my back. I was soaked clean through.
After a while T went back to the
Grand House to wait for mid-
night. . . .

The Blackbird was an old, white,
frame house that had been converted.
It had a small dance floor, a three-
piece band, and a meaty blonde sing-
ing in a brassy tenor,

I had been watching from behind
some trees, and T had seen Lemaire

and the girl emerge and get into his
car and drive away.

I stood at the bar and ordered
a Scotch and banged it down and
ordered another and did the same.
That was enough. I didn’t want to
get drunk. Then I went out and
walked down the road, looking for
the turnoff that led to the lake.

I found it where he had said 1
would, a rutted dirt road under over-
hanging trees whose leaves filtered
the moonlight and cast weird flicker-
ing shadows all around. I moved
quietly, watching sharply for the dark
shape that would be parked along the
side of the road.

RETTY soon I spotted the dull
shine of the car’s chromium
bumper. I sneaked up behind them
and listened to the murmur of voices.
“I hate this town,” the girl was
saying. “Nothing to do but sign
papers. You promised that every-
thing would be wound up this week.”
“It will be,” he answered. “The
syndicate took title this afternoon.”
I sneaked around to Lemaire’s side
of the car, ducking low and hauling
out the automatic. Then I straight-
ened and looked in. He was kissing
her.

“All right,” I growled. “This is
a stickup.”

The girl snapped back with a
choking gasp. Her eyes stared at me
enormously and she whispered,
“You!” out of constricted throat.

“Do what your told,”” I warned,
“and maybe nobody will get hurt.”

Lemaire blustered. “You can’t get
away with this.”

“Shut up!” I snarled. “You, lady,
take off that necklace.”

She fumbled with the clasp and
handed it to me, her face whiter
than tissue paper.

“The rings, too,” 1 said.

She handed me two rings without
argument, moving automatically.

I menaced Lemaire with the gun.
“Your wallet, Mister. Haul it out.”

He licked at his lips and put his



hand in his pocket. Then he brought
out my Spanish revolver and half
turned in his seat and put the gun
against the girl’s chest. She must
have known what was coming be-
cause she eried, “No, Alton, no—"
in a thin, bleating voice.

The first shot cut her words short
and knocked her back against the
door. At the second, her chin flopped
loosely down and rested against her
breast.

It froze me. I stood there, petrified,
impaled to the ground, with my
mouth open and lower lip thrust out,
like the mouth of a fish out of water,
and my throat knotted up like a fist.

Lemaire dropped the Spanish, and
his hand flipped open the dashboard
compartment and scooped out an-
other gun.

I jerked up the automatic and
squeezed it at his face. Nothing hap-
pened. The clip was empty. It had
held only the two shots he had fired
at the moon back there at the house.
I hadn’t checked it. A guy makes
mistakes like that, but not often. He
had me now.

He laughed crazily and swung the
new gun toward me.

I hurled the automatic. It cracked
him between the eyes against the
bridge of his nose with a fine bone-
splitting sound. The gun exploded in
his hand, and a jagged, white-webbed
hole appeared in the windshield.

1 whirled and raced blindly into
the woods. Behind me a shot barked
out, and a sharp searing pain burned
my left thigh just above the knee.
It knocked me over, pawing clumsily
at the ground.

There was no time for thought.
Lemaire’s steps were crashing
through the thickets. If he caught
me, I was done. Dead and done, the
one thing a guy never wants to be,
that you’ll fight against with your
last breath. I crawled frantically
through a clump of bushes and rolled
headlong into a narrow gully cov-
ered by twigs and low-hanging
branches.
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Lemaire reached the spot I had
just abandoned and started beating
around. He was cursing. He flailed
the bushes, calling:

“Hey, Krehm, hey, Krehm.”

My groping fingers found a rock
and closed over it. That was really
a laugh. A rock against a gun. The
whip of muscle against the explosion
of powder. A wounded man against
a sound one.

HE slug in my thigh was burn-

ing like all the fires in hell. And
all I could do was lie there and wait
for him to find me. I bore down hard
on my back teeth. Then I thought of
something. It was older than Genesis,
but it might work. Anything now was
worth a try.

I pitched the rock over his head,
as far as I could from a prone
position, and heard it fall thumpingly.
He fired twice in rapid succession
at the noise. Then he listened. Silence.
He laughed triumphantly and moved
off where he thought he’d hit me.

This was my chance. I pushed up-
right clenching my jaws against the
pain, and dragged limpingly back to-
ward the car. Lemaire heard me.
Almost immediately he emitted a
shout and doubled back.

I got there first. I scrambled be-
hind the wheel and reached for the
ignition, but the key was gone. I
saw him break out of the woods,
driving hard. I began to tumble out
of the door at the other side when
my foot kicked something on the
floor. I reached down and grabbed
it. It was my revolver that he'd
dropped there.

I floundered out and reached over
the front fender and squeezed two
shots at him. He ducked behind a
tree and answered with a shot of
his own, the bullet biting viciously
into the hood.

I felt weak. The blood was com-
ing out of my thigh in spurts. He
knew that he had winged me be-
cause he had seen me fall in the
clearing just before I rolled out of
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sight. He had to finish the job. He
had staked everything on it, includ-
ing his life.

There I was, crippled, with an in-
accurate and badly made foreign re-
volver. Against a desperately deter-
mined man, sound of limb, and armed
with a fine heavy weapon. That was
the situation. He was worming his
way along the ground, hugging the
shadows, coming closer.

I fired another shot. He answered
that one with a harsh laugh. It was
no use trusting the Spanish again
until I had him at point-blank range.
There was only one shell left.

Now he was only a few feet away,
almost on the other side of the car.

The night was hot and still. A
cricket chirped, and a twig cracked
under Lemaire’s weight. And then he
said it:

“Hades,” he called softly. “Come
on out, Christopher Hades.”

So he knew. He knew who I was.
He had known all the time. All the
changes they had made in my face
after that mine blew up practically
under my feet, hadn’t fooled him.

“How did you guess?’ I asked
heavily.

“Your right eye,” he said. “That
was what gave you away. That was
the tip-off. The cornea is almost
square and I remembered hearing
that you’d had a transplant after a
steel sliver flew into your eye and
injured it. I wasn’t sure, of course,
but finding you at the house, and
using my imagination, I decided to
play it safe.”

I said: “You intended killing me
all along.”

“Why not? You had been reported
missing in action, and your sudden
reincarnation did not suit my plans.
I’'m rather curious, Hades, what hap-
pened to you?”

He was not moving now. He was
behind the last available tree.

“lI was taken prisoner,” I said,
“and after the liberation, when it was
all over, I got caught in the explosion
of a land mine, I was in a hospital

for almost two years, suffering from
amnesia and being patched up. When
I finally wrote to my wife, the letters
came back marked address un-
known.”

“Yes,” he said. “She went away
when you were reported missing in
action.”

“But you found her. You traced
her.”

“I did, Hades. I certainly did.
After your uncle died, I went look-
ing for her. It was quite a job, but
it was worth it. I found her in Chi-
cago, and since you had never even
mentioned your uncle, she was nat-
urally quite surprised to learn that
she was about to inherit a fortune.”

HERE was a dry ache inside me

—and a kind of emptiness. “A
fortune,” I said bitterly, “that you
never intended her to get.”

“Quite true, my friend. She was
too young and too inexperienced to
appreciate that kind of money.”

“So you got this brunette to take
her place, to masquerade as my
widow, intending to split the take
between you.”

“You guessed it,” he said care-
lessly, “for all the good it will do
you.” He paused. “Tell me, Hades,
how come the army never communi-
cated with your uncle?”

“Because they didn’t know about
him. I never mentioned him in my
army records.” I was down low,
creeping toward the front of the car
where a slanting moonbeam gave me
some light. I said, “As a matter of
fact, I hardly thought of him, until
a few days ago when I read an item
in a newspaper about a New York
syndicate buying the Hades plant
from a -Mrs. Christopher Hades.
That’s what brought me here, posing
as a stranger, to check on it.”

My fingers were busy with the gun
while I spoke. I broke open the
cylinder and pried the last live bul-
let out of its chamber and held it
in my left hand.

“And that’s why I sneaked up to



her room,” I continued, “locking for
that jade necklace I had given her
before I went away, and that she
must have told you about. I was
looking for other things, too, to see
if everything was on the level.”

Lemaire laughed again. “Exactly
as I figured it,” he said. “I’'m rather
proud of myself, Hades. That’s why
I pulled this stunt, certain that you’d
play along with me if only to see
what I was up to. I intended it to
look like a simple holdup. I was go-
ing to tell them that I shot you after
you killed the girl. They’d believe
it after I put your gun back in your
hand and removed any identifying
papers you had. As I said, the sheriff
here isn’t very bright, and I prac-
tically run this town.”

“But why kill the brunette?” I
asked.

“Because, my friend, we were
secretly married last week, and with
her out of the way I'd be able to
pocket the entire loot myself. A neat
scheme. wouldn’t you say?”

“And my wife, where is she?” I
asked, though I guess I already knew
what his answer would be, since he
had taken the jade necklace away
from her. :

“In Wisconsin,” he returned in-
differently. “Lying in the old well of
an old deserted farmhouse.”

I sobbed a curse at him and lifted
the Spanish over the hood. Then I
pulled the trigger and kept on pull-
ing it though it produced nothing but
sharp empty clicks.

~ “You're stopped,” Lemaire called
gloatingly. He stepped out from be-
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hind the tree and put his head back
and laughed. “You can’t run away,
and your gun is empty. You’re licked,
Hades. You’re finished.”

My fingers broke the cylinder and
shoved the last live bullet into the
chamber to come up under the firing
pin.

He took two steps to stand oppo-
site me on the other side of the hood.

“Get up, Hades,” he said. “Stand
like a man and take it.”

I stood up, and I knew that my
face was only a parody of a face.
twisted all out of shape. I pointed
the Spanish at his cold inhuman
grin and shot him in the teeth, and I
saw the blood burst out of his mouth
and his chin dissolve in glistening
crimson. His big torso swayed clum-
sily, like a drunk, and then he fell
heavily against the side of the car
and went thumping to the ground.

I felt gutted. I sagged against the
fender and hung there, weak and
sick and empty. I dropped the Span-
ish and sucked in a long scraping
breath.

Whatever else I felt, remorse and
pity were not among my emotions.

The scheme had started with death
and it had to end that way—with
death. I Jifted the girl out of the car
and placed her beside Lemaire. They
made a ghastly couple in the moon-
light. Then I bent down over Lemaire,
and one of his pockets yielded the
ignition key.

I climbed hehind the wheel of his
car, kicked the engine into life,
backed out onto the road, and headed
back toward Hades.




The Belle Told

“Dizzy Duo’’ Yarn

By Joe Archibald

E AND Snooty Piper come
M home one night from a trying
day’s work at the Boston
Evening Star and find our landlady
waiting in the hall. Mrs. Fragnagle
says she is sorry but our rent will be
three dollars more every week for
each of us, beginning as of now.
“You should be sittin’ on a horse an’
wearin’ a mask and holdin’ two horse
pistols,” Snooty protests. “We won’t
pay it and will see the mayor.”
“If he’s got an extra room, go
ahead,” the old babe says. “I have got
eleven applications since an hour ago
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Snooty and Scoop, those Beantown newshounds, scented

something strange about that landlady’s rub-out. But before

they could nose out the culprit’s trail, their old menace,
Iron Jaw, put the bite on them.

b

"

for your room. And more coming.”

“And I bet each one has a dozen
legs,” Snooty sniffs. ‘“This flea trap
has enough wild life in it already. We
have to sleep crosswise of the bed, as
it is listed to port, and the wall paper
is peelin’ like a doll who has spent
three weeks on Revere Beach. Of all
the lousy dumps—"

I step on Snooty’s foot and thrust
him aside. “We’ll be glad to pay, Mrs.
Fragnagle,” 1 says sweetly. ‘“We
wouldn’t think of goin’ no place else.”

“You're tellin’ me?”

“Come on, Snooty,” I hiss at him,



and pull him up the stairs quickly.

“It is a disgrace, Scoop, man’s in-
humanity to man,” Snooty Piper says
when we get to our hall room. “Noth-
in’ good is comin’ of the extortion
goin’ around. It could lead to mur-
der, an’ I feel halfway to the hot squat
right nmow. Mrs. Pragnagle has
asthma, an’ they say if one gits a good
whiff of ammonia when they have it,
it means a new obit in the journals.”

“Git hold of yourself,” I snap at
Snooty.

“Huh, why am I actin’ up like this,
Scoop? Life can be beautiful,” the
erackpot says. ““‘Here I almost forgot
I had a date tonight with a mouse who
works in a beauty saloon. Isolde Mec-
Gah. An’ she says if I got a friend she
has, too.”

“Here we go ag’in,” I sigh, and
look disconsolately about the room.
“Snooty, tonight I am game for any-
thin’.”

We meet the dolls in the grog shop
of the Avery. I have had two beers,
but wish it had been twice that many
zombies. Snooty’s babe is not bad
when you look straight at her, but her
profile is something else again, She
has too much nose and not enough
chin. There is enough red goo on her
kisser to paint a birdhouse. But the
mouse I am supposed to convoy—she
has flat-heeled shoes and wears a pair
of cheaters with tortoise-shell rims,
and she wears a Sunday school attend-
ance button. Her name is Priscilla.

“What’ll we do?” Isolde chirps after
a healthy snort.

“My plans are quite complete,”
Priscilla says, after draining a hefty
glass of root beer. “I have tickets to
a lecture where a Harvard professor
i8 to talk about the anatomical struc-
ture of the praying mantis and its
nocturnal habits. I know Mr. Binney
will love it. He seems to be the intel-
lectual type.”

I am trapped. I clutch at my throat
and gasp for breath. “S-Snooty, quick
—the digitalis. It is my ticker again.
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Oh-h-h, I've overdone ag’in. Snooty
=

“Wait here,” Snooty Piper says to
the mice, “Scoop, I'll have a stiff on
my hands yet.” He leads me to a drug-
store. “Awright, scram, Scoop. I don’t
blame you this time.”

I run up Tremont and duck into the
Greek’s, near Scollay Square. Nick’s
eyes pop. “Now what does it happen,
Binney, hah ?”? he asks.

“I met Priscilla. Is John Alden’s
credit good here %I pant.

FTER some nerve stimulant I

trudge to a movie, and after that
I go back to Mrs. Fragnagle’s and hit
the sack. Snooty comes in around two
A. M. and wakes me up.

“You look like you got hit with a
pail of red lead,” I sniff.

“She was quite a smoocher,”
Snooty says, and wipes off his pan.
“Why do they go for me, Seoop?”’

Sometimes you do not bother to
answer Snooty Piper.

It is just seven in the A. M. when
there comes a lusty hammering at our
door. I shake the cobwebs out of my
noggin and get up and slip on my robe
and stagger to the shaking portal.
The landlady says Snooty is wanted
on the phone.

“Tll take it,” I mumble. “By the
time he is conscious, you will be
equipped with radar.”

I hello the citizen on the other end
and right away a very excited voice
yelps, “Piper, this is Willie Repp.
Now look, I said I'd give you some-
thin’ for coverin’ that fire for me the
night I got boiled. There is a murder
out here—a cop called me into this
house on Commonwealth as I was
passin’ by. Number 1476-12, Snooty.
I bet I ain’t a legman much longer
after this. See you there, Snooty.”

“Thanks,” I says. I hang up and
run back upstairs. “It is murder,
Snooty! Get up!”

The erackpot leaves the sack like a
carnival character leaving a cannon.
“Where?’ he yips, and grabs his
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pants at the same time.

Twenty minutes later we leave a
cab in front of a rooming house on
Commonwealth, and there is a police
jalopy already at the curb and helping
get pulled clear of it by two husky gees
is Iron Jaw O’Shaughnessy.

“Wait, I'll get a tow car,” Snooty
calls out. “The city should provide a
bus for that big slob!”

Iron Jaw is on the payroll the tax-
payers have to ante up, as a detective,
although he could not trace a drawing
made by a six-year-old. If he fell into
a blast furnace, he would have to look
around for quite some time to see what
was burning. Right now he really is
burning, and he stands and slays
Snooty with the dirtiest look I ever
saw, including ones I’ve seen in coal
mines.

“You! How in the aitch you get
wise to this one? I'm beginnin’ to
think—"’

“Anythin’ I will believe but that,”
Snooty cracks. “How did I know ? The
wind was just right. Why, hello, Wil-
lie! A fine bad-weather friend you are.
Was holdin’ out on me, huh? Awright
for you—"

“He called me, Snooty,” I says. “I
just didn’t have the time to tell you.
Let’s go in, shall we?”

Iron Jaw tries to exclude us, but
Snooty reminds him of a big war that
was fought to preserve the four free-
doms and says he will report the out-
rage to the UN and all veterans’ or-
ganizations, so the big mental short-
age relents.

The victim is reclining in a back
parlor on the ground floor, and she is
an old doll named Deborah Flabish. A
cop says an early riser named Keech
found the remains when he knocked
on her door to pay her some scratch.
The door swung in and he got a gan-
der at her.

“I said it would happen to a land-
lady someday,” Snooty says, and rubs
the palms of his hands together.

“Have a little respect for the de-
parted,” I sniff,
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“Do landlords when they evict citi-
zens?”’

“Now everybody git out of my
way,” Iron Jaw trumpets. “I want lots
of room to work in.”

“Better ask the rates first,” Snooty
keeps needling.

HE roomer named Keech is still

sitting on a chair out in the hall.
He is a timid-looking character who
looks like he’d been born poring over
a ledger, and he keeps clacking his
store teeth. Iron Jaw yells for him
to come in.

“It didn’t kill her!” Keech squeaks.

“Now where have I heard that be-
fore?” Iron Jaw sneers. “Why was
you up so early?”

“l work in a produce market,”
Keech says. “I start in at eight. I—"

A fat citizen arrives, carrying a
black bag, and he is not there to read
the gas meter, but to see how long De-
borah’s ticker has ceased to function.
He examines the cadaver and then
looks up at the cops. “Been dead at
least seven hours. Hit on the head by
a blunt instrument. Rigor mortis al-
ready’s set in. Okay, O’Shaughnessy,
you can have her.” He snaps his bag
shut. :

“Okay, take some pitchers, boys!”
Iron Jaw orders like he was a flatfoot
in a B movie. “Dust everythin’ for
prints and look for the murder
weapon.”

“Can I go?” Keech asks humbly.

“Yeah,” Iron Jaw roars. “But don’t
you leave town!”

We look at what is left of Deborah
Flabish. She was not a bad-looking
tomato for her age, and it is apparent
that she recently had a fashionable
hair-do.

“Was all dressed up like she was
goin’ out or expected a visitor,”
Snooty observes,

Iron Jaw and the cops go through
everything in the room like flour going
through a sieve, and one flatfoot
howls suddenly, “The drawers of this
desk have been ransacked. It was rob-
bery!”



Then another gendarme comes up
with a foot-high cast-iron model of the
Empire State Building in New York.
“Found it behind this wastebasket,
O'Shaughnessy. It could of killed her.”

“I would hate to of got hit by the
Empire State Buildin’ myself,”
Snooty sniffs. “Now we're gettin’
somewhere. Of course the assassin’s
prints are on it.” 4

“Handle that careful!” Iron Jaw
yelps. He rushes at the cop holding
the souvenir and grazes Snooty Piper,
and that is like Snooty was side-
swiped by a B-29. The crackpot lands
on his face and skids into a corner
and whangs his pate against a base-
board. He stays there for a while.

“It was robbery an’ no mistake,”
Iron Jaw yips. “Wa’n’t done by no
perfessional killer as he would of
never left the weapon. This killer was
the nervous type, suffered remorse
from his awful crime, an’ his only
thought was to git away from the
scene of the er—”’

“Yeah, an’ her handbag was open
an’ the stuff in it all mixed up,” a cop
says.

Snooty gets to his hands and knees.
“I was just standin’ there, mindin’ my
own business,” he raves. “The movin’
van must of had two wheels up on the
curb an’—"

Iron Jaw looks at Snooty and
laughs. I rush over to my pal when he
falls prone once more. “It’s awright,
Scoop,” he whispers as I bend over
him. “I am only playin’ possum.”

“You can tell the boys out there
they can remove the corpse,” Iron Jaw
says. “Soon as we git prints off the
souvenir, we’ll check up on every ten-
ant in this joint.”

HEN they have taken Deborah
Flabish to the edifice of no re-
turn, Snooty gets to his feet and
massages his skull. All but one gen-
darme evacuates the rooming house,
and he says, “If you lugs have took
all your notes, beat it!”
We do. A few minutes later we are
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in the Greek’s and discussing Mrs.
labish’s demise, pro and con.

“Some citizen’s way back in his
rent,” I offer. “What better place to
get the moola than off the old doll,
Snooty.”

“That is too pat,” Snooty mutters.
“That is the first thing anybody would
think of. Ha, imagine the guilty char-
acter leaving prints behind. Iron jaw
should write his memories and call
them Gullible’s Travels. Ha-a-ah!”

“Nobody can be wrong all the time,”
I asserts.

“Iron Jaw has for many years, and
he only has about thirty or forty left,”
Snooty counters. “As long as he
dodges atomic bombs, he could stay
on forever.”

“We’ll find out in a couple of hours,”
I says. “Nobody can be as lucky as you
all the time, neither.”

We arrive at headquarters an hour
before lunchtime and loiter outside
the police lab, and soon who comes
out with a lab technician but Iron
Jaw. The monstrosity is grinning like
Gargantua sitting in a freight car full
of bananas.

“Well,” he says, espying us, “you
will be the first to know! There was
some nice prints on the model of the
Empire State, Piper! They wasn’t
made by the old babe as we checked to
make sure. I am even invitin’ you to
sit in when we brief all the roomers
in that joint.”

Snooty looks at me. “He just can’t
be right, Scoop.”

At eight o’clock that night we are
once more in the back parlor of the late
Deborah Flabish’s rooming house.
Every tenant is accounted for, and
they file in one by one, and get their
prints taken. This goes on until a little
babe of about sixty years, trying to
look half that age and getting no-
where, drops a present right in Iron
Jaw’s lap.

“There was one person threatened
Mrs. Flabish,” the tenant says. “I
heard him do it. I come down to pay
my rent about a week ago an’ waited
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outside. She had a nice big room on
the second floor front vacant, an’ this
man wanted it, only Mrs. Flabish
wouldn’t let him have it an’ the dog he
had with him, too. He carried on some-
thin’ awful, an’ you know how desper-
ate people are who are without a roof
these days!

“Why, he said he had a good mind
to kill her, an’ poor Mrs. Flabish
screamed. Then the man come runnin’
out. He was of medium height and
wore a dark double-breasted suit, is
all I remember. Oh, wait, Mrs. Flabish
showed nie a card he left on her table.
It must be around somewheres.”

The cops find a little basket half
filled with cards. “Just case the ones
on top,” Iron Jaw says.

“I would remember the name,”’ the
little babe says, “if I heard it. Mrs.
Flabish told me about him an’—”

Ircn Jaw reels off some names. “J.
Roy Smeary ... Alfred S. Schneck...
Vernon F, Wattleby . . . Miss Chloe
Younce...Egerton Dinsmore Feditch
... Roland B. Spurge. Miss Iola—"

The tenant yelps, “That was it.
Reland Spurge!”

“H'm-m,” Iron Jaw reflects, then
ogles the card. “Says here he is presi-
dent of the Spurge Automatic Zipper
Company, South Boston. Go get him
boys! This is some detective work, if
yvou ask me.”

“Nobody did,” Snooty scoffs.

“Don’t be a poor loser,” I throw at
him,

“Everybody herecango,” O’Shaugh-
nessy says, puffing up like a pigeon
loaded with poisoned oats. Only
don’t none of you leave this house,
see?”

Iron Jaw’s mood at the moment is
quite as expansive as his bulk, “You
can go along to headquarters with me,
Piper. You too, Binney.”

E DO. We wait there for about
an hour, and then two big flat-
feet arrive with Roland Spurge in
between them. Roland is quite indig-
nant until they get his prints and

match them with the smears they took
off the miniature Empire State Build-
ing. They were made by one and the
same citizen, Roland Spurge.

“There’s your murderer!” Iron Jaw
says to the D. A.

“I can explain,” Spurge sputters.
“I admit threatening the old bag. She
refuses to let me have a roof over my
head because I own a great Dane. You
would think a dog wa’n’t man’s best
friend. Yeah, I got a temper. I picked
up that thing you got the prints off,
but changed my mind quick an’ tossed
it away. Then I scrammed.”

“Who has been sleepin’ in my bed,
says the middle-sized bear,” Iron Jaw
jeers in an affected voice. “Awright
let’s stop kiddin’, Spurge. Where was
you at the time Deborah Flabish was
rubbed out, between the hours of
eleven P.M. and one A.M.?”

I was —er— it is none of your
business!” Roland Spurge yips.

“Okay,” Iron Jaw says triumph-
antly. “Lock him up, boys. What he
says will be used against him. We got
the motive. We got the murder
weapon with this punk’s prints on it.
It is just as good as havin’ the corpse
brought back so’s she could talk. How
am I doin’, Piper?”

Snooty shakes his head. “No com-
ment. I am astounded, Iron Jaw.”

“Nobody can say I ain’t a sport,” I
says and offer Iron Jaw my hand,
which was a mistake. Feeling comes
back into the flipper by the time we
reach the city room of Mr. Guppy's
Evening Star. Snooty sits down and
bangs out the story thus far, and I
look over his shoulder and see where
he has labeled the rub-out: The Call-
ing Card Murder Case.

“I still say he didn’t do it, Scoop,”
he says. “My heart isn’t in this stint.”

Dogface Woolsey, the city editor,
sneaks up behind us. “Neither is your
brains, Piper. That’s the lousiest
lead I ever saw. ‘Refusing sanctuary
to a man and his faithful dog, Mrs.
Deborah Flabish paid with her life
late last night. The alleged slayer, Ro-



land Spurge, was apprehended short-
ly before noon today and held for the
grand jury. It was in the cards-that
he should not go free for the heinous
erime—""

“1 better finish it,” I says. “You
are not yourself, Snooty.”

“The trouble is he is,” Dogface
snaps. “I want that copy in just
three minutes, Binney.”

“I have something to do at a drug-
store,”” Snooty says. ‘“See you later,
Scoop.”

“There is nothin’ I ean do about
it,” I retort.

That night in our room I suddenly
think of something, “Snooty, what
did you mean yesterday when you
said you was playin’ possum?”’

“Huh? Oh, I just found somethin’
on the floor when Iron Jaw knoclked
me there, Scoop. It could be some-
thin’ or nothin’.”

“That makes it clear to me,
Snooty,” I snap at him.

“It will be developed by ten in the
mornin’, Scoop. I wish you didn’t
have such a negative personality.”

ATURALLY I go to the drug-

store on Portland Street with
Snooty at ten AM. A clerk hands
Snooty a yellow envelope and collects
thirty-five cents and then we go to
the Greek’s. After a beer, Snooty
takes two small prints from the en-
velope and peers at them closely. He
gasps and clutches at his throat. His
eyes bug out as if his thyroid had
suddenly become superactive.

“It ean’t be. I'm imaginin’ things,
Scoop.”

“How can I tell if you don’t show
me?’ 1 says irritably.

He tosses the prints my way. The
paper of both is mostly white. There
i8 part of a photograph on each. It
is a dame, and even to me she looks
too familiar. I could swear that it
was a profile of Isolde McGah.

“Snooty, it looks just like—"

“It is her, Scoop,” the crackpot
e¢hokes out. “I found a piece of a
negative on the floor near the base-
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board. 1 wondered why it wasn’t a
whole one so sneaked it into my
pocket. What was a thing like that
doin’ in that roomin’ house? Is she a
relation of the late Mrs. Flabish ? This
is fantastic!”

“I wonder,” I sigh. “Don’t forget
you found it.”

“Yeah. That back parler never got
cleaned ‘00 often, Scoop. 1 guess you
noticed, too. So if the model of the
Empire State got tossed behind that
basket, there is no sayin’ what day
it was done, huh?”’

I take a more complete gand<r ut
the fraction of a snapshot. Part of
Isolde’s shoulders show and looks like
she wore a negligee. There is some-
thing close to her kisser that could be
the reproduction of a man’s ear. I
mention all that to Snooty Piper.

“Yeah, it looks like somebody got
snapped with her, Scoop,” Snooty
bridles. “The two-timer! Well, we
will go and call on that babe and
make her sing.” He drains his beer
glass, then hops to the Greek’s phone
booth. He calls the dame.

When he comes back, he says Isolde
can’t see him until around ten o’clock
that night. She has three permanents
and a henna pack to take care of be-
tween that hour and dinnertime.

“She lives at an apartment hotel
on Newbury Street, Scoop. Do beau-
ticianists make that kind of seratch?”

When we eat lunch sometime later
in a grab-as-you-go beanery on School
Street, we peruse the journals. We
find that Roland Purge remains ada-
mant as far as giving an alibi is con-
cerned, even if he has one. Iron Jaw
comes in for some praise on the
editorial page of a tabloid, and on
the photo page they use up four
columns showing the readers a hali-
tone of what he looks like. Ever then
all of Iron Jaw doesn’t show.

“I think we’re bein’ silly,” I says.
“Spurge did it. Isolde could have a
double as everybody has accordin’
to_!’

“There are not two schnozzes lile
hers in all the world, Scoop,” Sncoty
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insists, and I feel inclined to believe
him. “Huh, I think I know where the
connection might be.”

He goes to the booth near the
cashier’s cage and riffles the pages
of the directory. He finally drops a
nickel. He comes back five minutes
later in a sweat.

“I called that beauty parlor ag’in,
and got Madam LeFleur, the pro-
prietor, Scoop. I ast her was De-
borah Flabish a client, an’ she said
she was. Catch on?”

“Then the babe knew the old doll,”
I says.

“Scoop, I can’t wait.”

T EXACTLY ten P.M. we ring

the dame’s bell, and she opens

the door and lets us in. She wears a

very alluring house coat which ex-

hibits more curves than you’ll see of

an afternoon in Fenway Park when

Joe Dobson is pitching. She has per-

fume on that never came in big bot-
tles, and she has drinks ready.

“This is a wonderful surprise,
Snooty,” she says and waves us to a
divan.

“Quite a snuggery here,” Snooty
exclaims and accepts a Martini. “I
wish this was all the way a social
call, sugar.”

Isolde lifts a clipped eyebrow.
“What else could it be?”

“You better take another belt,”
Snooty advises, and Isolde needs very
little coaxing.

“You heard about an old babe
named Flabish gettin’ the permanent,
huh?”’ Snooty asks Isolde.

“Of course. I read the papers. They
have picked up the guilty man.”

“Maybe,” Snooty says. He pro-.

duces the reproductions of the frag-
ments of a negative and hands them
to the babe.

She looks at them quick, bats both
eyes, and steadies herself with the
back of a chair. “Where did you get
that?”’

“On the floor in the Flabish pueblo,
sugar.” Snooty says. “You knew that

old dame. Why would I find a piece
of a photo negative there?”

Isolde pours one out of a bottle and
takes it neat. Then she gapes at
Snooty Piper. Suddenly she snaps
her fingers. “Well, I'm a monkey’s
niece!” she says. “Have I been a
dumb broad!”

She goes into her boudoir, and we
hear her rummaging around. A draw
bangs shut, and oul she comes. She
has a snapshot about four by three
and hands it to Snooty. He looks at
it like a starving Greek would at a
club sandwich with olives on the side.
He can’t believe it, so I lean over to
see if I can. Brother!

It is a picture of Isolde in a loung-
ing wrapper, and she is sitting on a
middle-aged citizen’s lap and seems to
be promoting at least a diamond
tiara. The goggle-eyed male’s fea-
tures are very plain.

“One day Mrs. Flabish calls me to
her house to do a job on her,” Isolde
starts in. “She makes me a propo-
sition, Snooty. There is five C notes
in it. It seems her rooming house had
a mortgage on it a derrick couldn’t
lift. Only the big boy you see there.
She was way back on her interest and
this guy, Smew, got a court order of
some kind that let him grab the rents
here.

“So the old doll hit on an idea to
save her happy home, and that was
for me to vamp the villain whea she
sent him to me personally to pick up
the rent for a room I would oniy ase
for one night. It was a cinch. I turned
on the woo, and he fell like a ton of
bricks. The old babe got her a picture
of the smooch.”

“Blackmail!” Snooty yips.

“Sure. A couple of weeks after 1
said to myself, why don’t I get some
of that sucker’s gold, too?’ Isolde
goes on. “So I go over to Mrs. Flab-
ish’s and demand one of the snaps.
She gets a negative and is about to
hand it to me when she changes her
mind. I make a grab and only get a
piece of it, and then I hear somebody
coming so I take a powder. I toss the



piece of negative away as I don’t see
what good it is. Snooty, you think
that Smew—"

“Who else?” Snooty says while I
remain atomized. “He can’t grab the
Flabish joint with that frame hang-
ing over his dome. Most likely he is
happily married an’ got weak just
once, and has a wife who wouldn’t
even read a magazine with ‘a man of
distinction’ ad in it.”

“] sure have been dumb,” Isolde
says ruefully. “Why, I could have
even blackmailed that old babe. Sure,
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dame. Nobody is goin’ to prove it on
me. I says to myself, that trick that
helped frame me might have a pic-
ture, and I better make sure I cov-
ered up all around. Who are these
bimbos ?”’

“We are newspapermen,” 1 says,
trying to keep my knees from knock-
ing out a tune. “We are just here on
a social call an’™—"

“Nuts,” Smew snarls. “Back up
against the wall. Babe, hand over
that picture you showed these guys.
The cops have got a candidate for

Smew knocked her off to get those
prints and the negatives. He—"

HE doorbell rings. Isolde hurries
to get the door and says she

is expectin’ a friend named Heloise.’

When she opens it up, she lets out a
screech that lifts me and Snooty right
off the divan. She backs into the
room as a big character comes in, a
Roscoe in his fist.

“Been outside the door, baby,” he
says icily. “Lucky I come to call. Sure
I could have knocked off that old

_the hot seat, and I aim to see they

stay satisfied with what they got. I
got too much at stake to bungle
things up now. My reputation, an’
the house that used to belong to the
old dame.”

The cheracter is desperate all
right. “You can’t git away with it,”
Snooty says. “We know all about it,
no matter what you do to the doll
here.”

Smew grins like a jackal looking
over the best part of a heap of car-
rion. “Nothin’ will happen only a
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double suicide and murder or vice
versa, lemonhead.” Isolde hands him
the snapshot ‘and then passes out.

“This is the way they’ll figure it,
boys,” the real estate character says.
‘“You two come here an’ fought over
the girl. One knocked her off in a fit
of jealousy, killed her boy friend,
then rubbed out himself. I read it in
a detective story once. Sure, I'm a
desperate man. I am Horace Smew of
the real estate firm of Underhill and
Smew. I am a civic leader in my
community and a vestryman oi the
church. I can’t take chances anybody
is left holding a negative or a finished
snapshot. When I leave, this gun will
be in the hand of one of you two
guys. My prints won’t be on it.”

“You are a fiend,” I gulp.

“No, just an astute business man,
my boy,” Smew says. “Just sit down
because we must wait until one of
those big planes fly over again. They
make a lot of noise, huh?”

“You think of everythin’, don’t
you?’ Snooty says.

“I am a successful business man,
if that is what you mean,” Smew
says, and waves Snooty into a chair.

The dame stirs and gets to her
hands and knees and mumbles like a
prospector caught in the desert with-
out a hat. She looks up at Smew and
is about to cut loose. with a scream
once more, and he points the Roscoe
at her. She swoons an encore.

“Ha,” Smew says. “They got the
murder weapon at headquarters. I
brought my own persuader, gentle-
men, a nice sashweight, and it is now
on the bottom the Charles River.
Cops as dumb as we got should not
worry anybody if he has brains.”

SWEAT ice cubes. I am sure I

hear the faraway sound of a
transport plane. I look at Snooty
Piper beseechingly, but you would
think the gland case was watching a
strip act at the Old Howard. He is
sitting on the edge of the divan next

to the wall, tossing a quarter up and
down in his hand. The coin falls to
the carpet, and Snooty leans over to
pick it up. Then he makes a quick
grab at something else an! yells,
“Duck, Scoop!” as the room plunges
into darkness.

Smew fires. Something tugs at my
ear, but it is not Isolde. The airplane
is closer and making a lot of noise.
I fall over something in the dark, and
Isolde McGah lets out a blood-cur-
dling scream. Smew fires again and
misses me not by much, and his mis-
take was forgetting Snooty. I hear
him grunt with much distress as I
slide headlong into Isolde’s boudoir.

I get quite a lesson in astronomy
when T come to a stop. When my
dome clear, I hear sounds out in the
living room like two water buffaloes
were arguing over riparian rights.
I get to my feet and weave my way
out, a good-sized bottle of bath salts
balanced in my hand.

“Hurry, Binney, he is killin’ him,”
Isolde screeches.

“Who is—to who?”’ 1 says a little
irrationally, then see a target and
let it go. .

Bath salts go all over the place
just as the door bursts open and ad-
mits two big cops and a dozen fright-
ened and outraged tenants. All have
a weapon of some kind. The light
from the hall comes in and plays on
the upright figuxe of Horace Smew
who has the Roscoe in his hand once
more.

“It is not possible!” I chok= out.
“That bottle of stuff weighed ten
pounds if it—"

“You ain’t exaggeratin’, Scoop!”
Snooty says, just as a cop’s billy club
flattens the real estate market. “You
conked me!” He staggers toward me
minus one pant’s leg and his necktie
turned completely ~round and pulled
as tight as it can go around his neck.
His face is turning blue and when I
grab at him, pieces of erockery
come out of his corn-colored locks.

“Awright!” a big cop says when



the lights are turned on. “Somebody
better talk.”

“First let us show you a snapshot,”
Snooty says. “It should be on the
person of that citizen on the canvas.
After that I'll tell you a long-after-
bedtime story which should only hap-
pen on the radio. The culprit there is
Horace Smew, and he knocked off a
roominghouse keeper named Deborah
Flabish.”

The cops.laughed sneeringly. “We
know who done that already ”

“No kiddin’?” Isolde McGah says
and frisks the person of the addled
Horace Smew herself. “Take a squint
at this, Ruster.”

The cop does. ‘“Why, that’s you,”
he says to Isolde. T'sk-tsk.”

“And the party of the second part
is what you crocked with the baby
flagpole,” Isolde yelps. “I onght to
know why Smew knocked off Mrs.
Flabish as I helped her frame the—

what am I sayin’?”’

OT being a habitual criminal,
Mr. Smew does not know all the

angles or the whereabouts of loop- -

holes, and when he is lifted to his feet
he is a very scared realtor and admits
- right away he eased the old dame off.
He is very contrite over it all and
even weeps, but needless to say me
and Snooty Piper are not touched.
After the D.A. has heard all he
neecs to know and a stenog closes up
her book, we go out in the eorridor
where Iron Jaw O’Shaughnessy is
counting his fingers. A negative—I
was 80 positive—Piper has a doll—
she knew Mrs. Flabish an’ Smew
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wanted to foreclose on the Empire
State B—no, I'll start over. The man
had a dog—man’s best fr—”

“T’d leave him be,” Snooty suggests
compassionately. “Look, there is Ro-
land Spurge with his lawyer.”

We hurry after the released sus-
pect. “I—er—beg your pardon, Mr.
Spurge,” Snooty says. “I am only the
gent who saved you from a scorchin’.
Tell me—why didn’t you give ar
alibi if you had one, huh? I'll never
sleep nights ag’in if I don’t find out.”

Spurge scowls. “Awright, but if
you breathe a word, I’'ll hunt you
down an’ kill you slow with a knife.
The tim¢ Mrs. Flabish was murdered,
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