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by
DOLORES HITCHENS

CHAPTER ONE

THE LITTLE MAN with the graying sideburns, the narrow shouldars
and the left-legged limp was a purveyor of female nudity. He kept
an office in the Summit Building, just off ‘Wilshire Boulevard, the
eighty-five hundred block, and the sign on the door said, Mark Bellew,
Theatrical Representative.

His office was divided into two rooms. The outer part, the part he
had arranged for the inspection of the casual visitor, had walls painted
a glacial blue, and there were a couple of couches, blue plastic with
copper legs, and some copper-trimmed tables with movie magazines
spread out on them. On the walls were some framed big pictures
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#of those wohun writers who can write _i'n a powerful ,
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of movie celebrities, and the flattering sentiments inscribed on the
photos, as well as the signatures of the stars, had a remarkable resem-
blance to each other, which was natural since Mr. Bellew had written
them all himself.

If you had never seen the inside office you wouldn’t have known

- what Mr. Bellew's real business was, but once in there, there would

“have been no mistaking it. He had real nudes pasted all over the
- walls and these were signed by the naked ladies pictured therein,
Some had fans resting lightly where they did the most good, and
others were simply turned so that a knee provided protection, and
some were actually dolled up in something as substantial as a gauze
scarf. Fundamentally each was displaying what. she looked like in
her birthday suit, and Mr. Bellew could tell a prospective customer,

without stopping to think about it, just What each lady wanted in
" cash to appear in public therein.

Mr. Bellew’s attitude towards his business was far removed from.
lechery, and his mild gray eyes had never been known to warm up
over an article under discussion, not even an eighteen-year-old red-
head with nipples the size of cherries. He kept regular office hours.
from nine to six. Twice a week he had a part-time secretary. She was_
a blonde woman of about twenty-eight who wore horn-rimmed glasses
and was studying stenography and bookkeepmg three momings a
week. She was a widow with a little girl four years old. In Mr. Bellew’s
office she was helping support herself as well as getting experience.
The correspondence was scant. Most of Bellew’s trade was contracted
for and paid in person—you might say, in a whisper.

In his personal life Mr. Bellew was even more abstemious than in
the office. He never gambled, seldom drank. He lived in an apart-
ment house in Beverly Hills, a very quiet place with a lot of retired
well-to-do people in it. He collected oils, sea pictures. He read books
on Yoga and mental health and diet. He had not for many a year
~ attended the sort of party for which his beautiful nude ladies were
in demand, though occasionally in a nightmare he found himself
present. On Sundays he sometimes went fishing on a barge off Santa
Monica. His wite was dead, he had no children, and so was quite alone.

On a bright morning in June Mr. Bellew drove his two-year-old
Buick into the proper slot in the parking space behind the building.
He got out, locked the car, and entered the building by the rear door.
There were two floors. He climbed the stairs, and in passing the door
next his own he gave it a quick, sharp, thoughttul glance. It was the
office of an insurance adjustor named Edward Warne.

Mr. Bellew unlocked his door and stepped inside, shut the door
behind him and glanced around. Then he picked up the mail, which
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had been dropped through a slot in the door, and went into the inner
room. Here he found a light burning in the copper lamp on his desk.
He stood for a minute trowning at it, then crossed the room and
snapped it off. The Venetian blinds were half-open and the room was
filled with morning sunshine.

He sat down and looked quickly through the mail and at sight of
one letter in a pale green envelope his mouth tightened and his eyes
grew bleak. He put the rest of the mail aside, dropped his hat on
it, and sat with the green envelope between his fingers. He was afraid
to open it. It would be like the others, and his whole day would be
spoiled.

He turned in his chair and poised the letter above the \vaste-basket
and for a long moment it hung there ready to drop. Mr. Bellew was
thinking. He was remembering the day the first green envelope had
come, and of how he hadn’t taken the message very seriously, had
actually thought it might be a very crude joke. Now he knew there
was no joke, and he was scared.

On a sudden atterthought he put the letter on the desk and reached
for the lamp, cupped his hand over the brass shade to gauge its heat.
The lamp must have been on for many hours. The shade was quite hot.

It was possible, he decided, that. the jamitress had left the lamp
burning after she’d dusted the desk the evening before. Possible but
not likely. It was much more probable that the lamp had been
switched on by the same hand which had written his name and
address on the green envelope.

With an uneasy shrug, as if forcing his mind off his problems, he
turned his attention to the rest of the mail. There was a subscription
notice from Variety, a couple of postcards from girls who were work-
ing out of town, a letter from a niece of his in New York, an ad
from a theatrical costumer, and a flyer for a jewelry sale.

One of the postcards was from Candy Carroll. She was a big
brunette who had been very popular at stag-parties, and was now in
Las Vegas doing a strip in one of the gambling club shows. She wrote:
I've worked myself ragged here, Mark, and the heat’s getting me. I
want to come home. Line up something for me. Love —~

Mark Bellew reached for the phone When his dlaled number
answered, he said, “Bellew.”

“Well, hello thele_l boomed a voice.

“You called yesterday about some talent for your party.”

“I sure did, and I want a couple of live ones. You know what T've
got in mind.” . |

Mark Bellew’s gaze went over to the window where the light was
bright.- “Yes, I remember.” There was nothing in his voice, no dis-
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approval, no censure, no touch of lewdness. “It’s rather hard to get
a girl who will do what you want,” he said ca‘refully. “You understand
that, I hope. No reputable dancer would risk it.’

“Ah, hell, I don’t want those damned high-hat floozies. Get me a

live-wire. Get me a good piece of—”
Mr. Bellew broke in hastily. “I have a very attractive girl, tall, black-
haired, splendid figure. She’s in Las Vegas. She'll come back to L.A.

if you make it worth her while and she'll do exactly what you want

her to do.”

“That’s just one, buster.”

Mr. Bellew picked up a pencil and tapped it on his desk, watching
the tip as if it might break off. “I'll see what I can do about finding
another. I might. add, though, that Miss Carroll is a most unusual
gxrl She’s easily worth two of the ordinary kind.” |

“Ha, ha, ha! How about a sample? How about it, huh?”

Mr. Bellew waited, not joining in the laughter. When the laughter
was finished they began to discuss the ‘cost of getting Miss ‘Candy
Carroll to the party in a professional capacity. Pretty soon when Mr.
Bellew began to firm up about the price there were cries .of anguish
trom the other end of the wire. “I'm just the program chairman, god-
dammit! What d’you think were running here, Fort Knox?”

“I won't bring her back from Vegas for less than that,” Bellew said
courteously. “Call me back if you decide you want her.”

“Now wait a minute, don’t go off half—"

Mr. Bellew hung up the phone. |

He sat for some minutes, then got up and walked restlessly around
the office. His left knee was stiff, shortening his step on that side.
When he was tired or worried the limp was more noticeable. When
he was free of care, rested, he was able to control it pretty well.

Finally Bellew opened the inner door, went through the outer office,
locked it be-hmd him, rapped on the door to Warne’s place.

- “Come in,” Warne yelled inside.

Warne’s office had not been partitioned, but remained ‘a single large

room, with walls painted yellow, brown linoleum floor, a desk near
the Wmdows a rank of file-cabinets against the wall.

“Well, well,” said Warne from behind the desk. “How's the traffic
in flesh todayp He was a big man, in his thirties, with a homely and
intelligent face, with clothes that always looked as if he had just
gained weight or lost it. He had a scarred eyebrow, the left one, a
souvenir ot his career as an amateur fighter in college. His tie was
crooked. It hadn’t been much of a tie to start with; Warne was some-
what color-blind. .

Bellew puckered his lips a little. “Your usual tasteless greeting,”
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he reproved Warne, Warne had a stack of forms and letters and an
open folder in front of him. “Are you busy?"

- “Sit down. Sit down and rest your feet,” said Warne, motioning to
a chair. He shuffled the papers together and put them mto the folder.
“I didn’t want to work anyhow I want to look at pictures.”

“I didn’t bring any pictures,” Bellew said. “I came to ask for advice.”
His gray eyes were watching Warne closely. “You do investigations
now and then, don’t you, EdP Sort of detective work, in a way?”
- Warne looked surprised. “That’s right. I'm also a kind of private
eye, but only once in a while and only on insurance business.”

“I need some investigating done,” Bellew said.

Warne began shaking his head.

“I'm not askmg as a favor. For nothing. Im willing and able to
pay for your time.” Bellew tapped his breast pocket where his wallet
lay. “This is important to me. I'm in a squeeze. It’s getting so I dread
to come down to the ofhice, dread to begin the day.” He licked his
lips, still staring at Warne. “I need help. I need professional advice
~and investigation. I can't go to just anybody, a stranger, a name I pick
out of a phone book. I want a friend.”

Warne’s eyes were a bright blue, direct, searching. “You do seem
a little frayed around the edges,” he said. “You look as if you'd sprung
a spmtual leak. What goes on, anyway?

“Someone’s writing me dirty letters,” Bellew said qmetly

Warne’s heavy eyebrows went up. “Can you quote?”

Bellew shook his head. “First of all I'd better fill in some of the
background,” he decided. He seemed suddenly more nervous, less sure
of himself. He moved about on the chair, jerked at the crease in his
pants’ leg, moistened his lips again. “I guess I'll say, to begin with,
that I used to be quite a bit different from what I am now. In the way
I thought, and in my moral attitude—" He spread his hands, then
clenched them. “I was married. My wife and I were disagreeing most
~ of the time. She didn’t like the business I was in. I'd had a legitimate
actors” agency, and then I'd gradually begun to specialize on strippers
and party girls. I can see now, what she must have figured. Frankly,
what she suspected did go on . . . now and then.”

“T'll bet you were a heller,” Warne agreed. Then he added: “How
long ago was this?” *

“More than twenty years, Bellew answered.

Warne rubbed the side of his nose. “No fire burns forever, huh?” .

“Quite right. Remember this, though—I wasn’t guilty of the thing
that happened to Janie Gordon.” His mouth appeared to twist over
the name as if at an old, familiar, bitter flavor. “Not the first thing,
the thing at the party. Nor the last thing—the final act.” He seemed
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suddenly more stooped, grayer. Warne could see a trost ot perspira-
tion en his lips. “Well, to begin at the beginning, about the girl. Janie
Gordon came to my office and asked for a party date. She said she was
broadminded, wanted to make some quick money. I set her up for

- dlodge smoker.”

Warne was frowning. “What did you know about her?”

“Just what I could see. To me she looked about twenty-two. I
believe that was the age she put down on the form. She was slim, -
medium height. Curly brown hair, cut short. Well developed. Pretty
tace.”

“What happened to her?”

Bellew shaok his head. “U'm damned if I know—even at this late
date. I attended the smoker. I had five girls, they danced . . . well,
- they skipped around in the altogether and 1 don't think anyone noticed
whether they kept step or not. You know.”

Warne nodded.

“As far as I knew, the girls lett when the smoker was over. They’ d
dressed atter their dance come out to drink with the fellows. That’s
what the program chairmén wanted, and that’s what they did.”

“Except Janie Gordon,” Warne surmised dryly.

“No, she was there, dressed, having a drink with some ot the lodge
members. It was later, when the others had gone--these three boys
were supposed to have dragged her into a back room and kept her
there the rest of the night.” Bellew cleared his throat. “They were
rough and drunk. They beat her up. They raped her.” |

Warne said, “My God, .don’t you chaperone ‘your girls, get them
out of those affairs okay? |

“Since Janie Gordon,” Bellew said bitterly, “I've never handled a
girl who needed looking after. My girls are vetcrans.. They all know
how to handle themselves.”

“Well . . . go on about this other affair.”

“This was told to me later by Mr. Gordon. He said Janie came home
—they thought she’d been out dancing with friends—she came home
and said she was sick and stayed in bed for almost a week. On the
next Sunday, as they were getting ready tor church, her parents, I
mean, Janie dressed herself up and they thought she was going to
church with them. Instead she had them sit down in the living room,
and she told them the story of what had happened  at the smoker.
It had been her first professional engagement. She’d been. studying at
a little tap-dancing school in Hollywood and needed money for tuition,
and had gone to my office on a tip from an acquaintance.

“After she told her parents of the beating.and the rape, showed
the bruises on her legs and thighs that she’d kept covered by the
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bedding, she said she was going downtown. Sunday, but that's where
she went. She found. an office building open and jumped out of the
highest window in it.”

- Warne didn’t say anything. He moved an eraser on the desk, drop-
ping it on the folder full of papers and picking it up again.

Bellew said, “I sold my business and gave the money I realized to
the Gordons. They were old people—old to be Janie’s parents. She
was just seventeen by the way. A big girl for her age—they said she
dlways had been.” .

“How did the Gordons take it?”

“They seemed stunned. I don't think they blamed me, particularly.
I wanted them to go to the police over it and they wouldn’t. The cops
couldnt bring Janie back. I said the men involved needed a lesson
but they were positive the Lord would take care of that end of it.
Vengeance is mine. . . . I guess they were great Bible readers.”

“There wasn’t any stink,” Wame surmised.

“No, no publicity whatever. The girl's suicide was laid to her
imaginary difficulties in learning to dance. Some such crap.”

Warne thought about it for a couple of minutes. “When did you
go back to peddling nudes?”

- “In about a year. Hell, I didnt know any trade, the only contacts

I had were in this line. I-had to make a living. My life at home had
straightened out. I'd quit all the helling around and my wife had
forgiven me what I'd done before. She trusted me, too. When 1 set
up the new agency she never let out a peep. We were pretty broke
by then. I guess she saw I just wanted to make a living.”

Warne said, “And what else . . . before the letters started com-
ing in?”

“Not a damned thing. Not for more than twenty years.”

“Tell me about them.”

“I got the first one a couple of months ago It started out—they all
do—with a string of nasty names. For me.” He tapped his chest with
a finger tip. “Then at the end, the last sentence, there was this: When
it happens again like it did to Janie Gordon, watch out!” He made a
sudden nervous, distracted gesture. “The thing that's gradually
chewed into me, got me rattled is the assurance it will happen again!
There'll be another girl like Janie Gordon, and I'll be blamed and
I'll get what I deserve for making it happen to her!” His voice had
hoarsened. His hands were trembling. “And I don’t see . . . I just
don’t understand how it could happen again. To me. Wlth ‘the guls
I have now.”

Warmne felt an oppressive sense of danger. Bellew was actually on
the ragged edge of pamc He hadn’t been lying when he said he
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needed help and advice. He needed both of them, bad.

CHAPTER TWO

e

“OF COURSE You KNOW what you ought to do,” Warne said. “I dont
have to spell it out for you, the sensible thing—going to the postoffice

agents.”

Bellew shook his head after a moment’s consideration. “That would
involve telling all this story again, all the affair concerning Janie
Gordon. I have no intention of going to cops of any kind what-
soever. If you won’t help me, I'll look up a private 'detective,” "'

Warne said, “There may not be much he can do He won't have-

the resources of the postoffice agents or the cops.”
Bellew's expression became adament. “I'll have to be satisfied with

" whatever he can turn up. Since you refuse.” His eyes gleamed with

a sudden nervous hope.

‘Warne said uneasily, “I'm not brushing you off. Tell me more
about these letters. Are they handwritten? Typed? Where are they
mailed? How often? Is there a pattern about their arrival—any day or
date, for instance?”

- The gleam of hope returned to Bellew’s gaze. “They’re hand printed.

The letter itself, I mean. The envelopes are always typed.”

“About the lettering. Do you think it’s a man’s work or a woman’s?”

Bellew shrugged, “I don’t know. It's even, rounded, rather
artistic.” He frowned a little, as if thinking his way through the rest
of Warne’s question. “They’re all mailed in downtown L.A. I hadn't
noticed a pattern, any particular interval between, or any certain day.”

Warne had picked up the pen and was writing on a sheet of paper.
He tossed the written tab across the desk towards Bellew. “Here’s the
name and business address of a expert on documents. Take the letters
to him. He can tell you the kind of paper, the make and age of type-
writer, and can probably give you a lot of details about the- person
doing the lettering. It’s amazmg what these boys can get oft a sheet
of paper.”

Bellew took the tab "of paper with a hint of reluctance. “I had
thought about ﬁngerprmts
f Warne nodded. “Okay, then, bring them here ﬁrst and I'll test them

or you.”
~ “I've been burning them,” Bellew admitted. “The only one I have
now is the one that came this morning.”

12
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Warne had risen from his chair. “Well, bring that.”

Bellew stuck the scratch tab into his pocket and hurried out, came
back in a minute or so with the green envelope held gingerly by one
corner between his thumb and forefinger. He put it down in front
of Warne as though it had the explosive possibilities of a bomb. He
said with a touch of strain in his tone, “I told you, didn’t I, that the
things begin with a lot ot—ot obscenities. About me. The person who
wrote those letters to me has a twisted mind,” Bellew declared. “That’s
the most obvious thing about him. Or her.”

“You'd better have more than that,” Warne said grimly. He had
carefully slit the green envelope, and now withdrew a sheet of match-
ing shade and quality, Using the letter-opener as a lever, he lifted
the top of the folded sheet, spread it flat. For a moment both he and
Bellew stood in an attitude of transfixed astonishment, Bellew’s even
more indicative of shock, and staring at the completely blank page..

“Since when?” Warne asked quietly after a moment.

Bellew looked positively ill with emotional impact. He rubbed his
face with his hand, distorting his features. He looked at Warne as
if absolutely stunned. “It’s fiendish,” he whispered.

“Well, prints are what we have here—if anything,” Warne said
philosophically. He started to move, but Bellew reached across the -
desk and grabbed his wrist.

“Why?” he cried hoarsely. “Why the change from obscenities and
the promise of trouble to come? Why . . . -nothing?”

“I think we've got a psychologist on our hands Warne answered.
He disengaged Bellew’s grip, went across the oflice to a file cabinet
and took out a small black box containing a fingerprint kit. He brought
it back to the desk, sat down to open it. Bellew again sank into his
own chair. “He’s figured that you've absorbed the intended message.
He doesn’t have to risk writing it out.’ Wa.me threw a sharp ghnce
at Bellew. “He knows you pretty well, I'd say.”

- Warne had opened a small black vml taken up a delicate camel-
hair brush, and was dusting the pale green sheet for signs of prints.
Almost at once several appeared. The tiny black whorls seemed to
spring up on the paper,

“I'll be damned,” Warne said in puzzlement.

“What is it? What does it mean?”

“A kid.” Warne nodded at the page. “See how small they are?”

“Why, a kid couldn’t write such letters!” Bellew cried.

“Youre right, this kid is almost too young to write anythm&, But
the kid had its mits on this sheet of paper. Or else the prints were
planted to confuse you.” Warne tossed the paper aside and bent a
steely glance on the other man, "Who knows you, Bellew, who also
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knew you when Janie Gordon killed herself? Who lives close enough
and. intimately enough to keep an eye on you, to sense your moods,
to get their kicks out of your fright and despair?”

“Nobody ... . nobody . nobody - Bellew was almost crying. He
seemed like a man possessed “The only people who knew the truth
about Janie Gordon’s suicide were her parents, and me.

“How can you be sure?” ‘Warne demanded. “How do you know
they didn't tell other people, people you yourself were acquainted
with?”

Bellew leaned across the desk. “They told me.” He pounded his
flat palms on the mahogany. “They promised me, swore to me—no one
but the three of us would know what had happened to their girl. And
in return they made me swear that I'd never tell anybody.” His face
twisted. “Now Ive broken that promise. I've told you.”

“It's no secret,” Warne said dryly, “if those letters have been what
you say they are. Beside that, what &bout your wife? Didn't she know
the story?”

Bellew’s face worked for a moment and then he burst forth with,
“Yes, I did tell my wife. I confessed what had happened and why I
felt I had to make amends, not just by paying the money to the, girl's
parents but by getting out of the business-as well.” -

“And then your wife—"

“She wouldn’t have told a soul,” Bellew mslsted “What Sarah knew
died when she died, lies in the grave with her.” |

“All right. We'll leave it that way, then. Your wife never told anyone
else the story of Janie Gordon’s suicide.” His eyes were cold on Bellew’s
nervous face. “But somehow, someone found out. Whoever it is hates
you, Bellew. That hatred has in it the desire to torment. I don’t see
any other purpose behind this thing. According to what you've told
me, there’s not a warning intended, kindly or othe1W1se It's a prophesy.
Is that right?”

“Yes, that’s it. It's going to happen again. Ill get whats coming
to me, then

“But on the other hand, you figure you must be safe because of the -
care you've taken, choosing your girls.”

Bellew said, “I guess I,ought to get out of the business.”

“That might be the answer,” Warne agreed. “You're nearing the
age when most people retire, anyway. Or, if you can afford a vacation,
this would be a good time to take it.”

Bellew nodded miserably, as if the idea were familiar. “I could just
close the office and stay home. The trouble is, I haven’t a lot of money.
laid by.”

“Give yourself another week,” ‘Warne said ﬁnally “T'll have a little
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free time by then. Maybe another letter will come, something in it we
can work with. Meanwhile take this blank page and the envelope to
the man I told you about, and find out what he can tell you.”

Bellew looked so wretched that Warne added, “It'll be a start.”

“All right,” Bellew went back to his own office and put the green
envelope on his desk, sat down with a sigh. His dulled eyes were filled
with misery. After a moment he folded his hands, one over the other,
and laid his head down on them. He made a picture of complete
defeat,

The phone rang. Bellew lifted his head. For a moment he seemed
andecided about answer ing. Then he hftcd the. phone and said,

“Bellew.”

“Say, doggone it, you run a funny damned kind of a business. Here
I'm trying to make a deal, and you cut me off and I can’t get you for
over a half-hour.”

“I stepped out,” Bellew said flatly. -

“Well, about this girl in Las Vegas. I talked it over with the Finance
Chairman—he holds the dough—and after some argument he okayed
the price you quoted. I told him what you said about her and he
thinks she might fill the bill. We'll spread the word she’s something
special. Now, she'll be the main attraction, but we want you to line
us up two or three more women. Nothing expensive, We want some-
one who'll put on a little show and won’t mind having a little fun
afterwards.” .

“Yes, I understand.” Bellew sounded utterly weary and indifferent.

The other man seemed to »>.ase the change in him. “You won’t have
any trouble getting what we want, will you?”

“No, not at all.” |

‘Okay, then. I'll pass the word. Don’t forget the date.”

“I wrote the date down,” Bellew said.

When he hung up the phone he lifted it at once, called the tele-
graph office and dictated a wire to Candy Carroll. He specified the
date and the price. Candy would know by the sum mentioned what
was expected of her, more or less. She was not only beautiful, with a
superb figure and a strikingly attractive face, but she was shrewd and
business-like and completely capable of looking after herself. He
needn’t have any worries about Candy, how she would perform oY
how she would be treated.

He had to pick out three other girls, though. The party promised
to be wet, rowdy and capricious. He had to choose carefully from
his available entertainers. Bellew opened a drawer of his desk and
dipped out a bandful of cards. Each had a picture glued to its left-
hand corner, and the girl's name, measurements and specialties if any,
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filled the rest of the card. |

- There was a nervous frown between Bellew’s brows as he checked
through the cards, discarding most of them but finally laying a halt-
dozen aside. He plcked up the phone again, began dialing the numbers
listed.

- Gradually the look of tension and depression faded from his face.
He was concentrating on the job at hand, and the letters were almost
forgotten.

Candy Carroll took a cab from the Greyhound Bus direct to Bellew's
office. It was the second morning after his interview with Warne.
Candy walked in, shoulders back to display her amazing bosom.
Bellew’s part time secretary was in the office, the outer room, seated
at a desk with a typewriter. The mousy blonde in the horn-rimmed
glasses made a striking foil for the big gorgeous brunette.

Candy paused by Mrs. Shafer’s desk, lit a cigarette before speaking.
“Will you tell Mr. Bellew I'm here? I'm Miss Carroll.”

Mrs. Shater rose quickly. “Just a moment, please She went to the
door of the inner room and rapped. “Mr. Beliew?”

“Come in,” said Bellew’s voice.

She opened the door a mere crack and said primly, “A Mlss Carroll
is here.”

Bellew appeared in the doorway in another moment. He smiled at
Candy. “Come inside.” As she walked towards him he studied her
critically, as he might have examined a high-stepping filly he was
about to enter in a race. A faint, approving smile touched his lips.
She went past him, swinging her hips. She was several inches taller
than Bellew.

In the inner office she sat down, stretched her graceful legs, crossed
her ankles and flipped ashes into the tray on Bellew’s desk. “Thank
God you got me out of Vegas,” she said in a husky tone. “That place
is a frying pan in the summer.”

Bellew sat down behind.his desk. He folded his hands on the blotter.

“This Lodge date will pay your rent and feed you for a while. Mean-
while I'll try to line up something more permanent. The supper clubs
are using a lot of strip acts now. I'll try to get you somethmg good.”
He hesitated, and then with his gaze on Candy’s figure he said, “You've
put on a little weight, havent your | .

She patted her midsection. “I'll take it off right away.”

“I don’t know. It rather becomes you,” Bellew said thoughtfully
"My clothes are all too tight.” She plucked at the pink jersey.’

“No, not really.”

She looked . at him narrowly through thick black lashes. For a
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moment, behind a spurt of cigarette smoke, her expression was a
mixture of surprise and wry amusement; and then she must have
noticed his strictly cool and commercial attitude. She straightened
her face qulckly She thought, he hasn’t changed a bit. He’s the same
cold fish. “Tell me about the date.”

- Bellew picked up a written memorandum. “They call themselves
the Business Men's All-America Patriots. I think they started out,
about ten years ago, as a sort of anti-Communist thing, a bunch ot
merchants and bankers eager to root out disloyalty. Well, the noble
sentiments seem to have gone down the drain. The brothers discovered
how much fun they could have and probably how trusting their
wives were, while they were supposed to be searching for Reds.
They're stnctly for kicks.” |

"~ “Oh, I've met boys like that befme Candy said oft-handedly.
“Theyre like little kids. They yap a lot of high and mighty stuft
about keeping the country clean, and then their pockets are full of
~dirty pictures. They pinch the butt off any woman who makes the
mistake of stopping near them. And they’ll wave a flag in her face
while they're doing it.” Candy giggled. *
~Her air of light-hearted, knowing sophistication was soothing to
Bellew. Candy knew what the score was. If you were worried about
what had been written in a lot of anonymous letters, if you were
nervous almost to the point of sickness over an imaginary and impend-
ing disaster, Candy was just the article you needed. She knew how
to look after herself. In her air of competence, in the strength of her
long - firm legs and shapely torso, was just the reassurance Bellew

needed.

CHAPTER THREE

WARNE caAME inTO BELLEW’S outer office just as Candy Carroll was
leaving. The big brunette gave him a lazy stare with a touch of
interest in it, and Warne found himself wondering what sort of
woman actually inhabited the hscious, full-blown body. Bellew
greeted him at the inner door, led the way back to the desk. Bellew
seemed cheerful and lively today

Warne sat down and said, What did you hear from the document
expert?”

Bellew rustled some papers, his gaze growing thoughtful. “Oh, quite
a bit. All interesting. The page is Beaton’s Copperhill Bond, an expen-
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sive grade of social writing paper. Sold all over the country, though,
so it doesn't lead anywhere particularly. The envelope, though it
looks the same, isn't. It's a much cheaper grade of stock. Isn’t manu-
factured any more, either. The company which made ‘it, several years
ago, tr1ed to promote a line of tinted business paper. But it dldnt
catch on.” ~

“That’'s damned interesting,” Warne said.

“The document expert advanced the idea that the person writing
the letter might have. access to a store of these old envelopes, and is
_using them up.’

“What about the typmg?’ |

“It was done on a new machine, fresh ribbon. An Underwood. There
are slight irregularities even in new type—I guess in your business
youre familiar with all this. Anyway, the expert can identify the
machine if we ever locate it. And he can eliminate the others.”

“Well, that’s elementary for those fellows.”

“He said that the typist is pretty good.-Not a professional, perhaps,
but close to it.”. Bellew cleared his throat. “He thinks it’s a woman.”

Wame said, “Do any candidates come to mind?”

“No. Not one. 1 wish, though—" Bellew stretched in his chair, the
first sign of a need to relieve an inner strain. “I wish you'd look up
these people, Janie’s parents, and talk to them. Perhaps not just . . .
just openly about their daughter. Maybe you could pretend to be
investigating some insurance claim or other, the sort of thing you
ordinarily do,* ask them about some imaginary character as a chance
to meet them.”

“What do you Want to know?” Warne asked with a trace of sharp- .

ness.

“Their general condition. Fingncial and otherwise. Whether they've
remained mormal and friendly people, haven’'t turned secretive or
embittered.”

“Do you have any idea where they might be living after all these

years?

Bellew put his hands on the desk, palms flat. “There’s a Josiah
Gray Gordon listed in the telephone book. Lives on the beach above
Santa Monica, according to the address. Of course it doesn’t have to
be the same man. But that was the name of Janie Gordon’s father.”

“You've got a good memory.”

“It’s. engraved here,” Bellew said seriously, tapping his forehead.

“T'll tell you what I'll do,” Warne said. “I have an errand out that
way, Redondo Beach, and if I finish in time this afternoon I'll chase
up the coast and see what Josiah Gray Gordon looks. like.” Bellew
took out his wallet and began to extract a twenty dollar bill, and
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Warne added, “Don’t be in such a rush to give your money away.”

“I should pay for your gas, anyway,” Bellew said.

“I'll let you know when I'm out of gas.”

“Well . . . tell you what, how about my treating for dinner tonight?”

Warne sald “I’m not like you. I've got a date.” He jerked his head
in a sarcastic nod, got up and walked out. In the outer office he hesi-
tated, thinking. Hell, Bellew would be better oft with a private detec-
tive, one who could give the thing his full attention.

Mrs. Shater pushed up-her glasses and peered at him through the
lenses. “Is there something you forgot? she wondered.

“No, I guess not.”

Warne had always thought her pretty plain behind those horn rims,
but now he caught a hint of softness and warmth. The white blouse
was neat and business-like, no ruffles, no deep-V neck, no tightness
across the breasts.

Warne leaned on the desk. “It ]ust occurred to me to wonder why
in the devil you want to work here.”

Her eyes widened behind the glasses. “Why, Mr, Bellew s a fine man
to work for. I couldn’t ask for a nicer employer.” -

“l1 was thinking of his line of business.” .

If he thought he might rouse any primness or confusion, he was
wrong. She kept a direct look on his face. “Mr. Bellew supplies a
-commodity . which is in demand. Isn’t that the function of a business,
any business?” e

“You surprise me,” Warne ' .. frankly. .

She smiled a little. She remouved the glasses, folded them on the
desk, rested the backs of her hands briefly -on her eyes as if to relax
them. Without the horn rims, Warne thought, she looked much
younger and less serious. She could pass for twenty-five.-She had fair
skin, and the ash-blonde hair flattered it, brought out the faint color.
“I'm not the prude you thought me.” He started to protest, but she
waved it off. “You've been in and out for months, friendly with Mr.
Bellew—and every glance you've ever paid me asked why on earth
Bellew should keep such an old maid in the office.” She laughed
lightly. Especmlly with all those well-upholstered dolls parading into
the place.” .

“I've figured out one thing,” Wamne said boldly. “You wear the
specs and the business garb so he won't draft you for a strip spot.”

“I dress the way I like.” She got up, went over to a file cabinet,
then turned to glance back at Warne. He wondered if she'd maneu-
vered so that he would notice her legs. They were graceful and
shapely, inside sheer nylon hose. Her black skirt fitted snugly over
slim hips.
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Warme said, “How about dinner, so I can quiz you some more?”

She picked a card from the cabinet, studied it. “I'm sorry. I have
a little girl to feed.”

“Bring the kid along. I like ‘em.”

She threw him a quick look. “No, I meant I'd have to go home first, .
fix her dinner and get her into bed, call a sitter, before I could think
about a date.”

“And what would you thlnk then? Yes, or not”

He couldn’t read her eyes. Was she amused? Interested? Finally she
said, “How about eight? Is that too late for your dinner?”

“I love dinner at eight. It’s so fashionable.”

She gave him her address and phone number, and he jotted them
down. When he got back to his own office, the phone was ringing.
He lifted the receiver and found Bellew on the wire.

“I heard that!” Bellew said. “What was this business about your
already having a date?”

“My God, you didn’t think I'd want to go out with you!” Warne
answered, and hung up.

At a quarter of three, in a cove on the coast above Santa Monica,
Warne pulled to the side of the highway to size up the spot. It was
a collection of a dozen-odd homes, big ones. A wall topped by -
greenery shut oft most of the view from the highway, but he could
see that all of the houses were somewhat alike, ranch style tile roofs
and burned adobe brick. Further down the_highway, ne could see a
big arched entry. He drove towards it.

Iron gates stood ajar. The eucalyptus threw shadows over every-
thing, the sloping street, the dark green lawns, the low houses. Warne
drove through the gateway, turned right, circled around looking at
numbers on the houses.

He was surprised, somewhat uneasy. This wasn't the kind of place
he would have expected to find the parents of Janie Gordon. Though
- Bellew hadn't exactly said so, he had gotten the impression that they
were poor as well as old. Bellew had turned over to them, as penance
money, what he had realized from the sale of his agency. The kind
of business he had, the agency couldn't have brought more than a
few thousand. Most of the trade existed in Bellew’s hat.

But these houses, set in the vast green lawns, smelled of money.
Big money. No one lived here without laying out. at least fifty thou-
sand for a home. Perhaps more.

- Warne drove around, and made up his mind that Bellew had sent
him on a wild goose chase. This wasn’t the right Gordon, couldn’t be.

He found the house. A long porch spread across the front of it.
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On the tile floor of the porch were heaps of gay cushions, low tables,
chrome-and-canvas lounges. |

Warne parked the car and got out. He went up the bricked walk
to the porch, to the door, and pressed a button on the wall.

The door opened in a couple of minutes. The man who looked out
at him was tall, lean, and tanned. About twenty-two or twenty-three,
- Warne thought. Muscular, the whipcord kind. His hair was almost
white, or sun-bleached that way, butch cut. His eyes seemed unnatu-
rally blue. He wore a bright orange shirt, unbuttoned, tucked at the
waist into tight white pants, the kind the native boys were supposed
to prefer in the Caribbean. “Yes, sir?” he said in a quiet, deep voice.

“My name is Warne. I'm an insurance adjustor.” Warne took out

a card and offered it, but the young man didn’t appear to want it.
He just glanced at it and nodded. “I'm trymg to locate a Mr. Gordon.
Josiah Gray Gordon. Does he live here?”

“Yes, he does.” The look was direct, perhaps a little belligerent.
“Do you have an appointment?”” When Warne shook his head, the
young man added, “Mr. Gordon is quite elderly. He’s been ill. He
doesn’t see anyone unless it’s very important.”

“This is very important.”

“You'll have to explain your business; what ‘you want to know, to
me. I screen all of Mr. Gordon’s visitors.” !

Wame decided to try a little bluft. “This is a pohce matter, in a
way, he said guardedly. “We're trying to handle it as qmetly as
possible. The insurance people are discreet—you know that, of course.”
The man in the doorway nodded automatically, so Warne went on.
“This claim is being settled with almost a minimum of investigation.
Actually, were cutting corners where 1 suppose we shouldnt. You
understand?” -

The man with the young lean face nodded after a moment. “I see.
And what does Mr. Gordon—an old man, .almost helpless—have to
'do with your little mystery?” The tone was clipped.

Jesus, he’s suspicious, Warne thought. “I don’t know,” he said with
pretended frankness. “It’s merely a matter of identification. He might
help us. Or perhaps not.” |

The other man seemed to be having trouble pinning Warne down.
“Just what sort of help would you require? A court appearance?”
Warne was shaking his head. The younger man continued, “His eyes
arent what they used to be. If you want him to look at pictures—"

“I wish to describe a certain person. to Mr. Gordon. Then, without
any help or further reminder, I want to see whether he can name that
person.’

The man in the Caribbean pants seemed to breathe easier. “Well,
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write out this description, this person youre investigating, and I'll
read it to Mr. Gordon and report back.”

“I wish it could be handled that way,” Warne said, as if the young
man had really wanted to help. “It's too confidential a matter. It’s
too close-—-—much too close—to what the police would consider their
terntory

He had the young man’s curiosity up; that was obvious. But there
was still wariness, hesitation. And all at once Warne didn't give a
damn.

He shrugged his shoulders ”Oh hell. Skip it, will you?”

“Wait a minute. Might I sée your 1dent1ﬁcat10n again?”

Warne took out the card, re-oftered it. The young man took it but
said, “Don’t you have more than this? Something put out by your
company, for example, with your picture on it?”

Warne displayed the ID in his wallet, and the other nodded. Warne
meanwhﬂe tried to higure it out. There had been a change, all right.
He was going to get inside. But why? He had a hunch that the
whispery hint of cops might have done-the trick. Butch Cut wanted
to listen, had no intention now of letting Warne get away. Well, it
~was interesting, but he'd bet his shirt this ‘Mr. Gordon stlll wasn’t
. his cookie.

The man in the doorway was stepping-aside, showing the way into
a shadowy tile-floored hall; but the bnght blue eyes were cold as
glacial ice, “Mr. Gordon is in the solarium.”

He pad/ d away on his straw beach sandals. Warne followed. They
went past ome closed doors, an arch that opened to a patio, and then
at the back of the house there was a roofiess room, glassed-in, full
of tropical greenery. On a small paved area at the center was a big
canvas umbrella and under it sat a fragile old man in a modern
collapsible wheel-chair. He was all wrapped up in blankets. He didn’t
look hot, though. He looked like a crushed copper shell of a man,
drained of blood and life, set here to toast in the heat of the roofless
room. Only his eyes moved as they came closer.

A hearing-aid was clamped to a dried copper ear. The younger man
spoke into it. “Uncle Gray, there’s someone to see you. Wants to ask
a question. It’s about an insurance claim. Not yours, someone else’s.”

Warne said, “He’s putting in a claim?”

“There’s no question, in his case. You know that above a certain
age, when a man lives so long, life insurance is to be pald as if the
insured had died.” -

“He’s that old?” Warne asked with interest.
“He’s that old.”
A thin cackle of sound dribbled from the old man’s lips. “I beat
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‘em. I beat ‘'em all.” .

The young man brought up two white iron chairs, placed them close
to the old man, sat down in one. Warne got it now. His errand was
going to be weighed and judged, not by old My, Gordon, but by the
watch-dog.

Warne spoke directly to Gordon. “We are trymg to check the iden-
tity of a person putting in a claim for injuries. He's given various
references, but the others haven't been definite enough. We have to
be sure that this person is the person insured many years ago. You
understand, time makes changes.” "

“You bet it does,” said the cracked voice.

Warne pretended to hesitate. “I understood that your Wlfe might
help us, also. Could we have her here?

“Not unless you want to dig her up,” came the surprisingly sharp
retort. “She’s been dead nearly twenty years.”

“I see.” Warne filed. it away. He'd check death notices later. From
the impatient attitude of the young man, he ]'udged that he had better
make this interview brisk, short and innocent. “T’ll run over the descrip-
tion of this person, and you let me know if you can identify him,
give him a name.” Quickly, picking details from his memory, he
rattled off item after item. When he was through the bald brown
head was shaking. |

“Never heard of such a teller,” said Josiah Gray Gordon.

The young man stood up quickly, touched the back of Warnes
chair. Warne rose to go. “Thank y(}u very much,” he said to the
old man.

“Welcome.”

As soon as he was gone there would be some thinking done, some
~ talking, too. The old man and Native Boy would have things to chew
" over, or he missed his guess. But VVame too, had things to think
about.

The description he had rattled off had been Bellew’s. And by subtle
changes in the copper face he knew that Mr. Josiah Gray Gordon had
recognized it..

Janie Gordon’s papa had come a long, long way.

CHAPTER YOUR

-

WARNE DIDN'T GO BACK to the office. It was after five when he got
back into L.A.; he went directly to his apartment in North Hollywood.
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He changed his clothes, bathing and shaving in the process, and then
sat down with the paper in his living room. After a while he mixed
himself a drink, rye whiskey and water, and took it back to his chair.
The apartment was darkening. He reached for the lamp, switched. it
on. It was then that the telephone rang. |

He picked up the receiver. “Warne speaking.”

A smooth, light feminine voice said into his ear, “Mr. Wame, I'd
like to pass on a word of caution. Youre meddling in things which
don’t concern you. Unhealthy things.”

~Wame asked, “Are you Bellew’s letter writer?”

There was momentary silence, as if he had said the wrong thing,
the unexpected thing. Then: “T'm trying to do you a favor.”

“Oh, undoubtedly. What are you setting Bellew up for? A shake-
down? There are fatter sheep in these Hollywoods He’s hardly worth
the bother.”

A touch of impatience marred the smooth tone. “For your informa-
tion, I have never had contact with a person named Bellew.”

“Then you should stop writing him those nasty letters.”

An angry exclamation reached him over the wire. “You are delib-
erately pretending not to understand. Or you hope youll confuse me.,
I don’t confuse easily, Mr. Warne. For the last time, I'll repeat my
message. Don’t meddle in this old affair. lee dynmmte age has made
it dangerous And most dangerous for you.” -

“Boom!” Warne yelled into the phone. There was a gasp of rage
and the line went dead. Warne went back to his paper.

The phone rang again in a moment. Warne took up.the receiver
and said carefully, “This is the deputy coroner. Mr. Warne has just
shot himself in the head.” He expected some reaction, but there was
nothmg, just dead silence, so finally Warne said, IIello, in his normal
voice.

Bellew cried, “My God, you almost scared me senseless! What was
all that crap about shooting yourself?”

“Tust a gag.”

“Did you go see Gordon?”

“Yes, I saw him. He’s about ninety years old. Lives in a beautiful
big home in a private subdivision. Big trees, private beach, wall all
~around the place. Has a young man who acts as a personal bodyguard
and trouble-shooter. Plus other help I didn't get to see.

“Warne, I can’t understand you. Obviously this isn’t the same man,
Janie Gordon’s father. Why, the mere idea is fantasticl”

“Is it? Tell me why?”

“Gordon and his wife were the plainest kind of people. She wore
a cotton housedress all the time, even in my office, even at the funeral.
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She hadn’t any gloves and I could see how work-worn her hands
were, big knobby knuckles and broken nails.”

“Look, Bellew, this is your man. Make no mistake about that.”

“It can’t be.”

“He’s acquired a hell of a lot of money somehow. Maybe what you
gave him, gave him a start. How much was it?”

“A few thousand. He was going to buy a ticket back to the farm.”

“Well, he detoured considerably. He’s living the life of a millionaire,
or anyway a half-millionaire, and he’s got more money coming from
an insurance company because he’s outlived the mortality tables. New,
does the age conform with the man you want?”

“Yes, he'd be very old now. But this man can’t be Janie Cordons
father.” Bellew was determined to reject Warne’s opinion.

“Maybe he bought a plece of land somewhere and it turned out to
have oil on it. Or uranium. ~

“I don’t like falry tales, Bellew snapped.

“He’s living one,” Warne pointed out. “But the question is easily
settled. Go take a look at him.”

“Well . . .” Bellew seemed at a loss now. “Well, suppose it is the
Gordon 1 knew? Suppose he has in some mysterious ‘way become:
rich? It doesn't outline a course of action.”

“As I see it, you had two possible ideas in mind. You wanted to
know if Gordon or his wite could have become deranged, senile per-
haps, and have let their daughter’s death become an obsession. Or,
on the other hand, if they might be down on their luck and softening
you up for blackmail?” He waited; Bellew muttered an agreement.
“You've answered the questions, then. Mr. Gordon has all his wits
about him, he’s cool and sharp as a tack. He has money, and besides
that he’s all set to put the bite on an insurance outfit. My guess—it’s
a hefty bite. I don’t think he's working over a hot typewriter on those
letters you're getting, or has a secretary doing it, either.”

“Yes, that’s out of the way.” Bellow waited a moment, then asked,
“Are you getting ready to take Mrs. Shafer to dinner?”

“I'm ready now. I'm just killing time. Incidentally, just before you
called I heard from somebody else.” He repeated for Bellew’s benefit
the short conversation with the unknown woman. “The important
thing about this call isn't the warning, which was. stupid. It's the
speed with which someone found out I was working for you' |

Bellew’s words tumbled over each other in agitation. “I told you
this letfer writer was reading my mind! It's uncanny! Here I did no
more than talk briefly to you a couple of days ago, and all you did was
to check on one party—and already the word’s out.”

“This woman has a pipeline into your place somehow, What about
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dancers, strip girls you've placed lately or Mrs. Shafer?”
“You think I'd talk to them about this?”
- “No. No, T guess you wouldn't.”
There was a short space of waltmg and the:n Bdlew said, as if com-

pletely disheartened, “I'll see you tomorrow,” __
“Maybe you’ll have another letter by then.” |
“Oh, God'”

Sandra Shafer lived in a mneat bungalow in West L.A. It wasn't
exactly new, but it was roomy and well-tended. Warne rang the bell
at two minutes ot eight, and she opened the door immediately. She
had her hair curled softly now, shoulder length instead of tucked
back of her ears. She wore a blue satin dress, short but dressy, with
an off-shoulder bodice that showed a lot of fine creamy skin. She said,
“Come inside while I grab a wrap. I want you to meet my -aunt. She
volunteered to stay with Dotty tonight.”

An elderly woman sat on a couch across the room. She wore a severe
black dress without even a touch of white at the neck. To Warne her
face had a stringy hardness, the eyes seemed beady and intent. She
looked Warne over as if his dishonorable intentions were visible.

“How do you do?” Warne said politely.

“Fine. Are you from the oftice where Sandra works part time?”

“I'm an insurance adjustor,” Warne said. “I have an office next
Bellew's.” ) '

“What- do you do?”

Warne said, “I handle investigations and adjustments for claims filed
 against some of the smaller insurance companies—firms which don’t
keep a regional office here, or don’t keep a full staft.”

She thought it over, lips pressed together. “You help the insurance
companies rob pcople of what’s coming to them,” she decided, as if
translating what he had told her. Sandra Shafer said, “Oh, Aunt Faye' ?

. “If that was my job, I'd quit it,” Warne said.

She snifted and tumed her attention to-his clothes. “Well, you seem
to be doing well at it.”

“Its a living.” Warne felt as if he were on trial, and he reacted
with anger until he forced himself past the ill-humor, and assumed
the tolerance which was his usual attitude. Wame wmked at the
younger woman, Im fresh out of homeless orphans and widows at
the moment, however.”

“Even so,” Aunt Faye sneered “it’s an 1mprovement over that other
man’s kind of work, that Mr. Bellew.”.

Warne picked up his ears. “You disapprove of Mr, Bellew?”

“Some day before too long, Sandra will be raped in that office,”
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Aunt Faye said. "I feel it in my bones.” -

With a gasp of exasperation, Sandra Shafer led the way outdoors.
She had a white wool stole over her arm, a small gilt purse.in, her
hand. On the walk, she looked at him cautiously. “She’s terribly narrow
and 0pini0nated, I know. I'm apologizing for her, for what she said.”

“Forget it,” Warne said. “Lots of little old women fall into a pattern
of chronic dlsapproval and alarm, and can’t seem to crawl out. Where
do we eat?”

“Do you really want me to suggest something, or do you have a
tavorite hangout you'd prefer?” she asked, with the directness he liked.

“Well, to be frank I'd like a steak, a big one.”

“How about the Smoke House?” y

“That's dandy.”

After the dinner they took in a show in Hollywood, and then they
had a couple of drinks in a bar which kept a gypsy violinist. Over
the drinks Sandra explained that tomorrow, following early classes,
she worked in a building-and-loan office. When she had finished the
bookkeeping course they wanted her permanently, full time, and she
supposed that this would be the end of her job with Bellew, “It's
actually not as interesting as working there next to you,” she said.
“There’s a certain fascination about theatrical people, even if repre-
sented by an over-bosomed stnpper A certain life and change-—-—I -guess
vou could say, unccrt'nnty

“Bellew’s certainly been in it a long time,” Warne said idly.

She sipped at her tall green drink. “1 don't think he’s hqppy at
it, though ”

“Don’t you? Why not?”

“Lately he’s been worried and absent-minded. I wonder it he’s
'makmg enough to support himself and keep the oflice going.”

“It you handle his bookkeepmg, you should know.”

She smiled at him. “I am beginning to believe that any bookkeepmg |
done, is done in Mr. Bellew's head. 1 write letters and keep track
of the rent and utilitics for the office. I keep the files up to date, the
girls’ addresses, new phone numbers, other changes. Mostly I think I'm
a kind of window-dressing.”

At a quarter past one, at her door, Sandra offered him her lips
in goodbye. The kiss was warm, sincere, inviting. With half his
thoughts Warne told himself: she’s been there, next door in Bellew’s
office, all these months—and I never wasted a glance at her! With
the other half he was busy thinking up an excuse for another date.
This one had been a_spur of the moment affair, Maybe she liked
them that way.

“See you next week,” she whispered.
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“Not sooner?”

T don’t go out much.”™

“If it’s a matter of paying a sitter—"

“No, usually I get Aunt Faye and she comes for nothing. I wouldnt
feel right, gadding a lot, with Dotty at home.”

“Next week, then.” _

“Goodnight.” - T
- She let him kiss her again.

He crossed Bellew’s outer office, which was empty, and rapped at
the inner door, and Bellew’s voice said, Come on in,”.

“You caught me just as I was going out,”

Bellew seemed pale, and there were pouches under his eyes “You're
busy today? :

“As usual.” Warne had a leather folder in his hands, mppered shut.
In it were the details of the malpractice suit filed against a doctor
covered by one of the insurance companies Warne worked for.

“I've had another idea,” Bellew said. “I want you to check up on
the men involved in the Janie Gordon case. The creeps who attacked
her.”

“Now weTre getting into delicate territory, Warne said. “No charge
was ever made against them. They're in the clear like birds. They
won't love me for coming around bearing old tales.” -

“It won’t hurt to check,” Bellew said stubbornly.

Warne could see that something was disturbing the older man.

“You got another letter?”” Warne asked. S

Bellew shook his head. “I have a horrlble feeling-smce seeing that
blank page~—that there wont be any more.” g

“That should make you feel better Warne said, staring at him
closely.

“I think the . . . the time of prophecy is at hand. That's what the
blank page means.” Bellew’s throat was working as if he were ‘trying
to swallow a strangling lump. “It’s- going to happen again.”,

“My God, they've really got you going.”

Bellew stood up behind the desk. He started to move away, and then
seemed to forget the errand he was about to do; he stood there,
shrunken, and when his hands scratched about on the blotter, Warne
could see his fingers shake. “You see, there’s a party coming up. The
sort of thing . . . exactly the sort-of thing that Janie Gordon went to.
Tomorrow night. I've lined up Candy Carroll and three other girls.
- They're all veterans, they all know the ropes. I'd swear that any one
of them could handle a dozen gorillas—if the gorillas were getting

fresh.”
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“Then what are you worried about?”

“T don't know.” Bellew rubbed a hand down over his face. His eyes
were sick, washed-out. “I've got a crazy notion those same men might
be there. By some freak of chance. That's why I wanted you to look
them up.”

“You have their names and addresses?” Warne asked incredulously.,

“No.” -

“How would I find them, then?”

“Go back to Josiah Cordon His daughter told him who those men
were.”

It occurred to Warne that the strain caused by the threatening
letters had actually unhinged Bellew’s mind,

CHAPTER FIVE.

Tooucr WARNE HAD a great deal to do that morning and could
scarcely spare the time, he sat down and forced himself to appear
calm. Across the desk, Bellew in turn tell into his chair, still shaky
and upset. Warne said, “It's been more than twenty years. Tracing
those three may be quite a job, even providing you got their names
and their old addresses from Gordon-—-—whlch I doubt very much will
lmppen
“Appeal to him,” Bellew said in a harsh, broken voice.

Warne was thoughtful. “The watch-dog in white Caribbean pants
isn't just there to turn away unwelcome callers while the old man’s
under the weather. A housekeeper could do that. He's a strong-arm
boy. Fast on his feet and quick with his hists, I'll bet. And old man
Gordon must feel he needs him.”

Bellew didn’t seem interested. “Maybe he keeps him for company.
“Look, Warne, I've got to have more, I want the whereabouts of
those three men in the Janie Gordon case. Otherwise we don't have
a thmg

“Yes, we have,” Warne corrected. “I'd know that voice anywhere,”

Bellew seemed confused. “What voice?”

“On the phone. The woman. I told you about it.”

“Well, then, theyre reading my mind,” Bellew said, returning to
his earlier fear. |

Warne made a wry face. “No. No mind reading. I don’t think
there’s any hocus-pocus with a crystal ball, either. But someone has
a way of checking on you pretty closely. I figured it might be Mrs.
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Shafer, so I took her out and tried to find out what she was like. She’s
the genuine article, and her attitude towards you is tolerant. In fact,

almost respectiul. You don’t hardly find them like that any more.”

Bellew licked his lips. “Of course it isn’t Mrs. Shafer. She’s a nice
girl. She’s strictly business, and level-headed. She’s not a nut writing

poison pen letters in her spare time.” He thought about it, “Besides,

she’s too good a typist. An expert. And this other person isn’t.”

“If T were you,” Warne said, “I wouldnt go into a pahic. These
letter writers are usually timid people. That’s why they stay at mail’s
length. They do their damage at a distance and anonymously because
they're scared to get any closer.” .

To Warne’s surprise Bellew at once became even more agltated

He flushed scarlet at the temples jerked erect, flattened his hands

as if ready-to jump and bolt. “I didnt mention this. It seemed so
nebulous. But I'm positive someone’s sneaking into the office when

I'm not around. Perhaps at night. On mornings, before I come in. I've

found lights burning, the desk disarranged. The janitress was careless
—possibly. Only I don’t believe it.”

“Well, now you do have a course of action,” Warne pointed out.
“Start keeping irregular hours. Early and late. Maybe you’ll catch
him ... or her ... here.” -

Bellew chewed his lips, his eyes downcast.

Warne said reasonably, “Look, Bellew, this thmg with Janie Gor don
happened more than twenty years ago. Since .then, ‘except for the
:*ime when you were out of the business, you've coasted along without

‘any trouble. How many strippers and party girls have you had in your

files in that time? Dozens? Hundreds? A couple of thousand? And
not one of them was raped and jumped out of a window. They did
their job and collected their pay, and paid your commission, and that
was it.’

Bellew’s lips ﬂuttered “The letters.”

Warne stood up. “It’'s in your head, Bellew. The guilt. and the
remorse are tearing you apart. The letters were just a trigger, just
a symbol, a reminder. All this time you've rationalized your act in
regard to Janie Gordon, and suppressed the guilt, and now you're

paying for those years of self-delusion. Get it out into the open and

look at it. Unwrap it from the layers of fuzz. Accept your part in the
aflair, resign yourself to a knoWledge of your own mistake. And then
turn your mind to other things.” -
For a moment he thought Bellew was going to break dewn into
tears, and this would have been a good thing, in. Warne’s opinion.
He was well aware of the studies which had been made of reserved
and seemingly emotionless people who kept their boiling on the inside
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and cndt.,d up with stomach cancer. A show of emotion, and in
Bellew’s case a complete emotional catharsis, was much the healthier
course. '

-~ But Bellew controlled himself after a moment of indecision. He
got to his feet, stiffened his shaking hands, nodded to Warne. "I
know you’re right, Ed. Everything you've said is on the up and up.
I'm just not built to take good advice when I hear it.”

At the door, Warne paused. “Promise me this, If the party goes oft
without incident, youll ignore any further letters. And if lights are
on when you come in in the moming, you’ll just turn them oft.”
~ Bellew seemed to be looking with haunted eyes across a chasm, on
the other side of which was blessed relief. “If the party’s successful

. yes.”
Sull Warne hesitated. “You could pull your girls out of it.”
“Not now. Not this late. And besides—" |

“I know. You've nerved yourself to face it. And you'd never have
that much nerve again.”

““Who told you?” Bellew said, with an attempt at his old light humor.

At five o'clock the next evening, Bellew closed his office and went
down to the parking lot, got into his car, drove down to Sunset Boule-

vard and turned west.

The big clubs on the Strip Hashed by, the little peaked hills behind
them covered with homes and apartment buildings, below and to the
left the panorama of West L.A., block upon endless block of homes.
- Bellew drove with the sun in his eyes, frowning, scarcely seeing any
of it. He had to stop for the light at the corner opposite the Beverly
Hills Hotel, and as he sat there lost in thought he suddenly said
half-aloud, “I'm a pimp.” He looked around afterward, as if startled
by his own words.

He parked the car in the basement garage and went up in the
elevator to his fourth-floor apartment. He went into his living room
and dropped his coat on the couch. The room faced the east, so that
the light now was soft, brushed with a touch of coming twilight. The
room had been furnished by a decorator at Bellew's order. It was
 quite modern, with Japanese touches—a white couch with black teak-
wood legs, rattan drapes, a screen framed with bamboo and painted
with long-legged black herons. The lights had all been covered with
white parchment lanterns. Bellew never came in and looked around
but what he felt he must have gotten into the wrong apartment.

He went into the bedroom, then, and shed his coat and He. Rehﬁn '

ing to the main room, he turned into the hall which led to the kitchen.
He stopped suddenly in his tracks, shut his eyes, and put a . hand
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to his temples as if a pain had struck him there. He waited for a
"~ moment or so, weaving a little, and then groped his way to the table
and sat down. For several minutes he waited there, and then when
- the small seizure had passed, the dizziness dying away, he rushed
into the front f6om, to the phone. He looked hurriedly for a name in
the phone book, then began to-dial. But in the midst of dialing he
seemed to run out of energy. He dropped the receiver back into place
and sat unmoving on the couch. -

“It's no good,” he whispered to himself. He rubbed the graying
hair back off his forehead, fingered the sideburns absently. “I'm a
pimp,” he said more loudly into the silence of the room.

The phone rang. Bellew, startled, regarded it as if it were some
animate thmg c]amormg for attention. Finally he lifted the receiver
to his ear. “Bellew.”

Candy Carroll’s voice said, “It’s just me here. Checkmg

Bellew tried to work his lips, but words didn’t come.

“Well. Cat got your tonguer” Candy’s voice over the phone was
much huskier and sexier than it was otherwise; the receiver picked
up the deep rich note, the teasing invitation. “I just wanted you to
- know where I was staying, so you could mail the check. Remember

Chickie? Chickie Anderson? I'm at her place for the time being.
Sleepmg on her couch.” |

“I see,” Bellew got out stiffly.

“Did I interrupt something? You're awfully quiet. Is there—someone
with you?” The tone insinuated that the someone must be feminine,
the situation compromising. Candy couldn’t help it; Bellew tried to
remind himself of this. That was simply the way her mind worked.

“No one’s here. I'll remember to send the check to Miss Anderson’s
address. Are you all set for tonight?” He waited tensely for her reply.

“Am I ready? What have I got to get ready?” she said drolly.

He wanted to say, watch yourself in the clinches, but knew that
this would only amuse her. “T'll keep in touch, I'll let you know when
- 1 line up something good,” he said. -
~ “You do that.” -

He hung up the receiver and sat there, wet with sweat, hlS throat
working. Finally he walked back to the kitchen, took a bottle of
brandy from a lower cupboard, and returned to the living room.
- Bellew rarely drank and had -a natural resistance to the effect of
alcohol. He felt somewhat better, more relaxed now, but not woozy.

Bellew went into the bedroom and started to take off his shoes
to lie down, and then his eye fell on his coat over the back of a
chair, his tie laid across it. All at once he retied his shoes, put on
tie and coat, went back to the front room and picked up his hat, and

32



went out. _
He reclaimed his car from the basement garage and headed back

the way he had come. At the office building he parked some distance
from his allotted space, went into the rear of the building quietly.
The halls were shadowy now and re-echoed to his lonely footsteps.
He went upstairs making as little noise as possible. He stood outside
his office door and listened for a long minute, halt-expecting to hear
some sound from within. But the building was empty, dead. |

He fitted his key into the lock and opened the door. Across the
room was Mrs. Shafer’s desk, empty, cleared of papers as she always
left it, the memo pad and the phone casting a blotch of shadow on
the polished surface.

He crossed the outer room and opened the other door. On his desl\
the lamp was lit. Bellew saw it as a frightful glow that seemed to
explode into his eyes like a burst of stars. He heard his own hoarse
cry. And then he caught something more. An odor.

In his contusion and fright he thought at once of excaping gas,
and rushed across the room to open the windows. But even as he
fumbled with the lifts of the venetian blinds, his thoughts corrected
the error. This wasn't gas, couldn’t be—there was nothing hele but
steam heat.

He stood trembling, clinging to the blind cords, and smPfed the
smell and tried to identify it. It was dry, pungent, not unpleasant.
It made him think of clean things, stored away. A trunk. A trunk
his mother had kept in the attic of their home when he had been a
child. Before Bellew’s wide, frightened stare some memories billowed:
his grandfather’s old Army uniform, a flag. A quilt his great-grand-
mothed had pieced. Two little wool suits which had belonged to his
brother, who had died at the age of three. Those had been stored
away, to keep them safe; and when the trunk lid had been litted
this same smell had drifted forth.

Moth balls.

Bellew stared dazedly about, as if at nightmare. The light cast its
round puddle of reflection on the desk. He had turned it out, had
most determinedly clicked it off, the last thing before leaving. Not
much more than an hour ago.

And someone had come in, had clicked on the light, had leftt the
old faint smell of the trunk, and had gone.

Had gone like a ghost, Bellew thought numbly.

He stumbled over to the desk and searched thro-ugh the leather

file containing ‘phone numbers, and dialed Warne’s number at home.
The phone rang, but no one answered. Warne wasn't there. _
Bellew left the oflice, locking it. He hadn't sw1tched off the lamp.
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There didn't seem to be much purpose in. doing it. His uninvited
caller could come in and switch it on agam whenever the mood seized
him. -
Bellew went home again and tackled the brandy bottle. The liquor
reassured him all over again; and he realized whence had come the
courage and the uncharacteristic determination to face his enemy. He
must be getting drunk. Drunk and brave. With a small grim smile
Bellew applied himself to his drinking.

The pain in his head went away. He forgot about his limp. In
fact, as he moved. about the room he hardly limped at all. The old
familiar stiffness faded away, the nerves revived, knitted together,
the wound he had suffered on a hunting trip in his early manhood
seemed obliterated. He felt almost young again.

He tried to call Wame. No answer.

He found himself growing groggy, and went into the bedroom and
lay down. Hours later he roused. He had the beginnings of a hang- .
over and a cold sour taste in his mouth. He sat on the edge of the
bed and brushed the fallen hair off his face, and found himself looking
at the clock on the bedside commode. Was it past twelve? Really?

Thick fear clogged in his throat. He had to go at once and find
out what was happening at the party.

CHAPTER SIX

He rounp THE clubhouse. It was out past Westwood, near a couple
of markets and a big department store. The stores were dark, their
vast parking lots empty. There were lights inside the low, ranch-
style clubhouse, but not much noise, not the ]oyous racket he had
expected.

Instead, the place looked as if an old maids’ convention might be
going on inside. -

Bellew scouted around keeping to the shadows. There were a lot
of big shrubs and a few trees here, and it was all pretty dark. Finally,
out in the rear, in the clubhouse parking lot, he discovered what was
left of the party. A couple of the girls he had sent out—Candy wasn’t
with them-and three of the men were drinking out of paper cups
and talking together. A light at the top of a standard lit up the
scene. There were a half-dozen cars, no more.

One of the men lét out a sudden loud guffaw, his humor mixed with
explosive indignation. “I don’t believe it. Hell, I just don’t believe
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old Joe had any word at all. Straight from headquarters, he said.
Going to lower the boom. Did it come off the way he said it would?”
The man lowered his jaw like a bull and there were disgruntled
murmurs from the others.

“A raid. My God, Joe swore there would be a rald And so the girls
had to dance in their pants. What a frost!”

- The second man downed his drink to a chorus of growling agree-
ment. .

One of the girls lifted her paper cup mockingly. “I move that old
Joe be kicked out of the clubl”

“Second it!” A regular chorus answered her. But Bellew scarcely
heard this. He realized what had happened, that an alarm had been
given by a timid or disapproving member, and that the entertain-
ment committee had gotten cold feet. A relief almost sickening in its
intensity Hooded through him, and he crept away, mopping his face
and neck with a handkerchief. |

Nothing had happened to anyone. No one was excited, frenzied by

the sight of naked flesh and the assumed look of invitation on the
"faces of the dancers. No one was out of control, dragging a frightened
girl into some dark recess to be violated. These girls were having a
last drink betore closing up shop. Everyone else had gone home.
- He walked softly up into the open veranda and looked into the
windows. A couple of elderly men, neatly dressed in business suits,
were doing just what he had expected; they were checking an account
book and totting up sums of figures on a scratch pad on a table.
There had been a party here, all right, but it had been a quiet one.
No broken glasses, no torn decorations and burst balloons, and no
fallen lodge members sleeping it off under a table.

Again Bellew was conscious of the rush of relief. His flesh quivered
and his throat clogged, so that he swallowed repeatedly and with
difficulty. A sudden coolness seemed to brush his skin with dew.

I wish I had a drink, he thought. I wish I had a drink to celebrate

with, right now.

" Chickie Anderson lived just north of Elysian Park, off Riverside
Drive, and the apartment house of four stories sat on the brink of
a cut Wthll had been made to enlarge a freeway. On the side where
Chickie’s windows looked north towards the east end of San Fernando
Valley, the drop was more than a hundred feet to the new paving
below.

At about four-thirty that moming, before it was completely day-
light, a man driving a Volkswagen had to swerve sharply to avoid
- hitting a body. He parked the little car and ran back, risking being
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hit by the scattered trafhic. Apparently he was the first to notice the
- girl the other drivers perhaps in the poor hght takmg the body to
be a bundle of discarded rags. She was wearing a gray satin gown
trimmed with black net, over it a negligee of black chifton. The driver
took a good look and saw that she was dead, no mistake about it,
and then he looked around dazedly as if searchmg tor a parked car.
Where had she come from?

Within a few minutes more cars had stopped and the drivers
were out, and a crowd was beginning to form. At this moment a
- motorcycle cop came roaring up and braked his machine.

A babble of voices answéred his request for information. The man
who had first stopped tried to sneak away, remembering that his
driver’s license had expired, and a dozen hands pointed him out, so
that it seemed as if he must be guilty of something. The cop de-
manded to know why he had ditched a dead woman from his car,
and the poor man almost fainted.

No one had any idea where the woman had come from. Obvmusly
she had been dropped from a passing car, but no one had noticed
it at the time. -

The light was growing stronger, and one man, more alert or more
curious than the rest, suddenly let out a shout and pointed to the
steel link fence at the top of the steep embankment. Fluttering from
the top of the wire was a long patch of black chiffon. The’ cop knelt
quic“ly and straightened the rumpled negligee, and all could see

whe,  the fabric had been caught and torn.

- “They threw her over the railing!” someorne cried.

“Pitched her right over, all right,” said a woman in a red shirt and
jeans who had a pickup truck with two nanny goats tied in it.

~ “It's murder, not an accident. She never clumb that way,” said -an

old gardener in his work clothes.

“Maybe she jumped out of the building.”

All eyes now searched the towering wall above. On the third floor
was an open window from which the screen had been removed, or
lost, and out of which white curtains fluttered. -

“T'll bet I know what happened,” said the stocky woman who owned
the goats. “She was out on a Hollywood party all night, drunk, and
some wolf after her. And when she woke up afterwards and took
a good look at herself she just naturally took a running jump out that
window.” .. |

There were murmurs in answer, and a bright-eyed man of about
thirty-five drew the woman aside for further conversation. Her theory
interested him, since it had the elements of a good story, and he was
a newspaper reporter. His name was Fred Robinson. He was tall and
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rangy and had rusty red hair.

“What’s your name?” he asked the woman in the red shirt and -
jeans.

“Lydia Watkins. I'll tell you something. If that girl there has been out
on a farm, tending to animals and working hard, she wouldnt be
lying dead in that disgraceful nightgown right now. She’d be milk-
ing a goat.” .

“Milking a goat,” Fred Robinson murmured. He was sketching the
story now. He loved characters like this, and was far enough in his
editor’s good graces to be allowed to dress up his stories by quoting
them.

“Look at me,” said the woman. “I'm almost torty. When I was
twenty I had a chance to go like that.” She motioned towards the
dead girl sprawled on the pavement. “My mother entered my name
in a beauty contest. A horrible little man came out to the house, He

wanted to measure me. You know how?”
“No. How?”

“Nekkid. Nekkid as the day I was born.”

“Your mother wouldn’t let you,” Fred surmised.

“She chased him with a kettle of boiling water. Him and his tape
measure.”

Saved you from ruin,. Robinson put in.

“She sure did. And now I'm married and have a little place out
the other end of the valley, and . . . say, you ever drink goats’ milk?”

The cop was using the radiophone on his cycle to call for reinforce-
ments. Traffic had come to a congested halt. People were milling
around, staring at the body, and one man was trying to climb the
earthen cut to get at the scrap of black chiffon on the fence. Since
the cut was almost vertical, he was having a bad time. Fred Robinson
got Lydia Watkins’ address and hurried back to his car, worked his

way free from the tangle and turned into the side street which climbed
steeply uphill.

The police had their routine. They would move with cautious
thoroughness. The newspaper man had no such limitations. He took
a chance on a wild hunch and went directly to the third floor of the
apartment house. A couple of tries drew indignant blanks, and then
he rang Chickie’s doorbell. Chickie came to the door still half-asleep.
.She was a small slim girl with an excellent figure, hair bleached plati-
num this season, and big brown eyes. She slept in a shortie-gown.

“Yes, mister?”

A stab in the dark. “Where’s your room-mate?”

Still yawning, she looked behind her. “Candy? Must be in the bath-

room. Who're you?”
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“Tell her Fred Robinson is here,” he said dryly.

She shut the door and he could hear her padding around, and then
the door opened again and she was looking out at him. The sleepiness -
was gone from her eyes and she looked worried. “I can’t find her.
She must have dressed and gone out.”

Still he couldn’t be sure, though a sense of jubilance was growing
in him. “Check the clothes she wore last night, wont you?”

“That was her party outfit,” Chickie pointed out. “But I'll look.”
She omitted closing the door now, and Robinson stepped in over the
sill. He made a lightning—quick survey of the place. It was a typical
furnished apartment in the middle-price bracket. Probably about sixty
or seventy a month, utilities extra. No linens or dishes. The only wear
and tear Chickie would give the kitchen would be mixing drinks in it.

Chickie came out of the bedroom. Her bare legs looked like ivory
below the short hem of the gown. “Gosh, I just can't figure it. I
don’t see a thmg missing. It's queer.” Her face seemed entirely young
and innocent in- its bewilderment. :

Robinson was over at the open window now. “Come here a minute,
will you?” -
She stepped close and he gripped her arm and thrust her suddenly
at the open drop. She gasped and tried to writhe back, and he said,
“Look. Look down there.” She looked, forgetting the height and the
danger, and in the bright light she must have recognized a friend,
for Robinson heard and tfelt the deep sucking breath she took, get-
ting ready to scream. He jerked her back inside and slapped a hand
over her mouth and muffled the yell she let out. “Listen. Screaming
won't get you anywhere. The cops will be here pretty soon. Why

did you push your chum out of that window?”

He wanted to calm her by the shock of accusation, but it didn’t
work. As soon as he lifted his hand she screamed, and then she fought
free and tore out of the apartment into-the hall, still screaming; and
- all the way down the stairs and into the distance, presumably on her
way to the manager. Robinson lit a cigarette and sat in the window
sill and smoked calmly. Chickie, in her shortie gown, was certainly
going to be a sensation.

What a hell of a break. He had no camera with him.

The cops were with Chickie now, and their attitude towards Robin-
son, instead of bemg one of gr atltude was of thinly veiled anunoszlty

Scram louse,” said a loose-lipped ser geant of detectives.

“Oh, hell, let him listen,” said a coroner’s man. “He’s just making
a living, for Chrissakes.” |

So Robinson listened.
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Chickie was employed at present in one of the local mght spots
as a stup artist. She had come home at a quarter of two to plck up
a swim suit. One of the customers at the club had had cause to cele-
brate, and had invited the members of the show out to his home, to
- a combined drink-and-swim fest. When Chickie had come in she had

‘remembered Candy, and in case Candy were qlready back from the
party and sleeping, she had not turned on the lights in the living room.

She had gone into the hall and clicked the light switch there, and
by the softened illumination, had looked back to check up on her
pal. Candy was under a blanket on the couch. She was wearing the
gray satin gown, and the black negligee was laid over a chair.

“Did she wake up while you were home?”

“No. No, she just kept on sleeping.” Chickie mopped at her eyes.

A headline sprang into full-blown life in Robinson’s brain,

Last Seen Sleeping. .

The story contmued Chlckw had stayed at the customer’s party
until nearly four A.M., when a friend had driven her home. Yes, she
~ remembered the friend’s name. She remembered his phone number. .
She was sure he'd remember dropping her here a little past four
o'clock this morning,

The coroner’s man said, “That girl has been dead for more than
two hours. I'd stake my reputation on it.”

Robinson thought, so Chickie has an alibi. He wa:ted for the next
question,

“What about this party Miss Carroll attended last night?”

“It was a job,” Chickie explained. “You see, Candy was over in
Vegas and she couldn't take the heat, being cooped up where it was
air-conditioned and not being able to gamble, it just got her down.
So Mr. Bellew’s, he’s her agent, he got her this date for a stag.”

“What was she supposed to do ‘at this stag affair?” asked the
sergeant. | '

“Dance,” said Chickie, defensively.

“Just dancer” . . ‘

“She was a good sport,” Chickie said. “Maybe they'd have asked
for something extra. She’d have done it. That's the way Candy was.”

“Maybe something had happened to her at that party,” said the
sergeant, his eyes moist.

Robinson said silently, you bastard, you're raping her right now in
that filthy mind of yours. He thought of the soft pearly flesh sprawled
on the freeway, the disarranged gown, the transparent negligee.

Robinson found a phone book and looked up Bellew’s name and
address. It was still too early for the man to be at his office, but
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~ why.

Robinson had a hunch that if he went to the apartment house where
‘Bellew lived, he'd collide with a regiment of cops. |

Maybe he could bribe a janitor to let him in the oflice, he decided.
He drove to the address just off Sunset, parked at the curb, and went
in. It wasn’t yet eight o'clock and the place was deserted.

He found a stocky, gray-haired man putting trash into cans at the
rear door. For five dollars the man shook his head and for ten he
merely looked mildly interested. But twenty produced a key.

“Youre on your own, buster,” he warned Robinson. “If anybody
squawks I'll say the key was swiped.”

“I'll only be a minute.”

He went up to the second floor and inserted the key in the lock.
‘The office inside looked about what he had expected. The big photos
of movie personalities were phonies, of course, dolled up with forged
signatures to make the place look like MCA or Famous Artists. He
crossed the outer room, opened the door, noted the lighted lamp on
the desk and then took a good look at the display around the walls.

Robinson whistled. _ _
Then a new idea occurred to him. He made a swift survey of the

nude display and found a picture he was sure resémbled Candy
Carroll. No one was going to complain about a minor mistake, any-
way. He detached the glossy picture from its holdings and tucked it
away in an inner pocket.

He was busily rummaging in Bellew’s desk when he heard a sound
from the outer room. He froze, alert and watchful. The inner door
opened and a big guy stood there, something angry and disgusted in
his face. Robinson noted a badly scarred eyebrow and a spilled-egg-
yolk tie, plus a SLIlt that didn't exactly fit though it was hard to say

“Your time’s up, brothel said the newcomer. “You've just made
the l_ast delivery. The poison pen postal service is going out of busi-
ness.” He crossed the room in two long jumps and grabbed Robinson
and slammed him against the wall.

Robinson thought dazedly, hell, he acts as if he knew me. But I
never saw this character in my life, up to now. Then his mind, trained
to pick up every unlikely scrap, reverted to something the big man

~ had said. The poison pen postal service.

Even as he ducked the blows aimed at h1m by the blg character.
in the egg-yolk tie, Robinson thrilled with a hunch that he was onto
something good. From a dead girl sprawled on the freeway, to the
ofice where she was listed as a client, to a dust-up over something
about poison pen letters—who could ask tor anything more?
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ROBINSON PATTED HIS SWELLING eye with a damp handkerchief while
he dialed a number on Bellew’s phone. “Hello, Katy. Give me rewrite.”

Across the room Warne stared ruefully at his skinned knuckles. He
had begun to realize that he had done Bellew the opposite of a
favor. Candy Carroll was dead, having apparently jumped out of a
high window, and now thanks to him this reporter had wind of the
letters which had prophesied just such an occurrence.

Robinson rattled off the details of Candy’s last hours. When he had
replaced the phone in its cradle, Warne said, “How about giving
Bellew a break? He's a decent little old guy and youve got him in
a position to crucify him.”

Robinson patted his temple and grinned. “I don’t make or give
breaks, buddy. I just write the facts as I see ’em. Candy Carroll took
a ﬂying leap out of a window. It would seem she had something
unpleasant on her mind at the time. Now, Bellew had sent her out
on a party job. I've got to find out what happened at that party, how
rough it got, and mdybe what the lodge brothers insisted poor little
Candy do for them.”

Warne looked dlsgusted “She was an old hand a professmnal

“I'm also interested in the business about the Jetters,” Robinson went
on dryly. “You feel like talking about it?” S

“Someone’s been heckling Bellew about his business, that was all.”
Damned if this nosy reporter would get out of him the story of
Janie Gordon and Bellew’s long years of repressed guilt.

Robinson nodded, his eyes thoughtfully fixed on Warne. “It's a
business that sort of lends itself to heckling, don’t you think? A lot
of people have very strict ideas in regard to amusement. And a guy
in a business like this one could make a mistake without half trying.”
He paused as if to consider the possibilities. Under the rusty red
thatch, Warne realized, was a sharp and knowing mind. “Or has
Bellew had some definite piece of bad luck in the past?”

Let him dig it out of the newspaper morgue, Warne thought to
himself. He tried to keep any hint of knowledge or alarm out of
his face.

“How long have you known him?” Robinson asked.

“Oh, four or five years anyway. I opened an office next to his,
here, when I got out of the Army. We sort of gradually got ac-
quainted.”

“Run around together?”

“No. After office hours I go my way and he goes his. He's a pretty
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quiet type, by the way. He books them but he doesn’t play them.”

Robinson stretched his legs behind Bellew’s desk. “Ever meet this
Candy Carroll?”

“I think so. Not long ago, in this ofhice. At least the description
you give fits her. I didn’t speak, just took a long look.”

Robinson nodded. “T'll bet.”

Warne said, “Look, I'm sorry I jumped you. If youll go to a doctor
with that eye, I'll fpot the bill.”

Rdbinsonjeered, “Well, that’'s mighty decent of you!”

“I'm not trying to be smart. I've already apologized for the mistake.
Bellew said someones been snooping here, leaving the letters, and so

when I saw you—-

“Forget it, * Robinson interrupted. “Now, do you know anything
about this party last night? Where it was, who held the wingding?”.
“You'll have to find that out from Bellew,” Warne said. “All 1 know

is that he was hoping it would come oft okay.”

The wrong thing to say—Robinson pounced on it eagerly. “OhP Any

‘reason it.shouldn’t?”

Warne shrugged. “Oh, these letters had him rattled. Perhaps 1
shouldn’t be telling you about them—it’s really his business—but since
I made a fool of myself by jumping you, I felt I ought to explain.”

Robinson got out of Bellew’s chair and walked around restlessly,
looking at the nude display on the walls. “I have a hunch, buddy.
I have a hunch you know a lot more than what you’re telling me.”
He shot a guick glance over his shoulder. “You're trying to cover for
Bellew because you know him and like him. But I've a feeling he
sent this girl into a mess last night. And sometime early this morning
she decided she didn’t like what she had to do for a living. And SO
she took that first big step, the step that’s such a lulu.”

“Thinking is your privilege,” Warne said smoothly, “but excuse me

if I don’t listen any longer. I've got work to do.”

~ He left Robinson musing over the naked ladies and went back to
his own office. He shut the door and turned the latch, went directly
to the desk and. took the telephone oft the receiver and dialed Mrs.
Shater’s home. .

Her voice was cool, distinct and hurried. She seemed pleased when

“she realized who it was, but when Warne suggested that she come

down to Bellew’s -office at once, she demurred.

“I'm due to leave for class right now. I have to dr0p Dotty at
Aunt Faye’s and literally run.”

“One of Bellew’s dancers jumped out of a window last night”
Wamne said. “There’s going to be some ugly publicity, since the jump-

ing must have followed almost immediately after a date Bellew

42



arranged for her.”

She cried out, shocked, “Oh, that’s dreadfull”

“The cops and the newspaper reporters are going to run you down
for questioning this morning, either at school or at your other atter-
noon job. It occurred to me that it might be better all around if you
were to meet them here. You'll be at the scene of operations, Wlth
the files to refer to in case you can’t answer any of their questions.”

She thought it over. “Yes, you're right. 1 don't want any such circus
going on around Dotty. Or stirring up Aunt Faye.” There was a
sudden gasp. “Oh, heavens, I don’t want Aunt F aye to know anything
about it. She’s been beating the Subject to death.”

“Unless you can keep her away from the newspapers and the news
broadcasters, you'll have some trouble.”

Sandra made a rueful sound over the wire. “She gobbles up soap
operas. There must be bits of news she hears now and then. Oh, it’s
sﬂly to worry over what she’ll say. I'll just try to ignore it.”

“When will you be here?r”

“Right away. As soon as I can drop Dotty and head for Sunset
' Boulevard

Warne went back to Bellew’s office. The newspaper man was gone
and the door was locked. Warne returned to his own place and tried
to work, but the effort was useless. When he heard heels tapping in
the hall, he left his desk again and went out. When he saw what was
~ coming towards him, his jaw dropped. |

Mrs. Shafer, looking cowed and almost tearful was in the lead.
Behind her, stiff as a ramroad in the unadorned black dress was Aunt
Faye. She had the air of a vice squad invading a brothel. Or of Carrie
Nation with her sharp little hatchet. She marched with a foot-slapping
sound, whomp whomp whomp. When she got even with Warne she
gave him a frosty smile and said, “Thank you, sir. You did my niece
a favor.” |

Sandra Shafer got her keys from her purse and opened Bellew's
door. Warne followed the two women inside. He felt somehow that
Sandra needed protection from the fierce old woman. She was too
loyal and affectionate to rebuff Aunt Faye ftor her browbeating. Per-
haps he could put in a tacttul word or two. -

And perhaps get his head snapped off for his trouble, he added to
himself.

Aunt Faye looked all around the outer office. She goggled at the
photos of the stars on the walls. “He knows these people?”

“Hardly,” said Warne. “It’s just display, somethmg to dress up the
place and make it look properly theatrical.”
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“Well, I never.” With a rush, she hurried to the inner door and
snapped it back and stood, stricken speechless, glaring in at the
tier-on-tier of naked smiling g1rls around the walls.

 She caught her breath at last. “They're . . . theyre .

“They sure are,” said Warne over her shoulder “Evely last one
of them. And besides, they can dance. Or at least a little.”

She must have heard the jeer behind -his words for she stiffened
in anger. Then a cold bleak ruthlessness gleamed in her eyes. She
marched into Bellew’s inner sanctum and put her big black alligator

" bag on his desk, stripped off black cotton gloves, and went to the
wall and began ripping down the pictures.

“Wait a minute!” Warne cried in dismay.

She looked at him over her outstretched arm, her face sharp as a
hatchet. “Stop and think, Mr. Warne. When the police and reporters
get here there'll be a lot of prowling around. They won't stay in that
outer office. There will be pictures taken, and impressions formed and
put down in words. This place will have a glare of publicity on it
~t0 shame a movie premiere. And my niece will be in the middle of

” She pursed her lips as if waiting for him to catch on. “Won't it
look much better for Sandra—not to mention this man Bellew—if there
isn’t a display like this one?” |

She was right. Warne thought admiringly, she was a smart old
cookie. The newspaper photographers would have made a holiday
in here. And some nasty suppositions would have been printed about
Sandra and Bellew. |

Warne set to work and Sandra followed. They stripped the walls
of the nude photos, stacking them on Bellew’s desk; and then Warne
took them all into his own office and locked them in a file cabinet.
Old Aunt Faye tound a bottle of cleaning fluid and a rag in Bellew’s
office closet, and scrubbed off all the marks left by the tape on the
painted walls.

As she rubbed, Aunt Faye muttered, “Thank God I left Dotty with
the landlady and came here with Sandra.” .

“Amen,” said Warne.

In the outer office with Sandra, he tried to prepare her for what
must come. “The cops won't be the worst. They'll ask questions, some
of them insulting, but theyll at least listen to your answers. The

“reporters will try to put words in your mouth. That's what you have
to look out for.” ‘

She nodded, then glanced at him a little helplessly. She wore the
horn-rims, and had her hair pulled back trimly, and her black skirt
and plain white blouse looked very business-like. .

Aunt Faye came out, putting on her gloves. “I'm leaving now. I
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don't care to be caught here by these snooping police. Call me when
youre ready to pick up Dotty tonight.”
“Thanks, Aunt Faye. Thank you for everything,” said Sandra.
“And I take back every word I didn’t say,” Warne added.

Warne was in his own office when the cops arrived, He didn’t want
to be around to fend off questions, perhaps to let slip something about
Bellew’s mysterious letter writer who had, it seemed, been able not
only to read Bellew’s mind but to forecast the future. '

Warne was quite curious about that party last night, and was trying
to think of a way he could get information, when he remembered- a
trick he’d used during his college days. Sometime during that last
frantic talk, Bellew had dropped a name, the title of the outfit giving
the wingding at which Candy Carroll was to appear. What had it
been? Business Men’s something-or-other.. He picked up the phone
book and leated through the yellow pages to Fraternal Organizations.
He found it there: Business Men’s All-America ‘Patriots. Now who
thought that up, he wondered, as he dialed.

A woman’s crisp voice sald “Church and Company. Miss Ragsdale
speaking.”

Warne said, “I must have the wrong number I'm looking for the
All-America Patriots.” :

“Oh. We accept messages for the organization, said Miss Ragsdale,
“since our President, Mr. Church, is one of the directors.” She paused,
then added: May I take a message?’ |

“My name is Dr. Thore. I have a patient who is a member and

who attended a party last night. I wanted to talk to some other
member about what was served there in the way of food and drink.
It’'s pretty serious.”

Her voice warmed up immediately. “Oh, I see. Just hold on, doctor,
and I'll contact Mr. Church.” -

Mr. Church came on the wire finally. He sounded small, fat and
pompous. “This is Church speaking. Youre a physician?” ~

“Dr. Edward Thorne.” Before Mr. Church could ask further ques-
tions, such as where his office was located and who was sick and what
hospital they'd been taken to, Warne rushed on. “I have a pretty sick
‘man on my hands. He thinks he might have eaten or drunk some-
thing at the party last night which disagreed with him. Can you -
help me?”

“Well . .. sorry to hear ... as a matter of fact, though—" Mr. Church
was picking his words cautiously, as if perhaps they were being
written down somewhere.

Warne laughed in as worldly a manner as he could summon. “I
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~ guess: you boys really hung one on, hmmm? I hear you even had
entertainers.

“Ah...ah-" *

“Well, I guess boys will be boys, especially when the cat’s away,
if I may mix a metaphor or two. How were those strippers? Always
wanted to catch an act like that. You got your money’s worth, I'll
bet.” All the time Warne was speaking he could hear Mr. Church
erowing more and more agitated, sputtering words and making small
moans. Perhaps he thought Miss Ragsdale was listening. And perhaps
‘Miss Ragsdale was a chum of Mrs. Church.

“You must understand . . . doctor, you must positively understand
that there was no rough or vulgar performance of any sort at our
little get-together.” Desperation caused Mr. Church to speak quickly
and emphatically. “The dancers did not strip. They put on a small
entertainmeut, fully clothed. As for the food and drink, I can refer
you to the caterers.” There was a papery rattling as if Mr. Church
searched for the caterer’s name among the files on his desk. In a
gasping tone he read it then aloud to Warme. “They can tell you
exactly what was served. Shrimp, I remember. Shrimp in a gooey
sauce. Chicken—I didn't try it. The drinks seemed fine. I had . .. ab

. . just a little wine.” |

You old hypocrite, Warne said silently. He put a lot of surprise
into his voice. “There certainly must have been a radical change of
plan.”

In his agitation Mr. Church forgot to wonder why a doctor was
curious about the other details of the affair. “There certainly was a
change,” he said, biting off the words. “Since one of our members
declared we were due to have a raid.” |

“And nobody danced naked?”

Mr. Church yelped, “Certainly not!” and must have instantly trans-
ferred the call, for next came Miss Ragsdale saying sweetly, “Will
there be anything else, doctor?”

“I think I have. everythmg I need,” he said pohtely, and hung up.

If Church were to be believed—and somehow Warne did believe

- him—Candy Carroll had pranced around at an affair resembling a
rather late-hour Sunday-school picnic. Afterwards, struck with shame,
she’d taken her life by jumping out of a window. Like ]anie Gordon
who had been raped at seventeen. ~

Wame sat shaking his head over it. It didn’t make sense.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

WARNE HAD WORK which demanded attention; he had come earlier
. than usual today in order to get'it done. Now he deliberately forced

his thoughts away from the provocative puzzle of Candy’s death, and.

settled down to the job. He dictated a batch of letters and reports
into his office machine for later transcription by the public stenog-
rapher downsairs.

- At about eleven-thirty he knocked off, went next door and looked
in on Sandra. She was at the desk, alone. She looked.tired and exas-
perated, but when she saw Warne she smiled wanly. “How did it
-go? Warne asked.

“The way you said it would. But I think I held my own. She leaned
back in her chair, fluffing the hair off her neck with her fingers, and
her full well-shaped breasts pushed out inside the trim cotton blouse.
“The police seemed determined to prove that Mr. Bellew had some
sort of agreement about Miss Carroll, that she would be available for
what they called ‘other services after the entertainment at the party
was over. I had to scotch that, but quick.” She smiled at him again,
her glance warming. You Il never know how glad I am Aunt Faye
got rid ot those pletures

“No flies on her,” Warne agreed, “even if she is a bit of an alarmist.”

“She’s just a llttle old- fashwned., Sandra said.

“I'm going out for coffee,” Warne added. “Want to come along?”

In the little cafe down the block, Warne ordered coftee for both
of them, then turned to the girl. “What about the reporters?”

“There were two of them. They didn’t give me as hard a time as
I had expected. I think they took one look and decided I wasn't the
type they needed to liven up the press.”

Warne put a hand over hers on the counter between them. “I guess
I had some sort of idea like that. But now I'm beginning to notice
things I riever saw before.”

‘Her eyes dropped and a small smile touched her lips.

A newsboy came in off the street and Warne hurriedly bought a
paper, spreading it on the counter where he and Sandra could read it.
Candy’s death was front page news. Warne read the headline: Last
Seen Sleeping. He read on and found the account of the interview
with Chickie. | |

In a second statement to police, Warne read, Chickie had supplied
further details. “I was very much surprised to find Candy home so

early,” Chickie was quoted. “Usually she got in much later from a

party like that one. Sometimes, even, the next morning! Those Patriot
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guys must be a very quiet bunch of fellows.

Warne grinned to himself. Mr. Church and his fellow lodge mem-
bers had some fast footwork cut out for them at home, explammg
the presence of a girl like Candy Carroll at their party. ‘

The paper explained that Chickie’s whereabouts during the night
~were fully accounted for. There was no question that she was not

to blame for Candy’s dive through the window: The host at the swim-
ming party had been chasing Chickie in the pool at about the time
- Candy had died. |
- The obvious conclusion, according to the reporters, was that the
stripper had committed suicide during a moment of uncharacteristic
depmssmn
“It’s crazy,” Warne muttered over his coffee.

Sandra had been reading, too. “I wouldnt have said she was the
kind of girl to get into such a mood. She gave off an air of being
satisfied with hersell.” |

“Yes, I thought so, too.”

Lower on the page was an interview with the landlady. She gave
Chickie Anderson an excellent character. Chickie was a quiet; decent
girl and if her job happened to keep her in an atmosphere of rowdy
sex, she certainly didn't bring it home with her. She’d had her present
apartment for nearly two years and there wasn't a nicer tenant in
the building. The landlady hadnt met Miss Carroll, since she was
simply a temporary guest of Miss Anderson’s. The landlady had found
the missing screen off the window, however—on the ground just inside
the stcel link fence at the top of the freeway embankment. The frame
of the screen was all broken apart by its fall from the high window.
And the screening itself was almost completely bulged out and torn
from the frame as if by strong pressure from within. “She just jammed
it out bodily,” the landlady was quoted as saying. “In a hurry to
hop out and get it over with, I guess.”

Warne was fmwmng, his mouth tight- l]pped “Now, that screen is
mterestmg

“Well, she must have ]umped out in the dark,” Sandra rephed, ‘and
sO just didn’t see that there was a screen in the way.” She gave him
n quick anxious gl'mce “It couldn’t be anything but suicide, could it?”

“I don’t know.” Warne was thinking to himself that Candys death
certainly made Bellew's mysterious letter writer into a first class
prophet. “Has Bellew called you this morning?” he asked of Sandra.

“No, I haven’t heard from him. Probably it didn't occur to him I
might come .in, and besides, he’'d be busy. The police must have
gnl]ed him thoroughly about his dealmgs with Miss Carroll.”

“We'd better check up on him.” Warne rose, paid the bill and
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took Sandra back outdoors. The morning was warming up and below
them, a half-block away, Sunset Boulevard was busy with traffic.
'Warne noticed a blue Cadillac coupe swing off and turn their way.
He and Sandra had almost reached the door of their own building
when Warne took a second and closer look at the car. Abruptly, he
jelked Sandra around, held her as if they were studying the display
in a small shop window.

She was a qulc,k witted girl. Shé made no move to look back at the
passing car. “What is it?” she asked softly.

“Someone I know.” He waited tensely. The Cadillac went by
slowly, and the couple in it appeared to be reading street numbers,
searching for a certain address. There was no mistaking the man,
Warne decided, not even in the pale and distorted image reflected
in the shop window. Native Boy’s lean and deeply tanned face, topped
by the almost snow-white butch cut, was too distinctive to be con-
tused with anyone else. He’d had a very brief glimpse of the girl with
him; she was small, as young at least as Mr. Gordon’s watchdog. A
pert face. Black ha1r cut short with bangs, the style girls called a
Dutch bob.

“I think I've seen that man before,” Sandra said, looking at the
reflection on the glass. |

Warne was keeping his own head bent, hoping that the man in
the Cad wouldn’t recognize him. “Where?” .

“I can’t remember.” Her tone was puzzled as well as surprised. “Is
he a client of yours?”

“Not exactly He works for a man I interviewed not Iong ago.
Let’s go on.” The car was up at the other end of the block, making
a U-turn. Warne and Sandra went into the empty lobby of their
own building and up the stairs.

“We were going to call Mr. Bellew,” she reminded.

There was no need to call, though. The outer door was open and
Bellew was inside. He had crossed to the inner door and opened it,
and now stood in the open doorway staring in a dazed way at the
walls where the nude ladies had once cavorted. Hearing Warne and
Sandra come in, he turned around. The effort to brace himself, to
control his emotions, was visibly almost too much for him. Then,
recognizing who it was, he brightened a little. “Oh. It's you, Warne.
And Mrs, Shater—I can't tell you how grateful I am that you came
in. I heard about it from one of the reporters.”

“I was glad to help,” she said quickly. “I'm terribly sorry about
what happened to Miss Carroll.” -

Warne said, “Mrs. Shafer’s aunt came down with her, and had the
bright idea to remove those fascinating pictures.”
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“That was wise.” Bellew seemed to make an effort to look less
gloomy. - |

Warne went on, “I think you might as well discuss those letters in
tront of Mrs. Shater. She’s been on the firing line for you all morning.”

“I suppose . .. Yes, it’s all right.” |

They sat down and Wamne spent a few minutes outlining Bellew’s
troubles with the poison pen writer. Sandra was at first surprised and
confused, but soon grew indignant. “I wish you had told me about
them before this,” she said to Bellew. “Perhaps I could have helped.
I'd have kept my eyes open for anything significant.” |

“It doesn't matter now,” said Bellew in a tired, dwindling voice.

Sandra said sympathetically, “I'm simply astonished, Mr. Bellew,
_that- you were able to carry on. It must have been dreadful. But
then—this I don't understand at all, how could this person who seemed
just to want to persecute you foretell what was actually going o
happen?” -

“He . . . he made it happen! Bellew blurted, as though the words
were torn out of him. Then he shook his head and half-collapsed in
the chair, rubbing his face between his hands. “I don’t know what
I’'m saying,” he protested. “Don’t pay any attention to me.”

Warne’s voice had an edge of anger. “I think you might have some-
thing there. Don’t disparage it.”

Sandra was staring at Warne. Bellew had litted his bloodshot eyes.

Warme went on quickly: “Don’t you see, it's just too-pat? It came
out too neatly? You got the warnings, you were nervous and scared,
you were prepared for the worst—and. the worst went right ahead
and happened? To put it bluntly—this thing stinks.”

Bellew licked his lips. No hope glimmered behind the suffering
mask ot his face.

“Perhaps it’s just a strange coincidence,” Sandra murmured.

“It's not a coincidence at all. And I'm damned if I believe Candy
Carroll jumped out of a window so a prophecy might come true. So .
that leaves just one other p0351b1l1ty He faced Sandra’s wmned gaze
and Bellew’s draggingly ill one. “Murder.”

The word had a flat, hollow ring in the silence- of the office. It
was a moment before he got any reaction from Bellew, and then the
older man merely shook his head wearily.

“You've got to tell the police about the letters Warne pomted’ out.
“They need to know. It’s part of the picture.”

Bellew’s face worked, his mouth quivering as he sought to form
words with his lips. ‘They’]l cut me-to pieces!” he got out.

“Forget about any chance of being blamed for what happened to
/ \\ Janie Gordon,” Warne insisted. “That’s ancient history now. You have
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~ a client dead, a girl whose career you managed—"

“No. Nol” Bellew seemed almost incoherent. He stood up hefore
his chair and pounded on the desk. “I won’t tell the police! I refuse
to do any such thing. It would be utter madness. They’d have me
locked up and the key thrown away before I could blink.”

He fell back into the chair, and stillness settled again in the room.
Sandra seemed embarrassed by Bellew’s frantic cowardice. Warne,
having talked to him previously, was less surprised. The old affair
of Janie Gordon had left a sensitive spot in Bellew’s makeup, probably
a sense of guilt, in Warne's opinion, which had testered through the
yéars. He wasn’t a logical thinking human being in that direction.

As if ashamed of his outburst, Bellew tried to talk in an ordinary
tone. “Besides, there’s this angle. The Janie Gordon case has nothing
to do with Candy’s death. No matter whether it was suicide-or the
other. I thought yesterday—as I told you—that I was sending Candy
and the three other girls to much the same kind of party Janie Gordon
had been sent to. But I was wrong.”

Warne wondered how Bellew had acquired the information so
“quickly. But Bellew’s next words enlightened him.

“I was restless last night.. Unsettled: I kept remembering the Gordon
affair, and those damned letters. I drank a little brandy, tricd to pass

the time, finally lay down and tried to sleep. But in the end I had
to go and see what was happening. I went out to the clubhouse and

saw for myself, listened to the members talking—someone had tipped
off the entertainment committee that if they staged a nudc show a
pohce raid would be pulled on them.”

“That must have relieved your.mind,” Warne put in.

“Immensely. 1 can’t express how I felt. But the point I want to
emphasize is this. Candy wasn't at a rowdy shindig where anything
unpleasant could have- happened to her. T'll bet it was the tamest
evening she’'d spent in years.”

“You didn’t see her out therer”

“She’d already gone home.” L

“If she jumped out of the window, then,” Warne said musingly,
“it had nothing to do with the job you sent her on. It was because
of something else entirely.”

In spite_of his own convictions, Warne was half convinced. It
would be history’s craziest happenstance, if it had happened this way.
But who was he to say that it was impossible?

Bellew, much calmer now because he seemed to have Warne agree-
ing with him, went on. “There’s another item which shows .that
Candy’s death is totally outside this. other pattern. Yesterday in my
worry I came back to the office almost as soon as I reached home.

51



Someone had already slipped in here, lit the desk lamp, and gone

out. And left a distinct smell so I wouldnt miss the fact of their
presence.” ~

“What sort of smell?” Wame demanded.
“Moth balls.”

There was a moment of sﬂence and then Sandra said, “What was
that? Moth balls?”

“Yes, that’s what it was. I couldn’t have been mistaken. Moth balls.”
Bellew pressed the point home with firmness.

“Look at it this way,” Bellew said in his exhausted voice. “The tricks,
the persecution, must still be going on. At the time the office was
prowled, Candy was getting ready for the club date. Would anyone
piddle around leaving a lamp lit and spreading a smell of moth balls
—when he had such a hell of a vengeance as Candy’s suicide all
set up for the next few hours?”

It sounded logical. Logical as hell. Warne admitted it to hlmself _
but not to Sandra or to Bellew. He had a strange feeling that if
they deluded themselves far enough .in this direction, one of Bellew’s
taloned specters would tap them on the back.

CHAPTER NINE

Frep ROBINSON PUSHED ASIDE his ham-on-rye and bent over his beer.
He felt pensive and dissatisfied. He had given his best, and somehow
it lacked the flavor of completion. He'd written the story on Candy
Carroll and it was being set up now for the .atternoon editions.
Along with the glossy picture he’d stolen off Bellew’s wall.

But the job was done now, and to his unhappiness it wasn’t enough

A stripper diving out of a high window is only a one-day’s wonder,
a twenty-four hours’ sensation. He tried to remember this, to quiet
the restlessness inside him; but it didn’t work. There ought to be
more.

When he finished the beer he followed it with a quick shot of
whiskey and then went out, got into his car, and drove back to the
apartment house where Chickie Anderson lived. He parked, climbed
the stairs to the lobby, and used the self-service elevator, getting
out on the-floor below Chickie’s. He rang several bells before getting
an answer. Obviously most of the tenants were by now out at work.
- The woman he finally got was a heavy-set, faded blonde, around
forty, wearmg a red checked gingham house dress, who put her
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hand over her mouth to yawn even as she opened the door.a crack
to peek out at him.

He flashed his best smile. “Hope I didn’t interrupt a nap.”

“In five minutes, you would have.”

“I'm a reporter.” He dug out his identification, meanwhile sizing
her up. “I guess you know about the excitement around here early
this morning.”

She shool\ her head. “Hot damn I'll say I heard about it. Her
~apartment’s right over my head. Them cops got feet like pile drivers.
" You think they’d stop and consider, somebody m1ght be trying to
snatch forty winks downstairs? Nuts. Nuts, I say.”

He assumed a slightly wistful air. \Vell I guess there isn't much
more anybody could tell us. It’s all been ‘hashed over.”

“Not here, it hasn’t.” She widened the crack between door and
lintel. “You want to come in? I could ofter a drink if you take gin
with orange pop.” ~

He had learned long ago to take what was offered. “Right down my
alley.” He smiled again, and she must have thought his glance admir-
ing, tor she smoothed the gingham over her hips-and pursed her
lips a little. Robinson looked around. “Say, you've got a cute place
here. Fixed up better than the rest of them, those I've seen.”

“It's my hobby.”

She was a crepe paper artist. There were crepe paper flowers in
about a half-dozen vases in the room, a paper parrot in an imitation
bird cage made of paper-wrapped wire, and a big paper monkey,
brown with a dusty white face, hanging from the imitation mantle.

On the way to the kltchen she paused to point to the monkey
“I made him first, when I was just beginning. Tail’s too long.”

“He’s fine.” Robinson added to himself: what you need in here,
baby, is a nice hot bonfire. Robinson sat down and found something
tickling the back of his head, and looked back to meet the eyes ot a
crepe-paper cobra sticking up out of a brown paper basket on a
table behind the chair. For an instant Robinson almost choked with
fright.

She came back with the drinks in her hands, two gin and orange
pop without even the saving grace of ice cubes. One she shoved into
his hand. 1

She stood in the middle of the floor and spraddled her legs a
little as if bracing herself for a blow below the belt. She lifted the
glass and said, “Cheers!” and then downed about half the ‘mixture,
and then stood blankly, waiting to hear from headquarters.

Robinson said, “Likewise,” and tipped the glass enough so that
he could stick his tongue into the liquid and taste it. Mostly pop,
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he decided.

- She sat down and patted her faded hair and said, “There was some
horrible laughing went on up there during the night. A regular
hyena act.”

It took a moment for it to register; he was slow to catch that she
was giving him something utterly new. Then he said, “You've told
this to the police?” L
- “I hadn’t remembered till just now,” she said coyly.

He was instantly suspicious. Flattered by his attention, she must
be making it up. He said gualdedly, “Funny how a person’s memory
can improve all at once like that.” - | |

“Nothing funny about it, not a goddam thing. If they had asked
nice, I m1ght have remembered earlier.”

Oh you've got to make allowances for cops,” Robinson explained.
“Do you mind tellmg me about this laughter you heard?”

“It was loud,” she said, with an air of genuinely calling something
back to mind. “It was loud and not very funny. You know what I
mean? Somebody laughs at a joke, it's one way, it'’s kind of like this,
Ha, ha, ha.”

“Ha ha, ha,” Robinson echoed, trying to get the exact ‘shade of
meaning shed put into it.

Robinson said, “Now this laughter you heard from.the apartment
upstairs—it was ~diﬁerent, right?” *

“Hot damn, was it different! It wasn’t even out of the same bottle.

It was mean. Nasty. Like maybe, you see somebody forget and put
his pipe in his pocket and catch his pants on fire. lee this. Hee, -
hee, hee.” .
- “Hee, hee, hee,” Robinson repeated solemnly. “By the way, I ...
auh . .. I forgot to get your name. And TI'll need it for the paper.”
- She stuck up her chin a little. “I'm Mrs. Marion Hackendyke.
Married. Thirty-nine years old. Have two kids. Boy’s in- the Army,
Slgnal Corps, .girl's mairied and lives in Oakland No gmndchlldren
yet " She peered at him anxiously. |

“Fine. Fine. Now—when was all this laughing going on upstairs? Did
you notice the time?” -

I sure did. I woke up and waited a while, and when it went on,
] looked at the clock, and I hollered out the window, ‘What in the

hell's so funny at three o’clock in the morning? Goddam you, shut
up!” And they shut.” '
“A man?”

"Woman. I figure it was that Miss Carroll the stripper up there
wsmng overnight with the other one.”
“You'd heard her laugh before?”
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“No, I hadn’t. Of cowrse it could have been some other woman if
another woman had come in.”

“Did you hear any conversation?”

Marion Hackendyke shook her head firmly. “Not a word.”

“Then it could have been—not too likely, but perhaps—it could have
been Miss Carroll laughing over something to herself. Hysterical,
maybe.”

Marion thought about it, looking at the pale orange drink in her
hand. “Might have been. If she was going oft her rocker. And I
guess she did ﬂl]_) or she’d have never took that flying jump out the
 window.”

“T guess that’s what she was getting ready to do " Robinson assured
her.

Marion was somewhat disappointed; he could see that. “Here 1
thought maybe I had a clue, or something.”

“Don’t be discouraged. I'll use this little detail, never fear.”

He pried around, but she recalled nothing more. When she wanted
to give him another orange pop and gin, he rose to leave; and when
she tried to press the paper monkey on him as a gift souvenir, he
fled. He went downstairs to the manager’s apartment and rang the
bell.

The landlady was a small compact woman with a brown mole
on her cheek, fuzzy slightly pink hair, and a smell of soap. When
Robinson had explained who he was and asked wistfully for any
additional scraps of information, she took him down into the base-
ment store-room and showed .him the broken window screen. He
made arrangements for a photographer to call and make pictures of
it, and then left.

He wanted to talk to Chickie Anderson, too; but he had made up
his mind to look her up at work. Chickie’s working dress would have
much more reader appeal, he figured, than even the shortie night-
gown of her leisure hours. He made a mental note to be sure to take

the camera with him.

Warne was behind his desk, at work, when Native Boy walked in
without even the preamble of a knock. No Caribbean pants today.
He wore a soft gray shirt and a cream-colored tropical suit, very
sharp, and a Panama hat with. a green silk band and a tiny yellow
feather in the bow. Warne looked up-and sald “Hello, Where's your
airl friend?”

Native Boy drew his lips back off his strong white teeth in a
arimace that in no way resembled a smile, “So that was you, stand-
ing by the shop window hiding your face. What’s the matter? Bash-
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tul? Avoiding friends?” He came towards Warne on the balls of
his feet and Warne smelled trouble in the room, an odor as crackling
as it a brush fire were raging towards him across his patch of.green
carpet,

Warne put down the pencil and pushed the scratch pad away,
and stood up.

The deep blue eyes in the darkly tanned face studied Warne for
a moment. “You fought once. Maybe eight, ten years ago. You haven't
fought much since. You got the eyebrow from a cut above the eye, -
You learned a little something from it. But you haven't practiced
lately.” He gave Warne the sharks mealtime smile again. “I practiced
yesterday. Two hours in the gym.” :

Warne turned his head questioningly. “With Mr. Gordon?”

. “Mr. Gordon’s my employer. 1 wouldnt use him for a punching
bag.” The fists below the cream-colored sleeves tightened, the knuckles
paling on the deeply tanned flesh. “You look like you expect me to
jump you.”

“Come on,” Warne invited. “Hell, I can only die once.” .
He saw the slightly squatting posture, and sensed the steel springs
in the massive legs. Native Boy came at him like a truck with attached
hammers, but Warne made no move to put up his fists in his detense.
He waited until the younger man made his rush and then stuck a
‘knee into his groin, grabbed his arm and with a wrenching, crip-
pling toss he flung Native Boy over his shoulder against the wall.

The whole building quivered. -

Warne bent above the prone body. “I haven’t fought for almost
ten years. They teach you a substitute in the Army. And I got awfully
good at Judo.”

The man on the floor made sucking and garglmg sounds as his .
flattened lungs fought for air. The blue eyes stared glassily up at.
Wame as if he were hovering in a fog. “1 like to know the names
of people who come calling,” Warne said. He flipped open the cream-
colored jacket and riffled through the pockets for a wallet. The one
he found_ was Morocco, initialled in gold. There was about four
hundred . dollars, more or less, in the money bank. Warmne dug for
the driver’s license, “James Terence Gordon. Nice name. Initials J.T.G.
All proper, all accounted for. Now let’s see. You're either a relative,
or adopted. Say twenty-two or twenty-three, you'd have been born
about the time Mr. Gordon’s daughter killed herself. He and his
wife could have been lonely, could have taken in a kid.”

James Gordon wasn’t in condition to answer. Warne got hnn on
a chair, doused him with water from the cooler. '

“Youre a mess, boy,” Warne commiserated, pouring water on the
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white butch cut and watching sympathetically as it dribbled down
the coat.

“You . .. son of a bitch—" James labored over the words as it he
were learning a foreign language. “Soon . . . as I get my wind . .
going to tear you to pieces . . . little—pieces.”

“Now, that’s not a nice thing to say,” Warne corrected. “Here 1
am, working over you to revive you. I think . .. yes, I think I'd better

:111 the cops.” 3

A certain savage withdrawal stiffened the ﬁgure in the chair.

“Don’t like that idea?” Warne wondered. Don’t crave coppers?
Why did you come calling with your mitts up, anyway? It's not the
sociable style.” He brought more water, and James flinched and
gasped under the icy touch, and tried to push Warne away. Warne
let him have the whole cupful in the face. “Perhaps Mr. Gordon
had a sudden improvement of memory. Perhaps he recalled the
name of the man I described to him.”

“Bellew,” James got out with a sucking gasp. “Bellew sent you.”

“Oh, you know that? Well, this simplifies everything. We can get
down to cases. Why did Gordon send you here to beat me up?”

There was tight-lipped silence trom James Gordon. -
~ Warne yanked down the back of the coat over the chair, pinioning

James Gordon’s arms, and then slapped him hard. “You’ve oot a

hard face but I can soften it. Why did Gordon send you?

The voice came out angry and grating. “To see if you were who
you said you were. That’s all.”"A red mark flamed on his cheek where
Wame's slap had landed.

“Since I was just an insurance adjustor, after all, you felt tree to
belt me around a little. Or maybe a lot. So I'd stay away from MTr.
Gordon and keep my nose out of his affairs.” Warne stared into the
ferocious blue eyes with their promise of future violence. “What's he
got to cover up? Why does he need you?”

He dug his fingers into the butch cut and gripped the short hair
and jerked James’s face up to meet his own. “What's your real job?"

Tears stood in the blue eyes from the pam in his scalp, but James
said, “I'm just a companion. An errand boy.”

“Who's the glrlf’”

“She’s my wite.”

Warne stepped back, and Gordon shrugged the coat back upon
his shoulders, bent down and retrieved the hat, Warme knew that
outside of beating the younger man to a bloody pulp, he wouldn’t
get anything more out of him. James got up out of the chair and
limped over to the door and turned there. "Next time,” he promised,
his eyes full of cruel anticipation. Next time he'd be on guard against
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the Judo business and Warne could look forward to some hurts.
Say, something like a broken face and some cracked ribs and maybe
a couple of fractured wrists.

“Shut the door as you go out,” Warne snapped. '

When Warne was alone again he sat there thinking about Gordon,
and Gordon’s errand boy, and Bellew. Bellew was next door now,
winding up his affairs so he could close the office. He'd given Sandra
a month’s pay instead of notice and set her to work contacting the
girls so they could look around for new representation. |

Bellew seemed to have lost all interest in old man Gordon, or
apparently in anything except peace and quiet and escape. He was
cancelling the leases on the office and on his apartment, arranging to
sell his furniture. Next, Warne thought, Bellew would take off on an
aimless search for forgetfulness.

If it kept on, Bellew would end up as a bum, the anonymous letter
writer would be vindicated, and Candy Carroll would go down as
- a suicide. . .

The prospect didn’t please him.

I'd better meddle with it, Warne told himself.

There’s nothing much I can do in the official investigation of Candy's -
death, whatever it was. So-I'd better work on the Gordons. I won't
be interfering with the cops, or running into newspaper men. [l
be covering all new territory. He corrected himself: old territory.

CHAPTER TEN

'

HE TELEPHONED THE PUBLIC stenographer downstairs. She had worked
before for him on matters involving. the checking of public records.
He told her he wanted information about the date -of a death, sur-
viving relatives and so forth, gave her Janie Gordon’s name and the
approximate year. Then he asked that she check old city directories
of the same time for the'address of a Josiah Gray Gordon. If the L.A.
public library couldn’t help her over the phone, she was to take a
taxi down to the main library and charge it to his account. He wanted
the information fast.

Since he had requested just such items previously, she accepted
‘the job as a matter of routine.

Warne then went to Bellew’s office. The inner door was shut and
he could hear Bellew’s voice in there. Sandra was in the outer room,
clearing her desk. She looked up as Warne came in. “He’s in the
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other room using the phone.”

“I came to see you,” Warne said. “It occurred to me that you won't
be here next week, when I intended to ask for a second date. Remem-
ber? What about tomghtp We could take Dotty with us and go out
to eat, some quiet place, nat a night club. And then T'll take you
both home.”

She had paused with some papers in her hands. She looked at
him now in a mixture of perplexity and apprehension. But then she
- said slowly, “I'd like to go. And it’s nice of you to want Dotty, too.
I guess I'd better admit it: Dotty's kind of spoiled. You might find
her a". . . a sort of brat.” Her warm eyes searched his as if for
understanding. “You see, Aunt Faye never had any children of her
own. And she worships Dotty. She gives in to her every whim. And
I'm atraid Dotty takes advantage.”

Warne smiled ruetully. “Well, it shows how wrong I can be. I'd
have figured Aunt Faye for a regular dragon, as far as kids were
concerned. All sorts of rules and regulations, don’t do this and don’t
do that. Watch your feet. That sort of thing. In fact, I had her
pegged for an old maid. She’s a widow, then?’

Sandra nodded. “She and Uncle Monty hac. |, long, happy marriage.
She wasn'’t at all the way she is now; she wasn’t harsh and opinionated,
suspicious of everyone. They shared everything—making a living, the
housework, the gardening. They owned a little stationery store in
downtown L.A., in the financial district. Never made a lot of money.
I guess Uncle Monty didn’t have much business know-how. He never
made any attempt to expand, or to increase the business. And some
salesman was always palming something off on him that didn’t sell
well. But still, they had so much companionship and aftection.” Sandra
shoved some papers into a folder. “Perhaps that's why she seems so
anxious and embittered now.”

“You aren’t afraid the attitude m1ght rub off on Dotty?”

“Oh, no. She spoils Dotty, that’s all.”
“Well, now that you've briefed me on what a juvenile fiend Dotty
is, and I'm all braced for her—what about dinner?”

Her glance was amused and somewhat grateful. “Yes. I'd be happy.”

Warne thought, somewhat to his own surprise: 1 guess it creeps
up on you. My God, I'm falling for her! And here she was behind
those horn rims and the business outfit, all these months!

He went on in to talk to Bellew. He told Bellew about the. visit
from James Gordon. “Theyre scared,” he told Bellew. “They've got
something to hide. Hell, I knew it the minute I saw the set-up All
the signs of money, the watchdog on the door.”

“Bellew seemed a shell of himself, an automaton moving in the

59




memory of other times. “I don’t care,” he told Warne. “I'm not in-
terested. Leave it alone.”

“How. can I, with Native Boy on my neck?”

Bellew sald “Whatever's with them—money or the lack of it, or
a dozen big boys keeping everybody away from old man Gordon-
it didn’'t have anything to do with Candy’s death.”

Warne leaned towards him aCross the desk. “You said « yourself,
this morning, ‘He made it happen.’’

“I was thmkmg of the letters, that’s all,” Bellew said vaguely, with
pain growmg deep inside his haunted eyes. “And then, 1 was wrong.
I wasn’t thinking straight. Candy’s death has no connection with
Janie Gordon’s suicide. Leave it all alone, Warne.” He secemed almost
pleading.

“Youre afraid,” Warne said. “I know exactly how you feel. You
think if enough poking and probing goes on, it will land right back
in your lap, the way Janie’s suicide did.” '

Bellew fiddled with a stack of papers on his desk. _

“Don’t you see,” Warne insisted, “that your only chance is to fight?”

Useless. He knew it. Bellew had no fight left in him. Specters

thronged his thoughts, and far away in a cormer of his own mind

Bellew crouched, frozen with terror.

- Fred Robinson slipped a bill to the man just inside the door.
“I'd like to talk to Miss Andérson before she goes on. Where's the
door, boy?”

The man inspected the bill. He was a tall distinguished figure in
formal evening dress. Behind him lay the big room full of tables,
softly lit, warmed by the muted gypsy music from the stage at the
other end of the room.

The man indicated an obscure screen near the stage. “Behind that.
Second door down the hall. Don't go barging in. You might see
something would shock you.” . - - |

“Shock a newspaper man?” Robinson echoed. “What on earth could
it be?” | -

- “Damned if I know, come to think of it,” said the man tightly,
turning to a party of four who had crowded up behind the reporter.

Robinson threaded his way through the dining area to the screen,

passed behind it to a narrow open doorway which led into a brightly
lit hall. He rapped on the second door, listened to the rustle within,
then 0pened it and peered inside. Chickie Anderson stood near the
door in a costume made mostly of ostrich feathers; an older woman
knelt beside her, plying a needle and thread on Chickie’s bottom,
and behind these two a dozen-odd girls sat at brightly mirrored tables
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applying makeup. Most of them wore kimonos. One of them looked
at Robmsons intruding head and said, “Scat, cat. This is pnvate
property.”

. The woman in the black dress sewing an ostrich feather on Chickie’ S
bottom, looked at him fiercely and snapped, “Out. Before I call a cop.”

“Can’t you babies smell publicity when it’s on your doorstep?”
Robinson complained, letting his camera dangle into view. All eyes
in the room instantly riveted themselves. to this piece of apparatus.
The wardrobe woman said uncertamly, “Who sent you?”

“I don’t need anyone to send me,” Robinson said impudently. “T’ m
a newspaper hack with my own byline. I take nice big glossy pics
and they get printed in the public press. Need I say more?”

The woman looked behind her apprehensively, then leaped to her
feet. There was a general outcry .and a stampede, a shedding of
kimonos which sailed through the air like a flock of kites. The ward-
robe woman was caught in the melee, buffeted about, screamed at.
Hoarse.demands were made for emergency repairs. A flurry of ostrich
plumes in all colors of the rainbow filled the room. Robinson grabbed
Chickie’s nerveless hand and yanked her through the door and closed it.

“Hi. Remember me?” |

“Yes, I do. You're the reporter who was there with the policemen.”

Robinson said, “Is there any little prwate room nearby where we

can talk?”
* “Nothing but the toilet. You wouldnt want to talk in there,

Chickie answered primly.
“It’s got a lock on the door,_hasnt it?” He urged her away from
the door, behind which the shrieks were rising in volume. “Where?

Where?r”
Looking somewhat embarrassed, Chickie led him into the ladies

Ir1oom. .
“Good glrl Robinson commented, latching the door.
“I can’t imagine why you want to talk to me again,” Chickie said.
“T've told everything I know. I've told it over and over again.”
“There is some new evidence about Candy Carroll's death,” Robin-
son said, trying to sound mysterious and important. “Some sounds
heard by the other tenants. We think Candy must have had a visitor
during the early part of the moming. Now think back. Are you sure
Candy was asleep when you made that brief visit to pick up your

- swim suit?”
Id have sworn she was, Chickie said. “She d1dnt move or any—

thing.”

“Naow, as you entered and left the building—did you notice anyone
hanging around? A stranger? A strange woman, for instance?”
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Chickie seemed uncertain. “It’s an apartment house. A big one. 1

usually meet people in the hall. Somewhere.”
“In the elevator, for instance?”
“I took the elevator up,” Chickie said. “But I didn’t wait for 1t
going down. I just trotted down the stairs, carrymg my suit. You see,
my friend gets a little impatient if I fool around
Robinson seemed to be wrestling with some point of the story.
“You got out of your friend’s car, walked to the building, went
indoors, rang for the automatic elevator.”

“It was there already. Standing open in the lobby,” Chickie sup-
phed “But I told the cops this. All of it.” |

“You went up'in the elevator. Alone.”

“I sure did,” Chickie said agreeably.

“You noticed someone in the hall as you stepped out?”

A moment’s surprise lit her face. “No, not then. Say, I'd forgotten
“about it!”

Robinson pounced. VVhen?”

“Well . . . well, it must have been when I came out again with my
swim suit. A very . . . what you newspaper men would say, fugitive
impression. It was like seeing a shadow, sort of. Am I confusing you?”
When Robinson shook his head wryly, she hurried on, “Someone was
down there just stepping out of another apartment. Just as I ducked
into the stairway there was this movement, a door opening and
someone coming out. Another tenant.” |

“A shadowy movement,” Robinson_summed up.

“Sort of.”

“And then you rushed . . . ran, you said-down the stairs.”

“So my friend wouldn’t be sore at me,” Chickie reminded.
“Did you happen to hear any sounds, say for example a kind of
insane laughter, as you ran from that ﬂoor?

“Gosh, they don’t let you have television on after ten o'clock,” h
told him. “After ten o'clock that S a very qulet building.”

“This wasn't a TV program,” he said. “It was either your friend

Candy or some woman who was in there with her.”

She sat looking up at him blankly “I just don’t dig it.”

“Another tenant heard a woman’s laughter. Maniacal.- Hysterical.”

“In my place?” Chickie cried, alarmed.
“Yes, in your place. Shortly after you’d gone. Surely you noticed

someone slipping around, waiting to get into the apartment. This
shadowy figure you ghmpsed as you fled down those stairs—"

Chickie had begun to look worried. “Oh, that was just another‘
tenant, Mr. . ., uh.

Robmson

"
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“Mr. Robinson. And as for my trip downstairs, well, I've told you,
my friend down there in the car—"

. “When you reached the lobby,” Robinson said quickly, “what did

you seer .

“See? \«Vhy, I saw those chairs and the desk, and that potted palm
the manager’s always fooling with. My God, it was all lit up. And
nobody was down there laughing, either. It was quiet as a tomb.”

“As a tomb,” said Robinson, his bright eyes fixed on Chickie as if
she were transparent and he could see through her to the headlines he
was printing in his head.

Someone rattled the knob of the toilet door, and then there was
a concerted screeching out in the hall. The girls had found him.

Robinson unlocked the door and went out, and was smothered
in teathers and perfume and a dozen yammering voices. “Okay, girls.
Okay. Look, I don’t want this sort of crap, all of you made up and
in your costumes. If I wanted anything like that I could get it off
the press agent. I want something with human interest in it. I want
you back in front of those mirrors using your lipsticks, doing your
eyebrows and powdering your noses. And wearing those kimonos.”

There was a concerted shriek as they turned from him and fought
their way back towards the dressing room.

When they were back inside, screaming at each other to hurry,
Robinson knelt quickly on the Hioor of the hall, yanked open the
- camera case, fitted a flash bulb and a plate, and said to Chickie,
“Suck in your stomach and stick out your chest. Drop your left knee
a little. No, move away from the toilet door. There's a sign on it.”

Chickie stepped a few feet over, moving slowly and delicately as
if bewildered by all the ruckus. “What will I do with my hands?”

Robinson had an inspiration. “Put your arms down at your sides.
Stiff. And spread your fingers.” He looked into the view finder. “Widen
your eyes and quit grinning.”

He caught her then on film—a lovely big-breasted girl pinned down
by fright, back against the wall, her spread hands indicative of shock
and alarm, her wide eyes searching as if for the flitting shadow she
had glimpsed in the hall. Robinson thought: My God, it’s perfect!

He took two more snaps, and then, since the noise in the dressing
room had quieted a little and he judged the others would be expect-
ing his appearance, he made a quiet and hasty departure.



CHAPTER ELEVIEN

WARNE PICKED UP HIS PHONE. The public steno was on the line. “The
Gordon death notice supplied an address: It's over twenty years old,
. of course. Used to be an old, run-down part of town, out near Bunker
Hill”

“Fine. Shoot.” Warne jotted down what she told him.

" She added, “I'm going downtown to the main Public Library now,

to look through old City Directories. It's on the way home, I won't
charge you for the trip, just for the time I spend in there reading.”

“You're a swell kid. I'm going to knock off here pretty soon, so don't
bother to try to-call back. I'll be here early tomorrow.” They said
goodbye and Warne hung up. He pushed the stuff on his desk into
a couple of heaps, slammed the drawers on a file cabinet, took his
hat out of the coat closet and went out: It was still early; he had plenty
of time before he was to meet Sandra at Aunt Faye’s.

He followed Sunset Boulevard all the way in to the old Plaza
and then worked south. Well, the Gordon address at the time of
Janie’s suicide had certainly been in a shabby location, on the tringes
of Chinatown; but during these last few years great changes had
been made. Blocks of slums had been cleared, a vast new Civic Center
had risen, and great channels had been gouged in the earth to accom-
“modate the growing maze of freeways. It was gone. Nothing remained
but white stone masonry and a tunnel roaring with traffic.

Working his way west again in the jet-pr0pelled trafic of the
Hollywood Freeway, Warne was busy piecing together his memories
of years ago. He couldnt place the exact block where Janie must
have lived—he'd only been a kid of ten or so, himself—but his dad
had been fond of taking him and his mother to see the sights and
to eat in old Chinatown, and the area in which the Gordons had
lived, on its fringes, had beén shabby, smelling, almost falling down.
A mixture of races, too: Chinese, Mexican, a few Negroes and whites.
Bellew said that the Gordons had come out from the middle west
with the idea of promoting a dancing career for their daughter. Well,
Warne thought, they must have arrived in a near-broke condition.
~ Perhaps the primary idea behind the move hadn’t been so much a
chance for Janie as the failure of the old man on his farm. Gordon
had been getting up in years, must have been worn by toil, perhaps
exhausted and simply looking for a place to lie down.

Warne tried to connect ‘this thought with the image of the old
man in the big luxurious home up the coast, and found that it didn't
jibe, In spite of his extreme old age, Gordon was lively and -malicious
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and alert. He had never, Warne deciacd, been the type of man to
fade, to resign himself, in the face of difficulty. There was too much
avaricious energy in him. He’d have found a way out.

Thinking of old man Gordon, Warne almost missed the turnoft near
Western Avenue which would lead him to Aunt Faye’s place..

When he located it, it proved to be a neat little frame house, painted
white, with a small neat yard in which Warne saw a swing and
teeter-totter, obviously put in for Dotty’s benefit.

Sandra Shafer and the little girl were waiting in a porch swing.
The house appeared closed and there was no sign of Aunt Faye.
Warne parked his car and stepped out. Sandra and Dotty were oft
the porch now, hurrying his way. He thought that Sandra had almost
an air of rehef of escape. He wondered briefly if there mlght have
been a quarrel with the aunt.

Dotty had a pixie face, topped by black curls She wore a white
cotton pinafore, a pink jacket. She looked at Warne while Sandra
introduced them to each other, and then said trankly. “Hello, MTr,
Warne. My, but that’s a funny necktiel” -

Sandra was put out with her child. “Dotty, you know that wasn’t
a nice thing to say!”

“No,” Warne put in, “Dotty’s right. My taste in ties is complicated
by the fact I'm somewhat color blind. I pick out something that appeals
to me and it turns out I've got a dog. Most people put it much more
impolitely than Dotty did.” He shook hands with the young miss,
who crinkled her eyes at him.

She had a rolled sheaf of papers, all colors and sizes. “Do you
want to see my paintingsr”

He took time to inspect the colorful blobs, noting meanwhile that
Sandra was looking back apprehensively at the house.

They got into the car, Dotty between Warne and Sandra, and as
they pulled away Sandra’s sigh of relief was audible. Warne said,
“Tired out from clearing up all of Bellew's tag ends?”

“Oh, no. As I said before, most of his business is in his hat. I didn’t
have a lot to do.” She hesitated and then added frankly, “It's Aunt
Faye. We had a . .. a sort of spat.”

“Not because of my calling for you, I hope.” .

She had taken .off the glasses, loosened the slicked-back bun; her
profile had a calm beauty that Warne liked. “No, not at all. This was
over something else entirely.” Again there was a thoughtful sort of
quiet. “I wish Aunt Faye had kept her little shop after Uncle Monty
died. She needs something to do. She needs to get out, to have con-
tacts with other people. I didn’t realize until just . . . just today, how
narrow and suspicious the poor old lady bas become.”
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Dotty looked up into Warne's face. “Aunt Faye cried.”

“I was tactless,” Sandra hastened to say. She didn’'t add what she
~ had been tactless about, and Warne was left with his curiosity unsatis-
fied. They ate in a quiet cafe and he took Sandra and Dotty home,
He waited while Sandra ran a tub of water for the little girl, bathed

her end put her to bed. Then they had an hour of- quiet, friendly. -

conversation. When Warne rose to go, she came at once into his arms
to kiss him goodbye. Her lips were soft, pulsing with warmth. Her
body folded itself against him, inside his arms, without prudery or
hesitation. Warne knew all at once that Sandra Shafer had had a good
marriage. She was the kind of woman who gave freely and warmly
of herself. There was no meanness, no littleness in her.

He wondered how soon he could get her to marry him.

In the morning, the public steno called early with a list of old
addresses. The Gordons had made a quick succession ot moves, appar-
ently, soon after their daughter’s death.

Carrying the memo slip, Warne went next door; but no oné was in
Bellew’s office today, apparently. He knew what Bellew would say,
anyhow; Bellew no longer wanted any part of the Gordon family,
Bellew was like an ostrich with its head in the sand..

Wame went out to his car, then reversed himself and walked
around the corner for a newspaper. Fred Robinson’s by-lined article
about the mad laughter and about Chickie’s shadowy intruder was on
the front page, and Warne read it and frowned over it. In her feather
costume, backed against a wall, hands spread as if to support herself,
Chickie looked scared to death. This would certainly revive any flag-
ging police interest, and they might easily take a second and closer
look at Bellew. There must be a record somewhere, no matter how
well buried, of Bellew’s connection with the Gordon suicide. Once it
was dug up and hit the papers, nothing on earth could save Bellew
trom a public pillorying. It stacked up amazingly. Two girls. Two
jobs. Two deaths. And one miserable agent. Then Warne thought of
‘the anonymous letter writer who had made Bellew’s life wretched,
and wondered in astomshment why there hadnt been a tip from
that direction.

Surely the persecution of Bellew wouldn’t be complete, from the
letter writer’s viewpoint,, until the connection between the two cases
was made public. As public as possible.

Why hadn’t the tip come?

He puzzled over it all the way to the first of the add1 esses the steno
had.found for him.

This second home of the Gordons was in the Griffith Paxk district.
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Ilc found the housc without any trouble, It sat in the middle ot the
block, among other homes of about the same size, a white bungalow
with cocoa brown trim, the yard neat and well-kept. Warne drove
past slowly; then parked and walked back. The house reminded him
of Aunt Faye’s'in a way; it was about the same type and size. He
decided that twenty-odd years ago the neighborhood had been pretty
wgood. It was still old and respectable. The Gordons had taken a
huge step up out of that slum, when their daughter had died. Warne
recalléd that Bellew had sold his business, given them the money-—
that could account for the improvement in surroundings.

He rang the bell and an elderly man answered the door. He told
Wame that he and his wife were relative newcomers in the district,
having bought the house on his retirement a little over two years
ago. But yes, there were other people in the district who had lived
here for many years. Three doors down to the left—trv them. The
Allens.

The Allens were at home. They were both very old. Mr. Allen wore
a hearing aid and kept his mouth half-opened in a tense expression
of wishing to catch everything. Mrs. Allen was shorter and rounder
than her husband, wore a green gingham coverall apron, kept her
hands in its pockets, and smelled as if she’d just finished baking a
batch of cookies. They asked Warne in, listened to him, set about
try ing to recall the COrdons

“She kept canaries,” Mr, Allen dcc'1dcd in his high-pitched deat
man’s voice.

- “That was old lady Crooks,” his wife corrected.

“He made lamps, then.”

“No, he didn’t. He’s the one with inventions. The electrical inven-
tions. I'm getting them, now. Long time. ago, though,” she added to
Warne. “A real long time. And they didn't stay long.. Poor Mrs.
Gordon!”
~ “Why do you say that?” Warne asked interestedly.

“That poor woman didn’t seem to know what was going on,” Mrs.
Allen told him. “She worried all the time and she seemed sort of
lost. I don’t think she understood what her husband was doing with
his electrical business.”

“He had an appliance store or something?”

“He invented things. In the garage. Not that I ever saw any of it.
We were all as much in the dark as Mrs. Gordon was. It just looked
like a big clutter and second-hand mess to me, but he was always
telling us the money he was makmg with it. They got so rich they
]ust moved away.

\tht sort of woman was Mrs. Gordon? Warne asked, -thinking of
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Bellew's descrlptmn of Janie's mother.

“Plain as a cow,” said Mrs. Allen promptly. She told Warne, “I
never saw her once in anything but a cotton house-dress. Old ones
at that. He must have made a lot of money, but she didn’t know
anything about spending it. She moped a lot.”

“Did she ever say anything about a recent death in the family?”

Mrs. Allen nodded. “She started to, once. She started to tell me
about a daughter they had. But-Mr. Gordon came in about that time
and raised ned with her for talking about it. Said she didn’t have
good sense, the grief was over now, it was time to look at the future.
Oh, he was a hard, quick kind of man. Mean, too, I used to think.
He could have bought her a dress if he'd had to order it by catalogue.”
There was nothing more he could learn from the Allens, so Warne
thanked them and left.

“Papa, I told you—"

The home in the Wilshire district was much larger and more impres-
sive. The whole district exuded an air of settled prosperity and haughty
aloofness.

-Warne didn't stop. It was unlikely he would find here any approach-
‘able and garrulous old-timers like the Allens. These people had maids
to answer their doors and before you saw any of them there would
be-a definite stating of business and purpose.

. He had proof, though, of what he had only suspected: the wealth

that made it possible for old man Gordon to live in h’s present style
had had its beginnings in the few years immediately following his
daughter’s death. His financial rise had been almost meteoric. That
garage with its clutter of second-hand electrical junk must have had
all the possibilities ot Aladdin’s genie.

Or, of course, there was another and more likely explanation. Warne
was 1nclmed to it.

He tried to call Bellew at home, from a pay telephone, but no one
answered the phone’s ringing, nor did calling the office produce any
better result.

At about noon, when Warne was back in his own office, Sandra
telephoned. “Hello, Ed? T've just remembered where I saw that man.
The one who passed in the street in a convertible.”

“His name’s James Gordon,” Wame supplied:

“That isn’t the name he gave me,” she went on. “This happened
longer ago than I'd thought at ﬁrst—oh perhaps a year. It was about
the time I went to work for Mr. Bellew. This man came into the
office and asked about Mr. Bellew’s agency, whether we might be
interested in representing a young actor trying to get a foothold in
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Hollywood. He didn't exactly say he was the young actor in need
of an agent, but I assumed it. Now I wonder, thinking back if he
wasn't just fishing for information.”

“You mean—in the light of Bellew getting these poison pen letter s‘P

He thought she hesitated then; and was curious over it. “Well, no,
she said finally. “I hadn’t connected it with the letters.”

Warne thought, if old man Gordon had wanted to find out whether
Bellew was still in the business of sending girls out on party dates,
it was just the sort of maneuver he'd plan.

Had it marked the beginning of a plot which had culmlmtcd in
Candy Carroll’s death?

CHAPTER TWELVE,

AT THE NEWSPAPER OFFICES, all gripes from readers were transterred
to a character named Wetz, a proof man in .a dark little cubbyhole
on the rear of the third floor. At about twelve-thirty on the day of
Robinson’s second article about Candy’s death, a woman with an
excited, loud, nasal voice demanded of the switchboard girl to be
connected with Robinson at once. The girl, scenting a beef, promptly
switched the call to Wetz. '

Wetz was correcting the previous day’s race chart, a mean, close,
demanding job. He heard the woman shout: “Are you the man who
wrote this article in the paper about Miss Anderson?”

Wetz grunted, his customary response during- these opening
moments,

“If you are, Mr. Robinson—and of course I know you are—I want
to explain just how wrong your whole story is from beginming to end.
Why, it didn’t-happen at all the way you said! You see, I live on that
same floor, the same one with Miss Anderson’s apartiment, just down
the hall a way, and I was the person she sort of glimpsed stepp:tn&
out of a door as she hurried into the stair well.”

“Hmmmmmm, said Wetz, “Hmmmm. You were saying?”

- “I saw her distinctly. Of. course I wasn't looking back quickly over
my shoulder, as she was. I had a direct view. I saw that she had
something bnght a small gay-colored garment like a swim-suit, in
one hand. And that she seemed to be in a terrible hunry. But as for
calling me an ominous shadow—it’s nonsensel!”

“I see,” said Wetz wearily into the phone.

‘I resent the implication that I am a dangerous, Iurl\mg sort of
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person,” the woman said, louder than ever. “Even it people don’ t
connect this ridiculous story with me—Eva Mackhn" “

“We'll see what we can do, ma’am.’

“I won't be satisfied with anythmg less than a complete retractiori
and apology. I can't have people thmkmg of me as a—a fiend!”
“We'll take care of it.”

She subsided a little. “Besides, such misconstruction of the facts
mlght impede the ofﬁmal investigatlon of Miss Carroll’s death.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he muttered, marking henoglyphlcs on the
roots.
? “Well ... thank you for being so co-operative,” she concluded briskly.

Wetz murmured something soothing and hung up. He tound a piece
of scratch paper and scribbled: You goofed about some woman in a
hall, and called a boy and told him to put the paper on Robinson’s
desk.

Robinson never saw the paper. When he came in later that day he
took up the collection of odds and ends and dumped them into a
basket. He had a new line on the story now, and was quite excited
over it. The police were beginning to consider seriously a theory that
Candy Carroll might have been pushed out of that window after all.

There had been splinters under Candy’s nails, off the frame of the
broken screen, proving that on her way out she’d scratched like a
cat for a toehold.

Furthermore, there had been wool fibres clenched between Candy’s
teeth. Robinson was sure that Candy wouldn’t have gone in for woolen
toothbrushes. 1t looked as if she might have b1tten someone-—say,
through a coat.

Robinson’s pipeline into the police department was solid and dls-
creet. He set happily to work, clackety-clack on the machine, bolder
now about calling it murder; and when a copy boy rushed past the
desk, the scrap of paper w1th Wetz’s memo drifted to the floor and
was lost.

Robinson wouldn t have paid any attention to it, anyway.

Chickie slept until nearly three, making up for the broken slumber
of the previous day. When she wakened, she rolled over in bed,
glanced -at the little gilt clock, then sat up and stretched. Chickie
got out of bed, impelled by she knew not what, and twitched the
cords on the venetian blinds to let in the day. Her legs were white,
smooth and shapely below the short hem of the abbreviated gown.

She padded out across the living room and opened the door. Her
paper lay propped against the lintel. She brought it in and stood in
the middle of the floor to read the latest developments in the investi-
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gation of Candy’s suicide. Her picture pleased her. It had a lot of
drama, showed that she knew how to express emotion. Someone
important ought to notice it, she thought. Someone like Metro-Gold-
wyn-Mayer, for instance. The wide eyes, the pose as if backed to a
wall seemed to Chickie the epitome of dramatized fright.

She took the paper with her when she returned to the kitchen.
She filled a glass with orange juice, made toast, poured herself coftee
and sat down to eat with the paper propped in front of her. The little
kitchen was filled with afternoon sunlight, cheerful and clean, and
as soon as she had eaten and had gotten fully awake, Chickie telt
wonderful. Why, she was a celebrity!

In ecstasy, she raised her arms over her head, stretching herself
inside the short, filmy gown, lifting her face in a dazzling smile to
the ceiling. She felt as if the eyes of the whole world were on her
at this instant, admiring, envying, idolizing. The dream was mtei-
rupted by the ringing of the doorbell.

She padded back through the living room to the door. It was Mrs.
Macklin who lived down the hall. The tall sallow woman seemed
excited over something. Chickie was still so wrapped up in her
sudden fame that it took a minute or so before she got the drift
‘of Mrs. Macklin’s conversation. f

“I saw that your paper had been taken in, so I knew you must be
awake and up,” Mrs. Macklin said. “I wanted you to know that I've
already set forces in motion to retract that awful story. If there’s
no retraction I intend to sue that dreadful man.”

“What dreadful man is that?” Chickie wondered.

“That Robinson creature.” Mrs. Macklin failed to notice the startled
look which came over Chickie. She was, however, staring at Chickie’s
gown. “He wrote the story. His name’s right there on it, bemde that
picture of you. Why, I never heard such nonsensel”

It occurred to Chickie that this woman represented trouble and -
somethmg had to be done about her. “Won't you come in?”

“I've only a moment. I'm on my way to shop.” Mrs. Macklin stcpped
in over the sill and Chickie shut the door behind her. “No, I won't
bother to sit down. I just wanted you to know that I had already
acted in our behalf. I'll buy a paper later on and if there 1snt a
suitable explanation, I'll contact the editor himself.”

“You called Mr., Robinson?P” Chickie surmised.

“I certainly did. I told him that I was the person who stepped out
into the hall as you started down those stairs.”

“You were?” Chickie cried, aghast. Why, this woman was blowing
the nice story completely apart! She was -going to ruin everything!
“I...uh...I must have confused Mr. Robinson, then,” Chickie said,
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her mind . working at forced-draft. “You see, it was . . . it was on

another floor I noticed this ... uh ... prowler.”
“There was a prowler?” Mrs Mackhn velped. “Here? In this bulld-
lng?

“Well, someone got in here and made Candy laugh,” Clnckle said,
more in the way of self-vindication than with any delusion she’d really
seen anyone. There had been a visitor, hadnt there? she told herself.
Candy wasn’t the kind of girl who went batty and laughed like a
hyena while she was all alone trying to sleep.

“What do you mean?” Mrs. Macklin demanded. “Made her laugh?”

Chickie said, “Didn't you know? Well, youre down at the corner
of the bulldmg Probably it didn't wake you. It was pertectly awful.
Like a—a maniac.’

Mrs, Macklin now began to study Chickie uneasﬂy “You should
have told someone instead of rushing oft like that.” -

“Oh, I didn’t hear the laughter. The woman downstairs did. At
three oclock long after I'd gone to the swimming party. Dldl'lt you
read Mr. Robmsons article all the way through?”

“T skipped,” Mrs.' Macklin admitted. Why, then, she exclauned
suddenly, “it might mean that Miss Carroll didn’t commit suicidel”

“I guess it might,” Chickie admitted uneasily.

“She was murdered!” A spot of color burmed in each of Mus.
Macklin’s sallow cheeks. o

Chickie hadn’t expressed it to herself as yet in such definite térms..
Now, with Mrs. Macklin coming out flatly with such a statement,
Chickie found her gr und shifting. All at once she had a queer feel-
ing that it might be better not to be directly involved in a murder case.

Mrs. Macklin had gone back to the doorway. “Well, I'd better be
running along. I won't call the newspaper again, I'd just be making
a fool of myself

“Oh, it's best to keep the record straight. I'm glad you called,”
Chickie said vaguely. She glanced behind her, then The phone was
ringing. .

“Hello?” Chickie said. |

“Mr. Spencer asked me to call said a slightly hoarse voice in her
ear, “and find out if you could come: in a half-hour early tonight?”

“A half-hour early? Why . ... why, sure.”

Chickie waited, expecting the caller. to explam “Is there going to
be a change in the show, or something?”

“Probably,” said the caller in a sort of enigmatic tone, and the line
clicked as the other phone was replaced.

Well, if the manager, Mr. Spencer, ‘wanted her there a half-hour
early, she’d be there right on. the button.
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Funny, though, he’d had someone call her for him. Usually he had
plenty of time during the afternoon, he arranged any program
changes himself.

The voice on the phone had been totally unfamiliar. Chickie tried
to place it, running over various employees of the club to herself, but
failed. i

She switched on the radio for some music and settled down to do
exercises in time to it. Chickie was watchful of her measurements.
She was just right now, a lovely 39-24-36; and she meant to stay that
way. Any minute, she might be noticed by someone from Fox or Metro.

Warne was about done for the day. He had a couple of calls to
make on his way home, and he was through. The phone rang and
‘when he picked it up, Sandra said, “I just got home, Ed. Were you
able to get hold of Mr. Bellew?”

“Yes, I finally did. I'm going out there pretty soon. He's got to
buck up and face this thing out. If he caves in, he’s a dead duck.
Everythmg he has will go down the drain.”

“Will you tell him about this James Cordon coming in to see me
about a year ago?
“I sure will.”
“Why don’t you come to my House f01 dinner—say, tomorrow night?
I'll have steak. Any way you want it.”

“Could it be,” Waime wondered, “that you're beginning to have
designs on meP” He was hoping her answer might give him a clue
to her real teelings but she merely said hghtly “Never. And spoil
that lovely freedom of yours?”

“I thought when women started to cook—"

“Theyre feeling charitable, that’s all.” -

“I'm not pinning you down a bit,” he complained.

“Not a bit,” she agreed Goedbye Ed. Tell Mr. Bellew about that
James Gordon for me.

He locked up the office, made the two required business calls to
settle some insurance angles, then took Sunset Boulevard west, towards-
Beverly Hills. He had to see Bellew. He wanted Bellew to keep. that
office open, keep Sandra there. Even part time—it gave him a chance
to see her. He had an unpleasant teeling he might lose her, otherwise.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

As ONE EXCUSE FOR coMING, Warne had brought the pictures Aunt
Faye had stripped off the walls. He carried them wrapped in a sheet
of newspaper, and as he entered Bellew’s modern oriental living
room, Bellew gave: the package a nervous glance and said, “What's
that?” *

“Your art gallery Warne dropped the package on a low white
‘table. “T'd keep them for pornographic purposes, but I have ambitions
to become a decent married man. Never leave anything where it
might be snatched up by a newspaper man. Incidentally—" Warne had
spread the newspaper wrapping. “—this particular picture of Miss
Carroll looks as if it might: have come out of your collection. It's
been retouched, of course. Robinson was in your office, alone. I'll
bet he swiped it before I rushed in there.”

Bellew sank down.on the couch. His eyes had fastened themselves.
on the sheet of newsprint. “What do you think of Miss Anderson’s
story? - . |

“I think she’s a sap.”

Bellew glanced at him inquiringly.

“I think she let Robinson spin a yarm and put it into.her mouth,”
Warne added. “It made a better story. I'd like to know what the
truth sounded like.” |

Bellew rubbed his hands together. I ve been expecting something
else to break. You know what I mean.”

“The link to Janie Gordon? Yes, I don’t understand it. The Oppor-
tunity seems too good to miss. All the letters prophecying what
would happen, and then it does happen—and now, nothing.” Warne
sat down in a white leather chair with tapering black legs, accepted
a cigarette and a light from Bellew. “If I were you, I'd take heart
from it.
~ Bellew shook his head dismally. "It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Well of course, it has to mean something,” Warne said, halt-angry
at Bellew’s impenetrable mood. |
- “The hbirst possibility is' that this letter writer had somethlng to do.
with the Carroll girl's death. Now he’s frightened at the lengths he
has gone, the madness or whatever it was, -abnormal hatred perhaps,
which drove him to kill the girl simply to complete the. pattern laid
out in the letters. He’s still got sense enough to lay low, not to write
any more letters, hope that the cops never catch on to his ugly part
in this.” ,

Bellew lit a cigarette for himself. Warme noticed how his ﬁngers
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shook.

“The second possibility, obviously, is that the person who wrote the
letters had nothing at all to do with the death. Candy Carroll just.
happened to commit suicide. She ]umped at the exact moment to shock
hell out of your correspondent. He . . ..or she . . . is stunned and even
ternﬁed that the thing prophesied in . the letters has actually come to
pass

“Of course,” Bellew said wearily, “I see these two opposing pos-
sibilities but seeing them doesn’t give any answer.’

“It might, in this way,” Warne insisted. “If it turns out that Candy
" Carroll was killed, was pushed from that high window, it will be -
logical to assume that the letter writer committed the murder.‘"

“And if . .. if it was suicider”

“Then, as 1 said, your letter writer is laying low from shock.”

Bellew shoved the nude photos distractedly into a cabinet, then
returned to his chair. “Do you have any hint as to who wrote those
damned letters?” |

“I've got a pretty good idea.”

“Who is it?”

Warne shook his head. “I can’t speak out on a mere SLISPICIOH.

“You could tell me. I'd treat it in strict confidence.”

Warne changed the subject abruptl'y. “I want to tell you what I've
found. out in regard to the Gordons.” -

Bellew’s tone was almost violent, “I don’t want to hear about them!”

“Yes you do. You put old man Gordon on the track of a gold mine,
You sent him way up in the world.”

“I want to talk about those letters,” Bellew exploded. “What do I
care what’s happened to Gordon in the years since 1 caused his kid's
death? To hell with it. You'd better remember this—that document
expert said the letters were most likely to have been written by a
woman. Now, is this person you're thinking about a woman? Is she?”

“One of two,” Warne said. “But 1 don’t know which one, and I'm
not going to spout off on guesses.” |

Bellew seemed almost to sulk. The sideburns, frosted with gray on
either side of his face, gave him a wary, foxy look.

“What would you do if I told you?” Warne asked cmlously

“I don’t know. Something pretty ugly, I'm afraid.” |

“And yet—you insisted, before, that the letters had nothing to do
with Candy’s death. You almost convince dme.”

“I know. And they didnt have—I'm sure. But whoever wrote those
letters has a big account to settle.” Suddenly an almost fanatical anger
burned in the depths of Bellew’s eyes. “I'll pay that score if I ever get
the chance.” He sat hunched over, wringing his hands.
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“Well, don’t you want to hear what I've learned about the Gordons?”

Bellew shrugged, not looking up. “Yeah. Sure. Go ahead.” ,

“When you met the Gordons, you said they were a typical trans-
planted farm couple. No airs, no signs of money. You felt so sorry for
them you gave them the money you realized from selling your agency.”

Bellew made an impatient motion with his head.

“I can tell you something more. At the time their daughter died
they were living in a slum. But almost at once after the girl was gone,
their financial picture improved to a startling degree.”

Bellew just looked blank.

“The second house they moved into wasn't paid for by the kind of
- money you'd given them. It's almost a- mansion. Old man Gordon
rigged up some electrical junk in his garage and said he was an
inventor. I don’t think anyone believed it. But he did obtain money,

a lot of it, and his standard of living shot up in proportion. I think he . |

got the dough out of one ot those men who had raped his girl.”

Bellew said bitterly, “Well, by-God, do you blame him?”

Warne shrugged. “I can’t help wondering if you've told everything
about your dealing with Cordon whether he didn't put the bite on
you later on for more money.”

“You can’t get blood out of a turmp, Bellew said gnmly

“He’s been checking up on you since, though,” Wame told him.
“I was in the street with Sandra when Native Boy drove by, and she’s
remembered now-—this James Gordon came around almost a year ago,
checking up on you.”

Bellew kept his head lowered. Warne couldnt see whether the
news interested or alarmed him.

“What I'm getting around to is this—if Gordon was interested in
getting more money now, and if the letters came from someone at his
house, they might have been an attempt to soften you up for another

touch.”
Bellew’s eyes came up and his mouth tightened to a thin line. “You

think so?” |

“He’s a damned mercenary old man,” Warne said. “Not many men
would have commercialized their daughter’s suicide. And now that
he’s outlived the mortality tables and is getting ready to collect his
life insurance—you should see him.”

“You think he had someone write me. those Ietters'P Bellew insisted.

“It’s a possibility. I'd like your permission to investigate further
into it.”

“Hell, go ahead!” Bellew got up and walked tensely about, working
his shoulders nervously inside his well-cut coat. “As long as you don't
insist I tell the police about the letters—go ahead, find out all you can.”
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“I want yvou to open your office tomorrow as if nothing had hap-
pened,” Warne added. “That’s 1mp0rtant

Bellew ﬂung around to face him. “I've closed the office! T'll never
go there again.”

“You will if you want this thing settled,” Warne told him. “Don't
you see that the office is the contact, the focal point? Keeping it open
means you re inviting further feelers?”

“l can't take it any longer,” Bellew said miserably, revertmg to his
air of defeat.

“Let Sandra come in for a week, anyhow

Bellew seemed to think it over. “All right, then. If she’s W1111ng

Warne said, “There might even be another letter.”

The grimness returned to Bellew’s eyes. “I'd like to catch someone
delivering it!”

Chickie Anderson stood in panties and bra before thie mirror, putting
mascara on her lashes. She glanced occasionally at the clock, aware of
the passing of time and of the fact that she was supposed to go a
half-hour earlier to the club. She picked out a smartly styled gray silk
dress, gray suede pumps, a short red jacket. When she was dressed
she went to the mirror again for a final touch at her hair, |

She turned slowly. “For a bag, youre pretty good.” The gray silk
was tight across her cone-shaped breasts and the little jacket lay open
- to reveal this. Chickie took a gray handbag out of the dresser drawer
and stuffed into it a wallet, some change, makeup, cleansing tissues,
and a small gold whistle. The whistle had been a gitt from a manager
she'd liked. He’'d said, ‘Use it, kid, and I'll come running.’

She had never used it to call that particular man, because he was
so much older and married with a family and Chickie couldn’t see any
future to a friendship with him. Once in a while, on a lonely street
at night, waiting for a bus after a late engagement, Chickie had found
comfort in its possession. It made a shrill, piercing noise. Most of all,
Chickie used it as a conversation piece and as a sort of good-luck charm.

She went out, locking the apartment door. Downstairs in the lobby
Chickie ran into the woman manager, who told her that the police
had come back for the broken window screen, and that a newspaper
photographer had even taken its picture.

“They wouldn’t tell me nothing,” the woman complained, “but I
got a hunch it means something. 1 think they were looking at it for
fingernail scratches. Like maybe, your friend tired to claw her way
back in, once she was half-outside.”

Chickie thought of something. “Did anyone hear her scream?”

“Come to think of it, no. Or I guess not. Nobody mentioned it to
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me and I've heard every story going, including that crazy Mrs. Hacken-
dyke’s who says she heard somebody laughing.”

Chickie put a thoughtful finger to her chin. “You know, I've been
thinking about that. Mr. Robinson told me about it. And I thought,
if it was Candy doing it, laughing at someone who was up there with
her . .. well, I sort of have an idea what kind of person would make

her: laugh

“You do?” .

“Yes, I sort of do,” Chickie said hesitantly.

“A young feller, a boy friend, telling her a joke?”

“Oh, no,” Chickie said. “This kind of laughing was hysterical.
Almost insane, Mr. Robinson said. And you know, to a girl like Candy,
not many things would seem that funny. I mean, with a boy friend
for instance, Candy was sort of mysterious. She liked to keep men
guessing. But one time, there was this little old lady at a bus stop, and
we got to talking. Candy was there with me. This little old lady was
a card! I mean, terribly proper. You just knew she’d never done any-
thing . . . uh . .. oh, you know—naughty. Never at all. She had on
hlgh button shoes and cotton gloves Really!”

“And Candy . .. Miss Carroll . . . thought the httle old lady was
funny?” the manager wondered.

“It was this experience—"

“Excuse me,” the manager interrupted. T see it’s getting dark out-
side. I'd better turn on the lights.” |

Candy recalled with a start that time was passing, that she was due
early at the club. She ran outside, hwrried down the steep slope to
the freeway, walked to the gate which admitted bus passengers to
the area where the bus stopped. Waiting, her mind turned to that
other time, months past now, when she and Candy had happened to
- wait where the little old lady had noticed them. It had been embar-
rassing at the end. Candy just hadn’t been able to control her mirth
and the little old lady had seemed sort of angry at them. She had
been a very, very proper person; and after Candy had listened to her
for a while she had simply burst with laughter.

“It makes you sort of think,” Chickie murmured, staring out at the
traftic rushing past on the freeway.

- The Chatter: Box Club was out near Culver City, at the end of a
short street that rose into the fringes of the Baldwin Hills. The bus
~ went west on Jefferson Boulevard, passing R.K.O. and M.G.M. studios;
and Chickie got off near the big golt courses. It was a quiet district
and somewhat off the beaten track. The Chatter Box capitalized on
the privacy. It had been in the same spot for a long time and had a
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lot of old, steady customers. -

Where she got off, on the boulevard, there was a small shopping
center, a few stores and a theatre, all brightly lit; but between this
and the club was a stretch of vacant sidewalk overhung with trees.
When she alighted from the bus, Chickie glanced around. Sometimes
there were others there, on their way to work, and she walked with

them.

She was surprised not to find anyone she knew. Surely everyone had
had an early call. She strolled along, a little baffled by it. '

It seemed uncannily quiet and her steps echoed. Other sounds
seemed to follow along like an uneasy breath stirring the trees. Chickie
looked up the empty street towards the club at the end of the block,
expecting the glow of neon; but the sign wasn't lit yet. There was
only the big light on its standard in the parking lot. Through the trees
it made a lacy pattern that covered her, flecked the gray dress and
the red coat and twmkled between her feet She had a sudden urge ..
to hurry.

A voice came out of the dark, speaking her name, a summons.
Chickie stopped and turned. Behind her the 31dewalk stretched
emptily, all the way down to the busy corner and the shopping area.
Chickie shook her head. She must be hearing things. +

The voice spoke again, and Chickie turned with a paralyzed slow-
ness to stare into the unrelieved darkness between the trees. “Who
is it?” She waited, her mouth going dry. “Mr. Spencer? Is it you, Mr.
Spencer?” There was no answer. The small uneasy wind stirred the
trees; Chickie felt its breath on her face. She tumbled with the catch

on her purse. She had remembered the little gold whistle. Perhaps
she needed it just now. There was something quite strange about
this voice, the darkness, and the empty street.

She half-lifted the whistle to her lips, and waited, aware of the
pulse pounding in her temples and the tfaint chill like the breath
from an opening underground that ran along her skin.

She sensed, rather than saw or heard, the sizzling blow. She tried
to duck. She tried to put the whistle between her lips. But then, there
wasnt time for either. Something exploded against the side of her
head and even as her senses dizzied she felt terrible hands ripping at
her dress, she felt cold night air rush in upon her uncovered flesh,
and then she was being dragged into the dark beneath the trees.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

AT Fmst NO ONE connected what had happened to Chickie Anderson
with the fact that she was a witness in the Candy Carroll case.
Chickie had been discovered on her hands and knees, dragging her-
self out of the shrubbery, by a customer walking up to the Chatter
Box bar for -a drink. She'd been wearing nvlons and shoes, not a
stitch else, and the first thing which occurred both to the police and
to the newspapers was that here was another in the long series of
rape and attack cases which had placucd. L.A. She had been horribly
abused, possibly left for dead by her assailant, but still she lived.
She was rushed to a hospital where the doctors stifled her screams
with sedatives. The nurses treated her wounds, washed dirt and
leaves off her, and put her in a white cotton hospital gown. They
lowered the lights and shut the door, leaving a nurse in there with
" her. She was unable to speak coherently about what had happened
to her, perhaps never would.

It was Robinson who broke the complete story the next morning,
along with new facts about Candy Carroll." The Carroll death was
now dehnitely considered a murder and Robinson linked that fact up
with the sneak attack on Chickie. He pointed out that someone had
killed Candy Carroll and made it look like suicide, and now they’d
tried to kill Chickie and make it look like a casual mugging and rape.
The paper ran Chckie’s picture again, the one where she stood wide-
eyed and glued to the wall. '

Warne picked up a paper as he went into his oflice. He had un-
locked his door, hung up his hat, had laid the paper on the desk and
was still standing and looking at it, when he heard someone come in
behind him. He turned quickly. The girl was young, slim, and beau-
tiful. She had a pert face, black hair cut in the style girls call a
Dutch Bob—and she was James Gordon’s wife. “Mr. Warne? Are you
open tor businessr” she asked cutely.

“Now where have I heard that voice before,” Warne mused. “Let’s
see., Were you ever on television?”

“Let’s don't kid around, Mr. Warne.” She came closer and he caught
the perfume she wore. She was right out of 2 jungle. Green eyes, too.
‘Eyes with a faintly reptilian fixity, as if she might be trying to
mesmerize him as a snake fixes a bird. “I telephoned you, yes. Several
days past. I wanted to do you a tavor. Probably you don't believe that.”

“It does stretch my credulity a bit. Why the concern for me?” .

She shrugged, made a small pursed mouth. “I don’t like to see
perfectly innocent bystanders get bruised. But I'm not here to talk
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about that. I'm here to say that T think my husband was most stupid
and tactless day before yesterday. He- shouldnt have done what he
did.”

“Does he feel that way") -

“He’s so repentant " she said, pinning him with the green stare.

“Oh I'll bet.”

“No, he really is. And Uncle Gray is furious. You see, his uncle just
wanted him to find out what you meant by coming to ‘him under false
pretenses and describing Bellew as you did.”

Wame shook his head, looked into her pouting eyes. “Suppose I
had simply asked if he knew Bellew. A direct question.”

A slightly displeased expression settled in her face. “Oh, I thlnk
Uncle Gray would have denied ‘knowing that awful little man. Just
to be cagey. And knowing nothing about you.” She put a big white
purse on Warne’s desk and let herself down into a chair. All ot her
movements were delicate and graceful. She wore a severely cut
green sheath dress and it showed off the slim form, the small high
breasts and flat hips which made her seem too young tor the sophisti-
cation in her manner. “But now he has another idea.”

“Let me guess,” said Warne dryly, sitting on the edge of the desk.

“You don’t have to. I'll tell you. He wants money. He’s always
thinking about money and now this unpleasantness has come. up
about some girl Bellew sent out, and Uncle Gray thinks Mr. Bellew
might pay him to keep still about some other old affair.”

“It really was Gordon, then, who sent Bellew those letters.”

“You mentioned something about letters during our previous con-
versation,” she said, frowning. “I don’t understand you.”

“Let it go. Is Gordon willing to risk exposure as a blackmailer?”

She laughed. “It would be-handled very carefully. I doubt if Bellew
could prove anything afterwards.” She stood up, came to the desk,
opened the white purse and extracted cigarettes, put a cigarette
between her lips and then waited for Warne to give her a light. As
his hand holding the lighter came close, she seized his wrist and he felt
the scratchly tickle of her long silver-tinted nails.

After she had the cigarette going, still standmg near him, she
asked: “You are still representing Bellew, aren’t you?’ -

“Why, Have you tried to contact him direct?”

“I couldn’t get him.” She said.it ruefully, then seemed to cheer up
at some new idea. “Look, darling. I like you. And with you acting
for Bellew and me for Uncle Gray, we could make things mutually
proﬁtable ” She waited, watching narrowly. “You like me too, don’t -
your

He put his hands on her flat hips and pulled her tight against him.
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The green eyes had the brightness of emeralds up close like this, and

the jungle perfume made him think of hot nights by a steaming river.:

“Youre a hell of a lot prettier than old man Gerdon But I want to
see him. Talk to him. In person.”

She pulled Warne’s face down and kissed him wlth p'u'ted lips as
if she were anxious to know if he would let her. Her mouth had an
unexpected .flavor, cool as mint. Something in the hpstrc,k Warne
thought. He felt her tap his chin with a tinted nail.- “I'll let you see
- him. He's just a silly old man. Money-mad As for me . . : I've just
got awtully, awfully sticky fingers.” -

“Let’s go, then,” Warne said, pushing her oftf. Her eves flew wide.

There were a lot of mental reservations swimming in the gré:en
eyes, too. “Well . . . all right. We can go in my car.

He shook his he*rd sensing tricks. “I'll follow you up the coast.”

She pushed herself against him, putting arms around his neck,
kissing him again with the parted, rnint—-ﬁavored mouth. Her tongue

flicked in to touch his own. The green eyes were nearly shut, the
color darkened under her lashes. Warne thought, James has got him-

self quite a woman. I wonder if he knows how hard she plays when
he’s not around. She’s wearing herself out.

He was in his own car, his hand on the key in the switch, when he
changed his mind. He hurried back into the building, upstairs, opened
the office door and went across to his desk. In an upper drawer was a
souvenir given him by a buddy in the Army. A big heavy ring, the
color of cut steel. He slipped it on the middle finger of his right hand,
looked at it and grinned slightly. Made in Germany. Made for some
Nazi with a taste for cute knick-knacks. Warne had never felt the
urge to wear it before. “I'm getting vain,” he muttered to himself,
re-locking the office door. “I've got to have something, after all, to
match those silver ﬁngemarls |
~ The big ring gleamed in the llght

He didn’t catch sight of her at all, all the way up the coast. The
morning was bright and traflic wasn’t too heavy. She must have flown
“the Cad like a jet, Warne told himself. At the big brick wall, topped
with ivy, he slowed. It all looked finer, larger, more luxurious, now
that he had those other places to compare W1th it, the houses Gordon
had lived in on his way up. -

He turned in at the wide gateway and drove the wmdmg, Hower-
bordered street to Gordon’s home. He parked the car and got out.
The Cad was here already, at the other end of the driveway, its nose
‘against the garage door. Warne went to the door and rang the bell.
The place had an intense air of silence about it, Warne thought sud-
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denly. He pushed the bell button again, and then the door opened
and there was James Gordon as he had first seen him, native pants
and all. -

Well, not quite the same, Warne decided. You could see where
Native Boy had rammed that office wall. The eyes were careful and
remote, as if Warne might see something in them James wasn't ready
to show. “Hello, Warne,” said James Gordon. He steppcd back a little.

“Come in. Madge is in the back with my uncle.” -

The tone was controlled. Warne walked past. He heard James shut
the door and glanced back. James was shutting the door without
looking at it. His eyes were on Warne’s back, between the shoulder
blades. About the spot, Warne thought, he might like to put a knife.

Warne said, “No hard feelings?” |

“Uncle Gray doesn’t like hard feelings,” James said discreetly.

“Lead the way, then,” said Warne. | R

James hesitated for only a moment, Then he stepped past Warne
and went down the hall, as before, past the other rooms to the big -
enclosed place at the rear of the house. Warne looked past him. The
black-haired girl in the tight sheath stood beside Mr. Gordon’s empty
wheelchair. James looked over his shoulder. “Uncle Gray isn’t here.
Excuse me while I get him, will you?” *

Warne went on out into the open sunny roofless room. The girl gave
him a sultry glance, then smiled. “You didn’t keep up with me,” she
said. “I meant to stop and look at the water for a while. There are
several good spots along the beach.”

“It's daytime, baby. That’s for after dark.”

A small smile quirked her. vivid lips. She stepped across the paved
area to its other side. At the same moment Warne saw James Gordon
in the doorway to the hall. He had taken oft his shirt. His upper torso,
smooth as satin and as brown as oaken beams, gleamed with grease.
He squatted a little, flexing his knees, and his arms went out, his
hands spread in a wrestler’s attitude.

He waddled forward into the sun. The light blazed in the whlte
butch cut. There was sweat on his upper lip and along the bunched
muscles of his biceps. “I feel highly overdressed,” Wame complained.

“Anything you want, this time ”-James grunted. “Judo. The works.
You name it.”

‘Warmne made a deprecating gesture “My God I was just defendmg
myself You didn’t have to. take it personally.”

“I liked taking it personally,” James said. “I've had a bit of Judo
myself. You just caught me oft guard, that was all. I thought of hitting
you with my fists because that’s the natural and .common way. But
when anyone gets clever with me I like to get clever right back at
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, them.”
~ James was circling a little, while Warne seemed to back away in
alarm.

“Hey, no fair! I've got all my clothes on!” Warne cried.

“Shut up and fight.” '

“Is this your uncle’s idea?” Warne pleaded as it seeking a reprieve.

“Nothing to do with Uncle Gray.” James made a feint and Warne
‘put up his hands half-heartedly, just making a gesture, as if knowing
he was already whipped. Warne kept his hands up as if behind them
he might make a desperate break, perhaps run for the door or some-
thing equally foolish. There was a- tmy, almost inaudible metallic
click. The next instant ]ames moved in on Warne like a greased
brown flash.

Warne brushed at h1m with an awkward broken motion. Warne’s
hand went across his face, then jerked slightly lower, changing direc-
tion, swept downwards almost as if he were doffing a hat. The back
of his hand made contact with the smooth brown skin. James Gordon
stumbled. He had been reaching for Warne’s throat but now his
fingers trembled up to touch his own face.

He turned, blanching with shock, and Madge Gordon stared W1th
frozen green eyes. Then she screamed. A vast red mouth gaped
“across the middle of her husband’s face. From throat to belt the front
of his body lay opened as if a surgeon had slit it with a scalpel.

Warne looked at the ring on his right hand. From the center of the
polished steel cabochon a tiny blade now protruded. It was red with
blood, but through the blood it glitter-ed with a terrible sharpness.

“The Germans always were clever,” he said to Madge Gordon.

She didnt hear him. She was still screaming. Her husband had

fallen to his knees.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

JarmEs GorooN HAD rolled over on his back and was holding his face
together between pinched finger-tips. He whispered hoarsely to his
wite, “Get a 'doctor, for God’s sake!”

She had stopped screaming. She seemed dazed and revelted unable
to grasp what had happened. She looked at Warne. “What shall I do?”

“"What he sald Call a doctor. If you don't he’s gmng to have some
interesting scars.”

She pounded her small fists together. “I ought to get the police.”
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“How much publicity can the old man take?” Wame asked. “A
little? A lot? Is anyone looking for him? If you get the cops out here
you’ll all make the front pages. As for me, I don't give a damn.”

She ran her fingers through the thick black hair. “Why did you cut

him like that?”

- “Why did you bring me here to be beaten up? So Native Bey could
even up the score? How bad was it going to be? Something inter-
esting like a broken leg or an arm? Or just a smashed tace?”

“He said you needed a lesson.”

“I learned that lesson years ago,” said Warne with contempt. He
walked away into the house. He turned left, found himself in an
enormous kitchen fitted with a fireplace, an electric spit and indoor
barbecue. He retraced his way and fouhd the wing with the bedrooms.
Mr. Gordon was. in one of them, in a big four-poster bed under a
white satin counterpane. He was propped up with pillows. In his
ancient face the dark eyes were crazily alive. “What happened out
there?” he demanded when Warne came in.

“Your orders. You should remember them. Your boy was ]ust trving
to carry them out.”

A secret glee flickered through the wrinkled mask. “I dldnt really
want. any rough stufl. I want peace and quiet and privacy.”

“And money,” Warne added. “Who’s after you? One of those men
vou blackmailed twenty-odd years ago? Or an heir who went to the
cupboard and found it empty?”

The old man smiled. “Youre pretty clever. Bellew'’s a fool and as
long as he was by himself, I didn't worry. I knew I had to stop you.”

“Who’s got you scared?” ‘Warne persisted.

The old hands tightened on the satin spread. They were like hawk’s
“claws, thin, talon-like. “Heirs. But they can’t prove anything.”

“You think that ﬁddhng around with the electric junk in the garage
was enough cover?”

A startled, attentive expression came over Mr. Gordon. “Got onto

~ that, huh?”
“Yeés, and it’s lousy.”

“It they take it all away from me now there won't be a thing to
leave to James and Madge.” He cackled over it, and spittle settled
on his chin. “Not a thing. And they’ll be broke. And Madge likes
nice things.” |

“You can give them the insurance,” Warne advised, and thought:
he’s planning to leave them nothing. He doesnt give a damn for
them, and here they are, giving their young lives in his service. Degrad-
ing themselves. “What I'm interested in are the letters Bellews been
getting. Did you have Madge type them for you?”
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“Madge doesn’t type,” the old man said promptly. “She does scarcely
anything but paint her nails and brush her hair. I even have to pay a
Filipino boy to come in and clean up the house. As for letters . . .”
He shook his head wryly. “Why, in my posztlon, I 1earned long ago
not to put anything down in black and white.”

“Bellew got some nasty letters from somebody who knew all about

your daughter’s death.” |

' Qulte a few people knew all about her death the old man said
slowly. “All except the names of the men involved. My wite was
quite a talker. Didn’t go out much. Stayed at home and chatted with
the neighbors. You might remember this, though. Bellew was the one
put me into the way of getting rich. I wouldnt want to scare him
or worry him. When he handed me that money, those few thousands,
it was like a great light breaking for me. I finally had something to
sell. All my life, poor as dirt, workmg like a dog, a woman and child
around my neck like millstones.” He licked his parchment lips. “And
then I had something to sell. I had grief. I had a tather’s natural griet
and hatred for the men who had hurt my child. I'll tell you—getting
me calmed down was a mighty expensive proposition.” |

“I can imagine,” Warne said. The old man seemed to Warne so
completely evil and despicable that he got up from the chair and
moved away, putting the width of the room between them. "Why did
you send James to beat me up? Why ‘did my visit here scare you so?" .

“I know the heirs are after the money,” Mr. Gordon said. “And

James . . . well, he’s in such good shape it seems a shame not to let
him plactlce a bit now and then. He goes to the gym. But that’s like
playmg

- “The next time he tackles me,” said Warne with his hand on the
door, “I'm going to shoot him in the guts. Tell him so, when he’s
patched up and feeling better.”

Sandra came down the steps of the secretarial school and saw Warne
waiting in the car, and seemed both pleased and astonished at finding
him there.. Warne got out and opened the car door. “How about
lunch?” + | .

“You'll spoil me!” She got into the car. Warne went around and
slid back in behind the wheel. “How on earth did you find. me?

“Aunt Faye. She said I could catch you when classes let out.”

“I have to be at work by one-thirty.”

“Yes, I know. The Buﬂdmg and L.oan.”

“How about a sandwich in a drive-in? I wish I had - more time-—but
I don't”

Warne tooled the car away. from the curb. “How about marrymg
86-
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me? And quitting work?”

She laughed a little, “I wish you meant it.”

“How do you know I don’t?”
She was suddenly sérious. “I guess I dont. Do you mean it, Ed‘?’
“Youre damned right.” My God, he’d proposed to her in the bold-
est way possible! Why in hell couldn’t he have waited for a little
romantic moonlight and music? I'm a cluck, he thought disgustedly.
- Proposing to my woman on a street full of traflic, with my hands full
of steering wheel. “I ought to have my rear end kicked in,” he said
savagely.

“Why?”

‘“Thls " He motioned at the hurrylng traffic, the clot of pedestnam
at the cormer, the rmldly run-down little business section. “It isn't the
place I meant to choose.”

She put a hand on his. “It’s a very pretty place, Ed, whén the man
you love has just asked you to marry him.”

They went into a small cafe and picked a booth at the rear, and
Warne kissed her. She wasn’t bashful or afraid to be seen kissing him
there. She was relaxed, giving freely of herselt and her affection.
When the waitress came, she gave an order calmly

When the meal was almost over, Wame said, “I've got to ask you
something. I have a hunch you may not want to answer.”

There was a slight - dimming of the glow in her eyes. “Well—go
ahead and ask.”

“The other day,” Warne began, wondenng how best to put it,
the office talking to Bellew, I noticed that you reacted when he men--
tioned the odor of moth-balls. You remember—he’d come back late,
and someone had entered the office, and left the smell there. He
thought to frighten him. But it seemed to mean something to you,
too.”

Her eyes dropped. She sat qu1te still. Then she shook her head.
“I...1 don’t feel that I have a right to mention what came into my
mmd It's just guesssmg, just a coincidence.”

“Perhaps not.” He waited, but she seemed too t:roubled and uneasy
to go on, so he added: “Was it about Aunt Faye?”

After a moment’s hesitation she nodded slowly. “I'd better tell you.
It can’t mean anything. But you'd be better able to decide, perhaps.
On that day Aunt Faye had taken some clothes out of storage, out of
a box in the garage. Some old things she hadn’t intended to wear
again. But -among them she had found a skirt she used to like a lot.
When I came after Dotty that night, she had it on. It smelled to high
heaven of moth balls. I told her about it, but she brushed it aside.
You see, since she’d gotten older, her sense of smell isn’t very keen.”
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“She didn’t realize how strong the smell was?”

“I'm sure she didn’t.”

He knew that the conversation was hu1t1ng Sandra, disturbing her.
But he had to continue. “Did you accuse her? Or was that fight
between you over somethmcr elser”

“I accused her. She became hysterical. Then I thought, I must be
wrong. She’s been so kind to Detty and to me. She wouldnt do a thing
like. writing those letters to Mr. Bellew.”

“I'm not so sure. Don’t blame yourself for the quarrel—yet. How
would Aunt Faye be able to get into the office, if she had gone therer”

“I've lost a couple of keys, since I s_tarted work. Or at least, I
thought I had. If it were Aunt Faye, of course~" Sandra was plucking
at a paper napkm tearing it nervously and rolling the bits between
her fingers. “No, there must be some other explanation!”

“Do you mind if I go talk to her? Could I go now? Would Dotty be
taking a nap?”

Sandra nodded. “Yes, Dotty would - be napping now, . She lifted
her eyes to hlm “It you go—be kind to her will you?” . | .

“I promise.”

They went out, back to the car, and Warne delivered. hel to the
door of the Building-Loan office. |

Aunt Faye answered her door promptly. She didn’t seem at all
overjoyed to see Warne in person, though she had answered civilly
enough earlier over the phone. She wore the usual high-necked black
cotton blouse, a tull black "skirt. Couldnt yvou find Sandra at the
school?” she demanded. |

“Yes, I found her. We had lunch together
- Aunt Faye stood with her hand on the knob, blocking the door-
way, her attitude plainly one of, well, what do you want now? Wame
~added, "I want to talk to you about something which concerns just
ourselves.”

She flicked her eyes out to the car, as if trying to see whether he
had brought anyone with him. She moved backward with an air of
unwﬂlmgness “Come- in, then. Dotty’s sleeping. We'll have to be
quiet.’

. “Tll be quiet.” I wish to God, Warne added to himself; that I
didn’t have to say a word. “May I sit down?”

- “I don’t allow smoking,” she said primly. She sat down without
touching her back to the back of the chair. She sniffed. once or twice,
folded her hands in her lap. “If you have some idea of asking my
permission to marry Sandra, it isn't necessary at all. She’s grown -up,
married before, a child too—both of you know what youre doing.”

“I love Sandra. She’s agreed to marry me.” He paused, letting her
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see that the conversation was not to concern these things. “This is
about some anonymous letters written to a friend of mine, a man
named Bellew.”

Nothing changed in her iron face, but Warne noted the tightening
ot the knobby hands on her lap. They clenched like claws until she
remembered to relax. She moved uneasily on the chair. “I know all
about Mr. Bellew. Sandra has worked for him for a year or more.”

“l know you’ve heard of him from her. Did you know, too, that a
long time ago he was indirectly responsible for the death of a young
girl?”

She choked off a gasp. “Well, is that so?

“Of course, nobody in his right mind could really blame Bellew
for what happened. The girl misrepresented herself. She told Bellew
she was oldel than she actually was. She let him think she’d had
experience.”

A sharp light glittered in her eyes. She moved her hands from her
lap, gripping the arms of her chair. “That’s no excusel”

“The parents forgave him.” He waited, but her manner was watch-
ful. He still didn’t have her off guard. “There was no reminder what-
ever of this girl’s death until fairly recently, when the letters started.
I thought, as Bellew did, that they might have been sent by the
~ parents. But the mother is dead—"

She caught her breath sharply and her gaze wavered.

Warne said softly, “You liked her pretty well, didn’t you?”

She turned her head so she wouldn’t face him. “Yes, I liked her.”

“Where did you know them? Was it while they were living in the
httle house near Griftith Park?”

I lived next door,” Aunt Faye admitted, almost in a whisper.

W’ame crossed his legs. He wished he might have had a cigarette,
He rubbed a hand across his chin. She wouldn’t meet his eyes now
but her manner had lost some of its stony enmity. “Bellew had the
letters examined by a document expert. The letters were typed on a
- new machine.. Probably by a woman. The sheets were regular high-
grade social correspondence paper but the envelopes had an inter-
esting story to tell.”

One of her hands fluttered out to touch a small table by her side,
to stralghten a doily on it.

“The envelopes aren't made any more, Warne continued. “They
were made some time ago by a paper firm as a sort of experiment.
Whoever uses them has access to a store ot out-of-date stationery.”

Her eyes moved around to settle on his face. “I know what you're
getting at, Mr. Warne. Sandra told you about the moth-ball smell,
too, didn’t she? And I've rented a new typewriter. But even so--"
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“Wouldn’t you 11ke to tell me about it?” he suggested calmly. “It
must be a load on your conscience. Some things have happened that
demand explaining. Serious things.”

She looked down at her lap, coloring a little. “I wrote the letters.”

. Warne said, “You were afraid for Sandra? Is that why you began?”

“I was a fool, I didn’t trust her. I thought perhaps he’d manage to
coax her to go on a party like the Gordon' girl. And something bad
might happen. to her, Dotty left all”alone, ]ust me to care for her, an
old woman on a miserable little pension—" She broke off, b1t1ng her
lips. “I ... I used some pretty bad language in those letters,” she
admitted regretfully

Warne grunted. “You. just about scared Bellew to death.” ..

“I tried and tried, but I couldn’t make Sandra believe she shouldn t
work there. I see now, my fears were foolish. But at first I was
haunted by what I knew about the Gordon girl. . . .” She suddenly
covered her face, and Warne wondered if she were ‘about to break
down. But almost at once she straightened in her chair, lifted her
face, turned her eyes to his. Her mouth was a little crooked and
tight, the colorless lips pressed into a pencil-sharp line. “I might as
well admit it all. T used to go to Bellew's office at night. Just once in
a while. I'd disarrange his desk or leave lights on. I-didn’t damage
anything. I had a key, one that Sandra had left here by accident,
and I was careful about avoiding the cleaning women.”

He said, “Well, now, since the letters prophesied that another girl
would die as Janie Gordon had died—what about Candy Carroll?”

“I had nothing to do with that, of course,” she said promptly, look-
ing Warne right in the eye.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

b

“You cALLED YOUR sHors mighty close to be using a scatter gun,”
Warne said, watching her closely, trying to read her face.

Her expression didn’t change by one whit. “It’s the truth, though.
I wrote the letters to scare Mr. Bellew, to keep him from sending any
inexperienced girls out to those dirty parties. I was thinking mostly
~of Sandra, of course. But when-the murder happened—"

“Wait a minute. There’s been nothmg definite in the papers, that
it was murder.”

“It was, though. Mr. Bellew showed the lettters to somebody and
they saw a chance, making a threat come true. I played right into a
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murderer's hands. I'm sorry for it.” She didn’t look sorry. She looked
like a grounded vulture, mghmg over a heap of bones.

- Warne said suddenly, “Hell, it’s as plain as day. You killed that
glrl

“Why should I?P”

In the instant’s silence that followed her question, Warne heard a
car door slam outside. He got up quickly and went to a window.
Sandra was hurrying up the walk, a cab was pulling away from the
curb. In another moment Sandra rapped quickly and then 0pened the
door and stepped in. |

She looked at Warne. “I couldnt stay away. I had to know!” Her
glance. flicked from him to the gaunt old woman across the room.

“She’s admitted writing the letters,” Warne told her. “She was
worried for fear Bellew might use you in his business. Or so she says.”

Sandra stood silent. She appeared dazed, confused. “Oh, no!”

“It wasn’t any surprise,’ Warne said. “Bellew and I already had a
few clues. The envelopes in which the letters were mailed had come
from an old stock, something not even made any more. And you said
your aunt had had a stationery store, and that your yncle was a sucker
for salesmen with odd-lots to get rid of.”

He saw disbelief begin to seep from Sandra’s eyes’ to be replaced
by the bitter realization of the truth.

“The principal hint we had was that the sheets of letter paper had
been handled by a small child. The other day when I saw the papeis
Dotty carried, the ones she’d used to draw pictures . . . well, I knew
then. There was just one other person who might have been responsible
for the letters. Or I guess I should say, that I hoped could be
responsible.” - -

Sandra went over to sit near her aunt. Aunt Faye seemed even less
worried and downcast than before. She seemed to have cheered up
with Sandra’s arrival.

“Aunt Faye, Im terribly sorry. I wish I'd never gone to work
there . . . except—" Her eyes went to Wame. Except, I'd ‘never met
you, they told him. *

“Do you know what he wants me to admlt to, now?” Aunt Faye
said briskly. “Murder, no less!”

“Murder?” Sandra whispered.

“I havent used the word. I mentioned Candy Carroll’s death. Tt .
has seemed to me from the beginning that the letters must have had
some bearing on her dying as she did. Suicide or murder. Or accident.
Isn’t it possible you went to see Miss Carroll with the idea of turning
her from her footloose ways,” he said directly to Aunt Faye, and that
you had a slight argument?” t



Sandra was suddenly roused to anger, on her feet, a spot of color
burning in each cheek. “Aunt Faye wouldn’t harm a soull Anything
she dld—yes even writing those letters—she did from the kindest of.
motives!”

Warne answered dryly, “She could have gone to see Mlss Carroll
with the noblest thoughts on earth. It wouldnt have kept them from
struggling near that window.” |

Sandra said in a heated, rising voice, “And what about thIS second
attack? The papers link it to the other. Did Aunt F aye waylay Chickie
Anderson on a dark street and tear her clothes oft? Leave her naked
for some stranger to find?”

He knew she was getting mad at him. His glance skipped to the old
lady. She looked pretty smug and triumphant, he thought, now that
Sandra was here to defend her. He studied the big competent hands
folded on her lap, the strong wrists, the sinewy build inside the harsh
black dress. Physically she should be able to tackle a soft little doll
like Chickie, like bltmg into a marshmallow. -

“I don’t know,” Warne said. “I wish I didn’t have this feeling, thls
hunch, that the letters must have somcthmg to do with what hap-
pened to those girls. I won't believe in coincidences.” He appealed
to the old lady. He hated to have this quarrel with Sandra, have her
angry with him, over this ptim and narrow-minded aunt. \Vont you
~ admit the whole truth?”

“I've told you the truth.” Her teeth clacked as she shut her mouth.
Her hatchet-like face beamed with victory. “I'll say no more.”

Warne thought to himself, “I'm licked if I stay here and keep
fighting them. Sandra will hate me. She'll never get over it, never
forgive me, even if it turns out I'm right. Most of all, if Fm right. He
said as if giving up the point, “T'll have to look around and see what
I can find out from other people.”

“Go to the police,” Sandra commanded, “and find out what theyre -
doing. You'll get a whole new slant, and it won’t be on Aunt Faye!”

“Don't go to the police,” Aunt Faye corrected quickly. “There’s no
call to mention me to them.” .

“I wasn't going to,” Warne said ironically, heading for the door.

At-the apartment house, Warne stepped from the car and sized up
the place. Not too exclusive he thought, but a little better than

average. It had a pretty good view out over the valley’s end, towards
Glendale.

- He went into the lobby and looked around. There was a desk, a
bell on the wall where one could ring for the manager. He pushed
the button and waited. The landlady came out of a door at the back of
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the hall. Warne sized her up. In spite of the silly color she had dyed -
her hair, she had a manner of common sense and alert eyes. Warne
said, “I wonder if you'd mind answering a few questions about Miss
Carroll’s death?”

“My goodness,” she said, thats ancient history now. Everybody
who's been here this morning wants to know all about Chickie
Anderson.’

“I suppose so. Well, of course I'm interested in that, too.”

“Poor Miss Anderson! Here we were, right where you and I are
- now, standing and talking not more than a half-hour before that fiend
rmped off all her clothes!” She glanced around the lobby as if taking
in the scene of a crime. Then she said to Warne: “Now, what are

you—a police detective?” .
“I'm an insurance mvestlgator " Warne said, oﬁermg her one of his

business cards.

She read it, then handed it back to him. “I see. Well, perhaps we'd
better go to my apartment to talk. It'll be more private there.” To her,
Warne’s business had obviously given him official status.

Warne followed her down *he hall, and she threw open a door for
him to enter. The apartment was rather crowded with old-fashioned
furniture. She oftered Warne a chair and he sat down.

She began promptly, “Miss Carroll was just a visitor, staying with
Chickie Anderson. I'd never met her. If she was anything like Miss
Anderson, though, she must have been a real nice girl. Miss Anderson
has been here for about two years and there never was a nicer tenant.”

“Had Miss Carroll had any contacts with other tenants?”

“I don’t think so.” |
“I guess the police explored any chance of a quarrel between the

two girls?”

“Oh, yes, that seemed to be the first idea to pop into their heads.
They asked me all about it, was Miss Anderson on the outs with her
friend. But then they checked on the time, and Miss Anderson couldn’t
have been here when her friend killed herself.”

Warne said, “The papers this morning are giving a blg play to a
new theory. It wasn't suicide, it was murder.”

She shook her head. "I hadn’t heard that.” She started to frown

“I hate to think of it like that. Suicide’s bad enough. And then, I
- thought that business of the crazy laughter . . . Mrs. Hackendyke’s
story, you know. Well, it fitted in with the ldea of suicide. The girl
was alone and something upset her and she sort of went out 6f her .

mind.”
“She could have been laughing at something, or someone.”

She nodded. “Well, that was Miss Anderson’s idea. We were talking
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~about it just before she left early for her job.”
“Left early?” Warne asked.

“Someone telephoned. Mrs. Macklin was just leaving Chickie’s
place at the time. She overheard. Someone called her, wanted her to

come early to the. club. Something about a change in the show Miss

Anderson was doing.”

“It could have been a trap,” Warne said slowly. “Getting her out
there when no one else was apt to be around.” |
“I told the police.”

“You said Miss Anderson had some theory about this laughter. -

i

What was it?”

A puzzled, frustrated expression came into the manager’s eyes. “I
wish I knew. She said something about an old lady at a bus stop,”
the manager remembered suddenly “I'm sure of that much.”

Warne felt his heart drop. “An old lady? Could Miss Anderson

describe her?”

“Yes, she did. She said the old lady was awfully prim and o_ld-'

fashloned that you knew just by looking at her she’d never kicked
. p her heels a bit. Repressed is- what they call it now. Do you get
my meanmg?

“I think so.” In Warne’s mind was the image of Aunt Faye, hatchet-
faced, the air of generahzed disapproval thick enough to cut with a
butter knife. .

“As I recall, Miss Anderson said that she and Miss Carroll were
waiting at a bus stop when this old lady got to talking to them. And
something about this character just sent Miss Carroll into hysterics.
Well, I guess it you believed Mrs. Hackendyke’s story, it would make
you stop and think.”

“It sure would,” Warne agreed. “What happened finally? I mean,
between these two girls and the proper old woman?”

“I didn’t get the end of it.”
“Did Miss Anderson speak of it as it they Imght have met the old
lady since? That she might have looked them up?”

“Well . . . I couldn’t say. Aren't you going to see Miss Anderson in
the hospltal"’ You could ask her about it then.”

“I doubt if the police would let me in.” "

“I could go, I guess,” she said a little doubtfully. “The hosp1tal
~called not long ago. Miss Anderson is conscious and wants some things

from her apartment. Some of those shortie gowns she likes, and some

cosmetics. The.makeup in her handbag was trampled and ruined.”
“I'll drive you to the hospital.”

The landlady made up her mind. “All right, then. I'll go up and
get a few of her things together. Wait for me in the lobby, will you?”
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Warne waited beside the front entry. He tried to control his nervous-
ness by smoking the cigarettes Aunt Faye had forbidden. If through
his actions the old woman’s head went into a noose, he knew that
Sandra would never forget it. I ought to stop right here, he thought
suddenly. No one but Bellew and I and a few other people who won't
talk, know about those letters the old woman wrote. The cops don't
seem to have an inkling.

He knew now why no tip-off had reached the papers. Aunt Faye
, was lying low.

If I keep my mouth shut, he told himself, and if I stay away from
this Chickie Anderson and the story of some old woman at a bus-stop,
things will die down in time. Sandra and I can get married. She can
stay home and take care of Dotty, and we can gradually lose contact
with the aunt.

He groaned to himself. The temptatmn was overpowering. He threw
the cigarette out upon the sunny sidewalk and turned to the entry.
At that moment the landlady appeared, carrying a small suitcase
that must be Chickie’s, a brown coat over her dress and a green straw
hat squashed down over the pinkish hair. “Well, I'm ready. Here we
go, Mr. Warne.” -

Warne tried to say, “I'm not going with you,” but the words didn’t
emerge. It would be useless to try to shut the question out of his
mind. It would never let him al(me Not even Sandras love could
silence it.

At the hospital, they enquired at the general desk and were directed
to the fourth floor, west. In the west wing, when they reached it, they
found the corridor guarded by a big counter and PBX switchboard,
several nurses there working on charts and answering phone calls.
Warne and the apartment manager waited until a large important-
looking woman in a white unitorm and cap, took notice. She was
| obvmusly the one in command.

“Miss Chickie ‘Anderson?” She frowned, looking at them closely
“Yes, I know she has requested things brought from home.” A moment
of waiting, then, while she considered. But then the supervisor said,
“Down the hall, room four twenty-six. Don’t stay long.”

A man who had been standing at a phone in a niche on the wall
now turned around and took a good look at them. It was Robinson,
the reporter. His gaze slid over Warne, stopped at his eyes; and then
Robinson winked. He said in a rather loud tone to the supemsor
“Why won't you let the press in, then, Miss?”

With an air of prim rebuke, as though Robinson was a httle boy
" caught picking his nose, the supervisor said, “I've explained, Mr.
Robinson, that Miss Anderson doesn’t care to see any reporters. She
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blames what happened to her on some story which appeared in a
newspaper. She wants nothing more to do with people like you.”

“My God, I'm just trying to make an honest living!” Robinson cried,
as if deeply hurt.

“I would much prefer that you make it somewhere else,” the super-
visor replied, her tone takmg on some iron. "We can't have hospital
routine disrupted here.” |

“If I told everything 1 knew—" Robinson went on grumbling as he
stepped over to the elevators. He wanted Warne to see that he was
- keeping his mouth shut as a favor.

Walking down the hall towards Chickie’s hospltal room, Warne
expected at any moment to be called back to the desk to explain his
business. Surely the police had stressed the danger ot allowing casual
visitors. Then Warne took a good look at the landlady beside him,
Pink hair or not, there was deﬁnitely a no-nonsense air about her.
Rugged honesty and hard work had left their mark. She wasn’t the

type to sneak a fiend in to have a second chance at the girl. Warne
relaxed.

The landlady rapped on the closed door and a nwse said,
“Come in.” Warne followed the bobbing green hat into the dimmess
of the hospital room and saw the girl against the pillows, and felt hot
shock run through him. A lot of her was hidden by bandages, but
still he could see the terrible bruises, the swollen black eyes, the
puffed distorted nose. In that instant Warne quit caring .at all who
was hurt by what Chickie Anderson knew.

Let her spill it and the devil take the hindmost.

"CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE LANDLADY WALKED OVER without hesitation and patted Chickie’s
limip hand. “Why, youre looking almost as .goqd as new!” she cried.
Chickie's eyes strayed over towards him. “Who's he?”
“Mr. Warne. He's with the msm ance people. Wanted to talk for
1ust a minute, it it won't tire you.” )
“Insurance?” Chickie hitched herself agamst the pillows, turning

her pufted eyes fully to Warne. “Hospital insurance? I don’t have
any, as far as I know. Unless Mr. Spencer at the club—" |
“It's about Miss Carroll.”

“Oh.” Chickie relaxed a little. “Poor old Candy. Say, will you make
it kind of short, though? My jaw hurts like fury when I talk.”

96



“Poor kid,” said the landlady. “Look, I brought your things. I'll be
hanging them in the closet while you talk to Mr. Warne.”

Warne moved over nearer the bed, aware of Chickie’s close and
faintly suspicious scrutiny. “The thing I'm hoping to clear up is this
mad laughter detail. It seems to have no connection with anything
else in the case. No on€é heard it, -apparently, but this one woman,
Mrs. Hackendyke.” |

Chickie nodded, holdmg her bandaged jaw gmgerly “Yes, 1 know
~ “Your manager was telling me that in talking to her you sald you'd

had some sort of contact with an old woman at a bus stop, and that
somehow this proper, repressed kind of person caused Miss Carroll
to go off into gales of laughter.”

Again she nodded. “It was embarrassing.”

“Could you describe this woman?”

“Oh, she was old, awfully old,” Chickie said weakly. “And sort of
futzy looking, if you know what I mean. Old-fashioned and proper.
But it wasn’t the way she looked that made Candy laugh like crazy.
It was what she said.”

“She disapproved of you and MISS Carroll, perhaps?” Warne guessed,
thmkmg of Aunt Faye and her outspoken propriety.

“Oh, I don’t think so! She didn’'t know anything about us,” Chickie
said. “It was this yarn she told, the experience she'd had with a man
in a park at night.” Chickie giggled. “You could tell, the way she told
it to us, she really had no idea at all what this man had wanted. She
was such an innocent old doll. No experience with men. She’'d been
walking her little dog on the street and this man had come up to her
and told her his own dog was in the park, sick, and would she come
and take a look.” Chickie paused to touch her bandages and flinch.

“You know what he was?” Chickie muttered horsely. “He was a
mugger. A rapist. He got the little old lady off behind some bushes
and pulled off about halt her clothes and threw her down on the
ground. And then—" In sudden embarrassment, Chickie looked” away
towards the windows. “I can’t remember the words she- used. She
had such a weird idea of what had really happened, anyway. She was
afraid he was trying to steal the dog. The dog was worth fifty dollars,
she told us.”

Warne waited, sensing the nurse’s unpatlence He had abandoned
all hope that this irrelevant tale had anything to do with Candy
Carroll’'s death. There was nothing here for him. The landlady’s

kmdly effort had been in vain, after all.
“He couldn’t,” Chickie said abruptly, breakmg the moment of

- silence. | |
“He couldn’t?” Warne echoed, not understanding.
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No After all the tricks, getting the old lady off alone and tying
the dog to a bush, and ﬁghtmg to tear off her clothes—he wasn't able
to do what hé wanted. -Don’t you see?” She waited for Warmne to
catch on. “It was him.” '

“I see what you mean,” Warne said slowly, “but when Miss
Carroll-7" '

“That’s what Candy was splitting her sides about.”

It dawned on him. The complete picture. Well, Candy Carroll had
shared this par.ticular point of humor with a lot of other women.

“I'll be damned.” Warne grinned to himself. As a man, he found
perhaps somewhat less humor in the item than Candy had. But he
could understand her viewpoint. Born to tease, he reminded himself.
To a girl in Candy’s provocative trade, the prechca,ment of the mugger
in the park might have scemed lnlarwusly funny. “So that’s what
tickled her funny bone.”

Candy always thought anything like that was a scream,” Chickie
replied. “I thought she’d laugh herse]f sick, that time. The old lady
must have thought she was crazy.’ _

- The nurse came forward firmly into the middle of the room. “I
think it’s time Miss Anderson rested, now. Give her a couple of days
of complete quiet, then come sece her again.”

Next step would be to call the orderlies, Waine knew. He turned
for the door. The landlady had hung up Chickie’s garments, put the
~small case on the floor of the closet. She followed Warne into the hall.
There she straightened the green hat on her head, and said with a
hint of awkward apology, “Well, that wasn’t much of a story she had
to tell, after all. And not such a nice one. I'm surprised, Miss Carroll
found it so funny.”

“If Candy Carroll was laughing her head oft just betore she fcll
from that window-"

They exchanged a glance, surmising on Warne’s part and embqr-
rassed on hers “Oh, I don’t think anything like that would have been
going on,” she said. qmckly |

On one hand he had Aunt F aye glibly denying that she’d had any-.
thing to do with the death that had so exactly followed out the
prophecy in her letters. On the other hand . . . he recalled Bellew’s
blurted remark, He made it happen!” \fleamng, the writer of the let-
ters. And this remark had stayed with Warne because it SO exactly
mirrored what was in his own mind. |

He still didn’t believe in tea leaves. He still coukdnt let it go as
coincidence. But he might as well drop the angle of Aunt Faye and
look elsewhere for the connection. Chickie’s story of the old lady at
the bus stop had blown up into a ludicrous joke. It had nothing to do—_
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He checked that line of thought abruptly.

As they passed through the lobby of the hospital, Robinson came
from a waiting room and fell into step beside Warne. “How about a
break, huh? I didn’t queer your game up there.”

‘Wame didn't stop. “Don’t you feel a little guilty about getting Miss
Anderson almost killed with that story you made up?”

“I won't kid you, kid,” Robinson said dryly. “I feel bad about it.
I want to do something nice for the girl. Look, a little more publicity
might do her a world of good. Tell me what you went to see her about.
How’s about it?”

“What 1 went to see. her about fizzled into nothing at all,” Warne
said. “But I might have somethmg for you, at that. A strange footnote
to the death of Candy Carroll.” )

They had come to the door and Robinson was inclined to hang
back. Plainly he. thought Warne had nothing much for him. “Oh, is
that so?” As the landlady stepped out through the door, he half
turned. “Nothing on Chickie Anderson?”

“Nothing about Chickie. But this is right up your a_lley Wouldn't
‘you like a yarn about a mysterious old man whose wealth is based
on a rape, a suicide, and blackmail?”

Robinson stopped moving. “All in one stfz:-ry‘p My, myl Who is -this
fascinating character?” ~

“A man named Josiah Gray Gordon.”

Robinson was watching him thoughttully. “Never heard of the guy.”

“He has a big place on the beach near Malibu. Exclusive. Keeps a
tough young bc}dyguqrd The bodyguard has a beautiful, broad-
minded wife.”

“Now you’re warming up. What's the pitch? Anything to do with
what I'm working on now?” |

“The connection is priceless,” Warne said as if he were handing
Robinson a brace of oriental pearls. “Here’s how it stacks up. More
~ than twenty years ago a seventeen-year-old girl named Janie Gordon
needed money for dancing lessons. She went to Bellew’s office and
asked for a party date. She lied about her age, and she was a mature
girl, and Bellew sent her out on a job. A smoker. The lodge brothers
got drunk, and the party got rough. Janie Gordon was raped by
three men whose names are known only to her father. On the fol-
lowing Sunday morning she ]umped out of a high window in down-
town L.A.”

“That’ll be in the files,” Robinson commented to himself.

‘Warne went on: “The father's name was Josiah Gray Gordon.
Bellew was so guilt-stricken he sold his agency and ‘gave the money
to the parents. Within a short time they'd made two moves. Big ones.”
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“What happened to the mother?”

- “She died, not too long after the g1r1 did. It’s the old man who'l
reward any interest you show in him.”

Robinson grmned wickedly. “He’s going to hate me.”

“There won't be anything in the newspaper morgue about the rape,
since the old man kept quiet for a price. A big price. But you'll have
a legitimate reason to drag it all up and speculate about it in print.
The Janie Gordon death looks like an exact pattern for Candy Carroll's
jumping out that window. I guess you'll know what to do about that.”

Robinson put his hand on Warne’s sleeve. “I'm writing a new will
today. I'm leaving you everything I own. My ofhice shears and paste-
pot. A second-hand brownie camera. Two tickets to Disneylahd And
my interest in a crepe paper monkey.” His grip tightened. “But really,

pal—and I do mean pal—if this pans out I'll stand you a dinner any- -

where you name.”

“Good luck,” Warne said, and went outside to where the landlady
was waiting for him.

On the drive back to the apartment house, she was pretty quiet.
On the steps, bidding Wame goodbye, she said, “I guess - I'd better
crack down on guests coming to stay with my tenants. I'm sort of
| partlcular who I let in here.”

“I doubt if you’ll have any more visitors ﬂymg out of windows,”
Wame assured her. “This one was just a fluke.”

“Gives the place a bad name. Did you tell that reporter what Miss

Anderson said? About what made Candy Carroll laugh so hard?”
“I didn’t tell him.”

“Thanks.” She started in, then looked back. “It doesn’t necessarily

mean she had someone up there with her, does it?”

He hated to disappoint her. “I'm afrald it does

“And she was laughing at him?” o

Warne was turning back to the car. “Miss Carroll was blessed with
a fabulous sense of humor.” ‘

He drove to the office just off Sunset, went into the building and
climbed the stairs, unlocked his door for the second time that day.
Warne sat down behind his desk, relaxing in his chair, and looked at
the reports on his desk, work to be done. He had no taste for it now.
He was oppressed by a sense of let-down, ‘of his own unbelievable
- thick-headedness. He needed a drink.

There was a pint, almost full, in one of the ﬁhng cabinets. He
mixed Scotch with a splash of water from the cooler.

He was at the window, looking at the street below, the paper cup
almost empty in his hand, when the phone rang. He crossed to the
desk, lifted the receiver oft its cradle. Bellew’s voice was a crack of
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sound, popping inside his ear. “Some damned reporter just called me,”
Bellew stuttered, “and asked about the Janie Gordon case. He had.
all the records! My God, Warne, they've finally got onto it!”

“What did you tell him?” |

“I denied everything, of course. Look, d.\d you see Gordon again?’

“This morning. By invitation, in a way.” Wame tipped the paper
cup and downed the last of the Scotch. “You'd better come rlght
down here. We can talk in your office. Better than over the phone.”

“What does Gordon want?”

“T'll tell you when I see you,” and without saying goadbye or
waiting for further word from Bellew, Warne replaced the phone.

He went around the desk and opened the wide top drawer and
looked at the odds and ends collected in it. Lots of souvenirs. He
took the steel ring from his coat pocket and dropped it among the
others, the broken pens and unsharpened pencils, the rubber bands
and old receipts for rent and office services, the Canadian coins he'd
forgotten and brought back from Vancouver, the cigarette lighter
from Yokohama, carved walrus ivory from Juneau, the tiny derringer
he’d picked up years ago in a shop on St. Peter Street in New
Orleans. With a sudden wry tightening of his lips he picked up the
little gun and hefted it against his palm, then slid it into his belt.
He buttoned his coat over it.

He was at the head of the stairs as Bellew came up pufling, the
limp almost causing him to stumble, eyes like burned holes in a gray
face. Bellew unlocked his own door with a rattle of keys, motioned
Warne to step in, then shut the door behind them. Bellew went
quickly to the inner door, opened it, limped in and around the desk.
He sat down as if his: legs were giving out. He motioned towards a
second chair for Warne.

“This thing, breaking now. I thought I was in the clear,” he said -
in a broken, panting voice.

“Far from it,” Warne said..

“I can’t understand how they suddenly dug up this Janie Gordon
suicide. Of course they’ll play it up now, along with Candy’s death,
and as far as any hope of staying in business, mnning an agency, I'm
through i

“If that’s all you've got to worry about, youre in luck,” Warne said.

“I thought youd have more on your mind than the chance of keepmg
an agency.

Bellew shook his head, waving a hand as if wawng Warne's idea
away. “Tell me about Gordon.” -

“This creep he uses as a bodyguard has a wlfe A real hot number.
She came here early today with a tale about Mr. Gordon wanting
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some money out of you. It sounded enough like him, judging by what
I know, to have been true, so I bit. She suckered me. All it was, Native
Boy wanted a return match. His pride had been hurt.”
Bellew frowned in impatience. “What does Gordon want of me?”
- “When this story breaks in the papers he’s going to want your scalp.
He admitted the heirs of one of his victims were looking for ways to
take his money away from him. Mr. Gordon’s been nervous over, his
source of cash for quite a while. That’s why he checked up on you
about a year ago, and why he’s so_eager to collect some leg1t1mate
cash from the insurance companies.”
“This pubhmty will hurt him?”
“It won’t do him any good. He’s like something under a rock. He
scuttles when the sunlight hits him.”
" Bellew sagged forward against the desk. “You called me down here
to tell me this? For God's sake, I'm packing, I'm up to my neck in
the details of sub-leasing my place and selling the furmture Why
drag me down on something like .this?”
- “T didn’t call you to tell you about Gordon. Not really.” Warne
turned slightly in his chair, his hand flattening against his waist., “I
- wanted to hear your story, the real story, of the night Candy Carroll
fell from that window.” ..
He waited, and Bellew seemed about to speak; and then shut his

mouth.
“Why did you kill her Warne asked softly.

CHAPTER EIGCGHTEEN

BELLEW COULDN'T HAVE LOOKED WORSE if Warne had punched him in
the solar plexis, “What are you saying? Youre accusing me of
murder?” | '

“No, not quite. You couldnt have had more than a moment or so
of premeditation. I think you might cop a plea of manslaughter.”

Bellew’s hands made fluttering motions on the desk, finally settled
on the phone He licked his lips. “You want to call the pohce?”

“Not yet.” Warne’s air was easy and calm, willing to listen. “I want

to hiear your story first.”

Bellew tried a ghastly imitation of a smile. “You've talked to some-
one else about this? Sandra, maybe?”

“Nobody.”

The smile grew more confident. “I can’t help you, Waine. I think
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you must have acqmred some wrong ideas, somehow. Yom reasoning
must be warped.”

“It all stacks up, right from the beginning. You supplied the back-
ground in your story about Janie Gordon. The trouble with your wife,
the years of enforced quiet living, the repression. Being in your job,
keeping hands off, forcing your mind off those girls, meant squeezing
a sort of genie into a bottle—a bad genie—and keeping a tight cmk in

it. And then somehow and someday the cork blows out.”

- Bellew actually managed to laugh: “We're all repressed in one way
or another. I just had to learn to leave the girls alone. After I got
older, it didn't matter.” ‘

“It mattered, all right. The night you got a skinful of brandy, and
went ot to that clubhouse, and found out Candy Carroll hadnt been
allowed to do what she loved . . . which was to rouse men, tease them,
bedevil them—that’s the night your genie popped out of the bottle.
A brandy bottle, shouldn’t you say?”

Bellew had shrunk back into his chair. Between the untended side-
burns his face seemed offended and sulky. “A man has a right to drink
~once in a while. So I had a few. I was nervous, wound up. So perhaps
I might even have gone to check up on Candy. She was in a .way my
responsibility, and I had worries on my mind, those damned letters
and what they kept saying might happen again.” *
. Warne leaned towards Bellew without removing his hand from the
front of his coat. “You betrayed yourself when you told me, ‘He made
it happen.” That short remark was like a great big light, Bellew, in
the dark of that night Candy died. In the instant before you pushed
her from that window, you remembered the letters and you knew
that if the police ever really suspected you, you could tell them about
the anonymous letter writer and make them think he’d committed the

murder.”
Bellew stood up abruptly. “You've forgotten one small detail, Warne,

in the fairy tale about me and Candy Carroll. What possible motive
could I have had for wanting to kill her?”

“The oldest in the world,” said Warne, watching Bellew closely.
“She insulted your manhood.”

Bellew’s face twitched; it was like the tearing of -a mask. He was
no longer the quiet, gray limping man Warne had known as a office .
neighbor. Something savage and lethal looked from his eyes.

“She laughed at you. And there was nothing you could do. You
were paying the price of those years of guilt and repression.”

“God damn you!” The words were incoherent, a bellowing cry, as
Bellew sprang around the end of the desk in a single leap. He almost
bowled Warne over. Warne hadn’t had time to rise. He was pulling
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the derringer from his belt as Bellew landed. Bellew’s weak {lailing
hands beat at his. face, . and Wame twisted sidewise, protecting him-
self with an arm thrown up. Bellew wasn’t husky enough or skilled
enouch to hurt Warne much. He gave Warne’s upheld arm a brief
rattle of blows, and then flung himself off and ran panting and limping
to the outer otlice, Warne had slipped to his knees. He jumped up
now and started after Bellew. |

1 thought you were my friend,” Bellew threw back at him.

“Wait—" Warne,wanted to say . . . I'm still your friend. I want to
help you. For God’s sake don't do anythmg silly.” But there wasnt
time and the words would only sound like a jumble of bad advice.
He ran after Bellew. Bellew was forcing himself, trying to suppress
the limp. He got halfway down the front stairs and then slipped and
fell, and rolled the rest of the way. On the stairs, Warne saw Bellew
regain his feet and stare around dazed, as if lost. “Bellew! Bellew,
for God's sake—"

He ran towards the front entry. Warne ran down the steps and
out—Bellew was already halfway down the block, towards Sunset
Boulevard. -

Some hint of Bellew’s purpose reached ‘Warne in that moment, and
all he could think of was that Candy Carroll hadn’t been worth it.
Big, bosomy and beautiful . . . she’d been a bitch, still, and Bellew
was a fool if he intended what- Warne thought he did. Warne tried
to run faster, tried to think- of something compelling to yell at the
hurrying, limping man.

He heard the roar of a truck, getting into gear from the stop at
the light, and he tried to push speed into his legs. Bellew was down
at the corner now. He was looking towards his left, at the oncoming
traffic, and a certain tense determination in him reached all the way
back to Warne, trving to run in time to reach him; and Warne knew
exactly what was coming next without being able to do a thing to
stop it. -

The truck came up with a roar of power and a clash of gears, a big
tanker and trailer-tank full of gasoline, a juggernaut on unbelievable
tires, with the driver high in his cab, remote, his eyes fixed on the
next light two blocks beyond. Warne felt his throat clog. He was
running out of wind, unable to breathe properly because he wanted
to stop and yell. He waved an arm. Bellew didn’t even look back.

At the last moment Bellew straightened his shoulders, forced him-
selt quite erect, as if at the end he must give the appearance of a
man, a real man about to die. Not afraid, not weak. Not the sort of
man a girl like Candy Carroll would laugh at. Not a man to be made a
fool of by a stripper. Not to be teased, then shown as a buffoon.
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With head high, with shoulders back, Bellew stepped straight into
the path of the truck. There was a sharp blast of a klaxon as, at the
last moment, the driver caught some hint of motion just below. Then
other cars let loose a whole cacophony, and Warne quit running.
There was a scream of tires as the tanker’s brakes locked on the
asphalt.”A gasp of breath like a puncture—too loud to be Bellew, and
then a woman screamed.

Epitaph, Warne thought. There’s always a' woman around to scream
goodbye.

It was almost dark in the office. Warne sat behind the desk. There
was a bottle, the last of the pint, before him. A soggy paper cup. He
didn’t feel like going out to eat. He'd talked to the cops in the street,
and in Bellew’s office; and then the detectives from homicide. They'd
already had a line on Bellew, it turned out; someone had described a
man they’d glimpsed hanging about in the shadowy block below the
Chatter Box. Bellew was the only one in the case who was small and
gray and limped a little. The cops were getting ready ‘to put a stake-
out on Bellew, pull him in if he made a break. He wasnt the sort of
man, Warne knew, who might have stood up under official questioning.

Better off dead. Warne said it to himself, tasting the bitterness of

it and the uselessness. Bellew had come in perfect honesty to ask his,.

help in running down the writer of the anonymous letters. And in
the end, Warne’s trail had led straight back to the man who had
started him on it.

Warne got up and went over to the light switch. The room was
getting dark. He might not be above drinking alone but damned if
he’d drink in the dark, too. He had his hand on the switch when there
was a rap at the door, and then it opened and in the dim light he
saw Sandra. . - .

“Ed? YouTe all alone here? I thought you must have gone—"

“I'm going pretty soon.” He switched on the lights. His office looked
bleak, he thought. Too much space for the few filing cabinets and the
desk. Bellew’s idea, dividing the room, was better.

Sandra came forward. She had her hair curled softly on her shoul-
ders. No horn rims. She had on a blue cotton dress, cut low, no
sleeves. She smelled clean. “Have you had dinner?” She was watching
him anxiously.

- “No. No dinner.”

“A man named Robinson called me up about Mr. Bellew. Wanted
some comment, and I didn't know anything to say.”

“I'll bet he figured out something for you to say.”

“No, he didn’t. He said he knew I must feel confused. And that
probably I hadn’t had any idea Mr. Bellew was a murderer. Had
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killed Candy Carroll.” She stood, twisting her white purse. “I still
can't believe it. Why would he have killed her?”

- Warne looked at her. She was beautiful, and he loved her; and he
knew all at once that if he had found out Aunt Faye had killed half
the people in Hollywood, he wouldnt have done anything about it,
just for Sandra’s sake. But he couldn’t tell her why Bellew had had
to kill Candy Carroll. She wouldn’t have understood, and the crime
would have shocked her. A man—it took a man to know why Bellew
had pushed Candy Carroll out that wmdow |

“He was funny, 1epressed little old guy,” Warne said. “I guess he
just went off his nut.”

- "He went to the apartment? To Miss Anderson’s place?

“Just to check up. He was worried.” Full of brandy or not, Warne
- knew, Bellew must have gone up to Chickie’s place with the best of
intentions. _ N

“Because of the letters?” -

"Because of Aunt Faye's nasty letters,” Warne said grimly. “Why
don’t you tell her? It might stop her, if she’s ever tempted again.”

Sandra nodded. “Yes, I'll tell her. I'm like you, Ed. I thought it
might help straighten her out.” Sandra came nearer. There was no
doubt she felt some coldness on \Varnes part. She said softly, “Do
you blame me, in any way?”

“How could 1?” He forced his thoughts oft that last image of
Bellew, stepping into the path of the truck. He put his hands on
Sandm’s shoulders and pulled her close, feeling her warmth, her
freshness, the willingness of her response. She felt slim and smooth
inside the blue cotton. Her flesh had a vital readiness that excited him.
And then, there was this about Sandra: she had no intention of-teasing.
What she offered she oftered cleanly, honestly. And what she seemed
willing to give, she gave.

The}f kissed, and her mouth had none of the tricks of Madge Gor-
don’s. There was just the honesty of love.

She drew back a little, still somewhat anxious, still concerned about
him. She put up her fingers to touch his cheek. “What are you think-
ing about now?”

"I was thinking wed better get married pretty quick. Say, next
week. It not sooner.”

“Td like that.”

“I'm pretty busy. We mlght put off the honeymoon

I?VhO needs a honeymoon?” she said softly. “We can do everything
at home.

It ds. going.to be good Warne thought Its going to be very, very'
g00
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