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the blood-red snow

Elomer Meeker lay on his cot,
on the tangled wad of sweat-
dampened bed sheets. His
room was dark. A neon sign
across the street blinked on
and off, throwing a garish,
green light across the ceiling
at regular intervals. Upstairs,
the maestro was practicing his
concerto. He was at the part
with the dark, booming chords
that sent chills through Homer,

EECh:..ICH: . Jichki ]
tick. ...

The battered alarm clocki
went on its steady round.

Now, the hands pointed to)
nine o’clock.

Soon, they would reach ten|

“I—I got to go tell the others,” Homer said. .
Somebody in the building was going to be
killed. He didn't know who.

BY
CHARLES
BECKMAN, JR.

o'clock. And at ten o’clock
somebody in this house on
Brooner Street was going to
die.

Homer wiped his hand shaki-
ly across his thin, pointed face,
smearing the sweat. He dug a
finger under his collar, for it
was choking him, and stared at

.the ceiling with frightened,

‘dulging eyes.
at his legs and whispered in a
Tonight, it had been very
dark when he cut across the
vacant lot. The weeds slapped
told wind. Then the snow start-
ed falling, the flakes brushing
his face. :
Across the vacant lot, he
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went, down to the dark alley.
Cold here. The thin coat wasn’t
much protection. Be nice, back
at his room. Be there soon.

And then the voice, from
newhere, at first, and then
from the alley he was about
to enter. Something in the
words stopped him. The men
were in the alley. He’d seen the
bright, moving tips of their
cigarettes, And then heard their
muttering voices. . .

“Yeah...Brooner Street.
Three—twenty two. I checked to
make sure.’

The wind—whistling around
a corner, swirling the snow and
tossing an old crumpled paper
along the gutter—muffled some
of the words...

The other man’s voice, an-
swering, “And I start shooting
at ten o’clock sharp.”

“You won’t miss. I'll fix it.
I know the exact spot—"

The wind again.

‘...money. Half now and
half after you’ve done the job.
et .

A flurry of snow blew in
Homer’s face and got under
his coat collar.

‘...murder, I don’t take
that kind of rap—”

“Don’t be a damn fool. It’s
‘perfect, I tell you...”

The wind, joining the con-

versation again, interrupting
the words with its moan.

‘...right address? Three-
twenty-two Brooner. . .?”

Then the men and their
voices were moving away, fur-
ther down the alley. Their cig-
arettes flicked into the night,
splashed against a brick wall
in a shower of sparks and then
fell into the snow and smoth-
ered.

And Homer was running. He
ran faster than he’d ever run
before in his life, Only, he
wasn’t going anywhere. He just
ran, falling over his own feet,
sucking the cold air into his
bursting lungs.

He got out of the dark
streets and the alleys, to side-
walks where there were people.
And still he was running,
bumping into pedestrians, up-
setting sign boards, pushing
through streams of traffic. Un-
til, finally, he fell gasping, ex-
hausted into a doorway—a pain
knifing his side.

Here, at least, there were
lights, Here, there were people.

An all night grocery store
across the street, ablaze with
lights. Beside it, a cinema with
zig-zag colored bulbs flashing
crazily around the marquee. A
penny arcade next to the thea-
ter, with its pin ball tables and
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shooting gallery, where some-
body was popping away with
a .22 target gun.

Homer got up shakily. He
walked down the street to the
tenement section where gray
old buildings huddled in the
snow like chickens stiff with
cold, He went to the building
where he worked as janitor and
lived. <

To three twenty-two Brooner
Street, where, at ten o’clock to-
night, somebody was going to
die ..

To anyone else, they would
just have been scattered words,
tossed around by a might wind.
Words to be shrugged off, for-
gotten.

But to a guy like Homer,
they meant Death.

He’d heard such words
spoken between tight-lipped
men with hard eyes when he’d
worked for the crime syndi-

cate. And in the pen, he'd.

heard the same kind of words,
whispered, and later a con
would be found in the wash-
room stabbed to death with a
home-made knife,

They were words making a
bargain for murder.

Homer sat on the edge of
his cot and stared around the
dark room with bulging eyes.
A trickle of sweat coursed down
his face although the room was

cold, and his body shivered.

Upstairs, the maestro was
playing over again the difficult
part of the concerto. Old, deaf
Mrs. Hanson on the second
floor had her radio going. The
young. couple in the room next
to his were laughing about
something that was funny to
the very young in love. And
above him, beautiful Jocelyn
practiced her pirouettes on her
slim dancer’s legs.

His friends, and one of them
was marked for death.

How could he stop this awful
thing?

The police?

“So you say you heard some
men plotting to murder some-
body in the building where you
work as janitor? Let’s see,
your name is Homer Meeker.
Yeah. We have your record
here, Ex-con, out on parole.
Did a ten vyear sireich for
armed robbery. So you been
hanging around your old crowd
again. Guess the parole board
will be interested to hear that.
Ok, you just overheard these
guys talking in an alley. Sure
that’s the way it was, Homer
Meeker? Really sure? Or were
you mixed up in it, and lost
your nerve? Maybe we better
put you away again to be
sure. ..
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No, the police weren’t for
guys like him. They wouldn’t
believe him anyway,

He arose shakily and walked
out of his little room and up
the stairway. It was an old
building that creaked in the
wind and smelled of age and
decaving hope. It housed thea-
ter and show people down on
their luck—the
the henzful “will-be’s,” and the
“never-wases.”

But they were nice people.

They treated him just like
any other guy, instead of like
an ex-con out on parole.

Which one of them should he
warn? Which one would be the
+ target for murder? He thought
about what he knew of their
lives. “Jocelyn!” he whispered.
aloud. “She was havin’ trouble
with that guy that keeps chas-
in’ her.”

He stood out51de Jocelyn’s
room, wiped his palms on his
trouser legs, and then tapped
on her door. She would be
practicing her ballet, he knew.
All day, she practiced. Some-
times late at night, too. She
was going to be a great balleri-
na, she’d told him over and
over with a bright light in her
eyes.

Homer closed his eyes.
“She’ll have on her red dancing

“has-beens”,

costume and the paper flower
will be in her hair.” Imagining
her and how she was dressed
was a game he sometimes
played.

She opened the door. Her
face was flushed and she was
breathing hard. She was wear-
ing her red tights and there
was a paper gardenia in her
dark hair.

“Homer!” she exclaimed as
though delighted to see him.
She wiped the back of her hand
across her damp forehead and
smiled. “Come in.”

He shuffled into the room,
an old-fashioned room with
high ceilings, heavy woodwork -
and sagging wallpaper that was
splotched with a faded green
and red floral design. Jocelyn
cooked on the hot plate beside
the sink, hung her few, poo:
dresses behind the yellow
chintz curtain in the corner,
and stretched her long, bare
legs on the home-made ballet
bar by the hour.

The bar was a piece of one
inch pipe that Homer had fas-
tened up on the wall for her.

She’d showed him, once, how
she raised her foot to the high
bar in practiced, graceful
movements. The pied' a’ terre,

pied @’ quart, pied sur la demi-

pointe, and pied sur la pointe.
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She gave each movement its
name as she did it.

“Homer,” she told him now,
“thank you for the little pot of
ivy. It makes the room so much
brighter.” She walked flatfoot-
edly across the room in her bal-
let slippers, to the ivy on the
table. There, she gave a little
hop that brought her up on her
toes, and then whirled around
the table.

Homer had put the ivy in her
room earlier that day, while
she was out. He’d put some in
everybody’s room. Today was
his birthday. He was thirty
years old. But since he didn’t
have anybody to give him a
present, he’d gone down to the
five-and-ten and bought the ivy
and then put some in each and
every room. He did it not only
because it was his birthday, but
because it was good to be alive
again and free to walk in the
streets away from the gray
stone walls. It didn’t bother
him too much that nobody
knew this was his birthday.

The record on Jocelyn’s bat-
tered portable player was still
turning. She’d played this bal-
let over so many times you
could hardly hear it for the
needle scratch.

Once, when he was fixing
the radiator, she’d told him the

story of the ballet, It was all
about a poor girl who lived
with some rich, ugly step sis-
ters. They kept telling her how
ugly she was, because they
were jealous, until she believed
it herself. She’d therefore run
and hide when anyone came to
visit them. Then, one day, a
handsome prince caught her
and kissed her. He gave her a
looking glass and she saw that
she was beautiful. She thought
he’d cast a spell—but she had
really been beautiful all along.
She just needed someone to tell
her she was.

It was a nice story. And
Homer was pleased that Joce-
lyn had bothered to tell it to
him.

He wished somebody would
cast a spell over him and turn
him from a skinny, stoop
shouldered weasel into a big
handsome guy. Then he’d tell
Miss Jocelyn he was in love
with her. He guessed she was
about the most beautiful girl
who ever lived,

But he didn’t think about
that now. He looked at the
clock on Jocelyn’s table. The
hands pointed to ten minutes
after nine.

The sweat came out on his
face again, in big fat blobs.

“Miss Jocelyn,” he said.
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“You remember you told me
about that fellow that wanted
to marry you? The rich guy
you ran away from?”

She stood flat footed. Her
dark brows came together.
“Yes. Why, Homer?”

STsc k. . Rick.. . .hck.,.
tick,” said the clock.

“Has—has he been botherin’
you any more?” :

“Oh.” She shrugged. ‘“He
phones every day. I always re-
fuse to talk to him.” She made
a distasteful grimace with her
mouth. “He’s real sloppy look-
ing and twice my age.”

Homer wiped his hand across
his face. “You—you reckon he
might want to kill you?”

The room became very still.
Everything held its breath,
everything except the scratch-
ing record player and the clock
that went, “Tick.. .tick...
pck....” ‘

She looked at him very
strangely. “Homer, why would
you say anything like that?”

“T can’t explain exactly,” he
blurted, “but I heard a man
pay another man some money
to shoot somebody in this
building at ten o’clock tonight.
I don’t know who it’ll be. But
I want you to be careful.”

Her eyes flew wide open.
They stood looking at each

other across the room. The girl
clasped her hands over her
arms with a little shiver, still
staring at him with the wide
eyes.

“I—I got to go tell the
others,” Homer said. “You
keep your doer locked and stay
away from the window.”

Homer was out in the hall
again, going up the creaking
stairs. It was cold in the hall
and on the stairway. Outside,
the winter wind moaned and
threw snow against the win-
dows,

A picture suddenly flashed
in Homer’s mind, just for a
second, then it was gone. It
was like getting a glimpse of
something, but not long enough
to remember all the details.

Two figures walking through
the snow. Down a dark alley, A
neon sign flashed the word,
“Cat.” Then one of the figures
sank into the snow, and where
ke was lying, the snow turned
red.

Homer stood frozen on the
stairs, staring straight ahead.
It had happened again.

In his cell, at prison, this
thing had occured several
times. He’d suddenly get a
premonition that something
was going to take place. Then
a kind of shadowy picture
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would flash across his mind.
Once, he saw a guard beating
him. Sure enough, a half hour
later one of the guards did go
berserk and nearly knocked his
head off. :

Another time, in this funny
part of his mind, he saw a
prison riot coming. It warned
him just in time, for bullets
started flying,

Homer had read up on this
thing in psychology books in
the prison library. They had a
technical word for it: “extra-
sensory perception.” Usually,
it went by better known names:
premonitions, intuition or
hunches. This kind of thing
. happened most often to quiet,
lonely people who lived a lot
inside themselves.

He’d tried to tell Big Mike
about his ability to catch these
glimpses of an event before it
really happened, but Big Mike
only scoffed and told him to
shut up, “You’re goin’ stir
crazy, you little weasel,” Big
Mike would say, and kick him.

Big Mike never had thought
much of Homer as a cell mate,

Now it had happened again.
Maybe he %ad gone a little stir-
batty in those ten years he’d
spent at Sing-Sing. It scared
him to see things in his mind
like he just had, Especially to-

night, after hearing what he’d
heard in the alley.

Up the stairs. Hurry now.
Time’s rushing by and there
are lots of people in this build-
ing.
Would they believe him? Or
would they think he was a stir-
crazy little loon, like Big Mike
always said,

Miss Jocelyn had looked
frightened, as if she believed
him all right. But maybe she’d
been merely afraid of him,
thinking he’d blown his top.

They had to believe him.
They were his friends, these
people. They were good to him
and he didn’t want anything to
happen to any of them.

Who should he warn next?
He had come to know the lives
of these people pretty well
since he’d been working as
janitor in the building. The
more he thought about them,
the more he realized that any
one of them might be a poten-
tial murder victim.

This guy who pestered Joce-
lyn so much, maybe he’d final-
ly gone nutty with frustration

and decided if he couldn’t have

her, neither could anybody else.
That kind of thing happened.
Then there was the Maestro,
the piano player. He’d had a
terrible row with his brother
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who claimed the Maestro had
stolen a composition from him
years ago and was still getting
royalties from it. Or, the young
couple downstairs, the Wilsons,
who did the skating act when
they could get some booking.
Just yesterday, the husband,
young Jack Wilson, had beat
up a loan shark who’d been
around pestering his wife about
a past due bill. This loan shark
was a pretty mean guy, Homer
knew his reputation.

Even old Mrs. Hanson, the
hard-of-hearing lady on the
second floor, had her troubles.
Back in the days of vaudeville,
she’d salted away a small nest
egg. It wasn’t much, but it was
all she now had to live on, Her
only relative, a lazy nephew,
kept pestering her for money.
He was a wino and never .did a
lick of work. When she died,
he’d inherit her money. And he
was the kind of guy who might
have the nice old lady mur-
dered just to get his hands on
the money sooner.

Well, he’d just have to warn
all of them,

He knocked on the Maes-
tro’s door. The old musician’s
name was really Oscar Ur-
sprung, but he liked to be
called the Maestro. Once, he
had been a great concert pia-

nist. But that was years ago.

He’d got to hitting the bottle

too heavily and finally could
get no more concert engage-
ments. Now he lived on a small
pension and practiced for his
next concert—which he would
never give.

He broke off in the middle
of a great, rolling cadenza. In
a moment the door opened and
he stood there, a little, stooped
man with a red nose, a white
mustache and goatee and a
great shock of white hair that
stood straight up on end.

“Ach, Homer.” He patted
Homer on the shoulder with a
flourish, “It iss goot dot you
come. The radiator. Again dot
verdamie thing don’t vork. My
hands are stiff mit coldt.”

“Later, Maestro.” Homer
swallowed and tried to keep his
teeth from chattering. “Look,
there’s something I got to tell
you.”

They went into the old musi-
cian’s room. Homer told him
swiftly what he’d heard in the
alley.

Ursprung was furious. He
stomped around the room wav-
ing his hands. “Dot verdamie
Carl. So now he’s going to haff
me murdered, eh?” I

“Maybe it wasn’t you, Maes-
tro. Maybe it wasn’t your
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brother I heard. But somebody
in this house is really on the
spot tonight and it cowld be
you. So be careful, huh?”

Then he was out in the hall
again, running to another door.

Fine birthday he was having.

Happy birthday, Homer.
Might as well wish himself a
happy birthday. Nobody else
was going to. And somebody
was fixing to give him a corpse
for a birthday present.

Mrs. Hanson was a white-
haired little lady. She had a
shawl around her bent shoul-
ders, The radio was on, loud,
and her scrap book was open
on the table under the lamp.
She spent every evening this
way, playing the radio and
dreaming over her scrap book
of the days she played the
Keith circuit.

“Homer, I'm sorry I can’t
hear you. I misplaced my hear-
ing aid again. I’ve looked eve-
rywhere—"

One of those pictures flashed
in Homer’s mind. He saw her
leaning over her cedar chest
and taking out the hearing de-
vice,

He told her to look behind
her cedar chest.

She peered back of it and
exclaimed, “Why, there’s the
thing. I declare, Homer, you’re

‘a marvel at finding things.”
She adjusted the hearing aid

- and then asked him what he

wanted. -

~ Swiftly, he gave -her the
.same warning he’d given Joce-
lyn and the Maestro.

He glanced at his watch, It
was now just twenty five min-
utes to ten.

His stomach twisted into a
cold, hard knot. There was an
aching sensation behind his
eyes. His heart was going like a
piston.

Hurry, Homer. There isn’t
much more time,

He knocked on the young
Wilson couple’s door. Jack
opened it. There was a lipstick
smear on his cheek. Homer be-
gan his spiel again, and Jack
looked surprised and then
scared. By the time Homer
finished, the freckles were
standing out on Jack Wilson’s
face like a sprinkling of cinna-
mon on pasty bread dough.

Homer went next to the room
of Eustace Holyweather, the
Shakespearian actor, and then
across the hall to Sally La
Verne, the blonde stripper.

Finally, he’d completed his
rounds and stood outside his
own door, wiping his face with
a handkerchief.

Well, there wasn’t anything
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more he could do now.

He opened his door, but
stood motionless on the thres-
hold.

A man was in his room, sit-
ting in a chair and with his
feet on the table. He was a big
man. He was smoking a cigar
and had his overcoat on and a
felt hat tipped back on his
head,

Homer blinked twice before
he could make himself believe
it. “Big Mike!” he exclaimed.

“Hello, Weasel,” Big Mike
said.

That’s what Big Mike had
called him for ten years.
“Weasel.” .

Homer went into the room,
closing the door behind him.
“Well, gee,” he said, “it’s—it’s
nice to see you, Big Mike. But
I thought you weren’t eligible
for parole for three years, yet.”

“I ain’t.” Big Mike sucked
lovingly at the cigar. Then he

spit on Homer’s nice clean

linoleum floor. He grinned, “I
busted my way out, Weasel.”

“I'll. be damned,” Homer
. gasped. Then he swallowed a
sudden panic in his throat.
“Well, it’s sure nice to see you
again, Big Mike. But I'm still
on probation, If they catch you
here—"

“Don’t let it worry you,

Weasel. I ain’t sticking around
these parts any longer than
necessary. I just want one
thing. My half of the fifty
grand. Then I’'m heading for
Mexico.”

“Oh.” '

Yeah, the fifty grand. The
money they had stashed away
after that bank robbery ten
years ago, the robbery that
Homer had been in with Big
Mike, that got him sent up for
ten long years. It seemed like a
long time ago now, and kind of
unreal, like a dream. Homer
had been a skinny kid out of
the slums and without much
sense. He knew better now.

But the money they’d stolen
was still safely hidden, theirs
if they wanted it. Big Mike
used to talk about it for hours
at night in their cell. The things
he was going to do with it after
he got out, Homer had gotten so
he didn’t care much about the
money any more. He’d just
wanted to be free to breathe
clean air and walk the streets
again and maybe get a job and
start life over.

Big Mike used to try by the
hour to get Homer to tell where
the money was hidden. Homer
would have been glad to tell
him, just to stop Big Mike
from nagging at him about it,
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but he honestly couldn’t, It had
been dark that night after the
robbery. The cops were chasing
him and guns were popping
and bullets were howling all
over the place. Somehow, in the
scuffle, Homer had found the
~ suitcase with the money in his
hands. They’d split up, Mike
running down one alley, Homer
ducking down another. After-
wards, Homer couldn’t for the
life of him remember the alley
down which he’d run. But that
night, he’d found the loose
bricks in this wall and shoved
the suitcase in the hole made
when they were taken out and
put the bricks back into place
before the cops reached him,
Homer never would tell the
police where he’d hidden the
money, although he signed a
confession to the robbery. He
was afraid of what Big Mike
would do to him if he told
where the money was hidden.
Big Mike was mad enough
about the confession. Homer
hadn’t meant to squeal on Big
Mike. But the cops knew Big
Mike was in on the robbery al-
though they hadn’t any proof.
So they told Homer that Big
Mike had confessed anyway,
and Homer should therefore
put in the confession he signed
that Big Mike was his partner

in the bank robbery,
Afterwards, Homer tried to
make Big Mike understand
that it had been a dirty trick
the cops pulled on him, but Big
Mike always insisted it was

‘Hemer that got him sent up.

And he thought Homer was
trying to hold onto all the
dough; that was why he re-
fused to tell where the money
was hidden.

Homer tried unsuccessfully
to convince Big Mike that al-
though he couldn’t explain
how to get to the alley where
the money was hidden, he
could find it again himself.

Now Big Mike glowered at
him. “I don’t suppose you’ve
went and got that money and
spent it all on yourself, Weas-
el? You wouldn’t do anything
selfish like that after all the
nice things Big Mike’s done for
you?r”

“Of course not,” Homer told
him. “The money’s still where
I told you I hid it. In that
brick wall.”

“Okay.” Big Mike took his
feet off the table. “Let’s go get
S

Homer put on his thin coat.
All he wanted was to give Big
Mike the money and get rid of
him in a hurry. If the parole
board caught him sheltering an
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escaped con, they’d send him
back for the rest of the eight
years in his sentence.

They went out together into
the cold night.

Homer looked back at the

big house on Brooner Street.

He felt a little like a traitor,
leaving it tonight when trouble
was heading its way. But there
wasn’t much more he could do
than warn the people, and he’d
done that. And if there was go-
ing to be some shooting there,

he didn’t want the cops swarm-

ing over the place and finding
Big Mike in his room,

The wind pierced Homer’s
thin coat. The snow swirled in
his face.

They crossed empty lots,
walked down back streets and
alleys. At last, they came to the
place.

Homer pushed a garbage can
aside and felt around the wall
behind it. Big Mike was excit-
ed, swearing at him and urging
him to hurry.

Finally, Homer found the
loose bricks. He pulled them
out and sure enough, there the
suitcase was after ten years.

Big Mike shoved Homer out
of the way and worked the suit-
case out of its hiding place.
With trembling fingers he re-
leased the catch and felt inside

the suitcase to make sure the
money was still there.

“We’ll go where there’s some
light, so we can split the
dough,” Big Mike said. “Then
I’ll be leaving.”

Homer didn’t know how to
tell Big Mike that he didn’t
care anything about the money
any more. He just wanted to
keep working for his new
friends at the Brooner Street
house. But Big Mike would get
suspicious of some trick, and
maybe be mad, if he refused
the money. So he’d take it. Per-
haps, later on, he’d put it in a
plain envelope and send it back
to the bank from which they’d
stolen it.

They walked together
through the alleys, across a va-
cant lot, toward the part of
town where the lights were.

They headed toward the all-
night grocery, the theater with
the zig-zag lights flashing
across the marquee, the penny
arcade and shooting gallery.

They passed through an al-
ley behind these places. Big
Mike glanced at his wrist
watch. Then he lagged behind.
“Got a loose shoe lace.” He
bent to tie it. “You go on.
Weasel. Il catch up with you.”

Somewhere, a clock began
striking the hour of ten with
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deep-throated “bongs.”

Homer walked on. Between
- the buildings, on another street,
a neon sign above a bar

flashed. “Black Cat Bay,” it
blinked,

S ¥ RE i B
chimed the clock.

Then a billboard cut off part
of the sign from Homer’s view,
so only the word “Cat” winked
at him like a green, luminous
eye.

e it

Homer suddenly stood very
still. The hairs on the back of
his neck began prickling.

G e

The picture flashed again in
his mind—the one he had seen
as he’d walked up the stairs of
the Brooner Street house.

Two figures walking through
the snow. Down a dark alley.
A neon sign flashed the word
“Cat.” Then one of the figures
sank into the snow, and where
ke was lying, the snow turned
red.

It was almost ten o’clock and
suddenly Homer knew who, in
the Brooner Street house, was
scheduled to die tonight. He,
himself—Homer Meeker!

The inside of his mouth
turned into dry cotton. A
scream worked up into his
throat, but got lodged there.

He turned and started to run.

‘ooansevel, Y

Big Mike, bulky and dark in
the shadows, blocked his way.
His voice came out of the
night, a hoarse whisper, “Go
on, Weasel. Keep on walking
down the alley.”

Homer swallowed painfully.
*No,” he gasped.

“Go on!” Big Mike ordered.

But Homer stood his ground,
rooted there.

Lo ool
clock.

The big man came at him
like a football lineman, ram-
ming a mountainous shoulder
into him, forcing him back
down the alley.

The clock was booming its
last strokes.

Homer suddenly pivoted,
and with all his strength gave
Big Mike a shove. Caught off
balance, Big Mike went trip-
ping forward on his toes, swing-
ing his arms in a frantic effort
to regain his balance, his mo-
mentum carrying him to the
back of the penny arcade.

“. . .tem...” tolled the
booming clock.

Inside the arcade, in the
shooting gallery, a .22 repeat-
ing target rifle let fly 4 fusilade
of bullets. Boards on the back
of the building splintered. Big

chimed the
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Mike jerked erect. He went
around in a funny little trip-
ping dance on the balls of his
feet. He pointed a finger at
Homer. His mouth opened.
Then he crashed into the snow.

And in the dark alley where
he was sprawled, the snow grad-
ually turned red while over on
another street a greem meon
sign flashed the word “Cat”
over and over...

Homer went through a door
that led into the rear of the
shooting gallery to see how Big
Mike had worked it. It was
pretty simple. He’d slipped in
and removed the bags of sand
from behind the target screen
before going over to Homer’s
room, The bullets, consequent-
ly, went through the screen and
the thin boards in back of the
place and raked the alley. Any-
one walking behind those
boards would be cut down.

Big Mike had paid the guy
to come into the shooting gal-
lery and bang away at the
screen with one of the target
guns at exactly ten o’clock. All
it took on Big Mike’s part was
a little timing to have Homer
walk past there at the right
moment; then he wouldn’t have
to split the money in the suit-
case. And when Homer’s body
was found in the alley it would

MURDER
look like an accident. Some-’

body, the cops would think,

had thoughtlessly removed the

sand bags that stopped the
shooting gallery bullets, They
weren’t likely to suspect it had
been murder.

Homer walked around to the
front of the place. A man was
just leaving. He turned his coat
collar up and disappeared in
the night, Big Mike’s execu-
tioner. He’d never get the oth-
er half of the money Big Mike
had promised him,

Homer started lugging the
suitcase back to his room. The
stolen money spelled bad luck.
He didn’t want any part of it.
Tomorrow he’d: figure some
way of getting it back to the
bank.

When he entered the house
on Brooner Street, the Maestro
leaned over the stair rail on the
third floor.

“Homer!” he boomed. “Ven
vill you fix dis verdamte radi-
ator?”

“Coming right now!” Homer
yelled back.

He put the bag under the cot
in his room, made certain it
was out of sight. He then hur-
ried up the stairs.

He opened the Maestro’s
door. And stood there. his
mouth agape. Everybody in the

-
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Brooner Street house had as-
sembled in the Maestro’s room,
The young Wilson couple, Mrs.
Hanson, Mr. Holyweather, Sal-
ly La Verne the platinum
blonde stripper. And most im-
portant, Jocelyn.

The Maestro started play-
ing, “Happy Birthday,” and
they all joined in, singing and
laughing. Then they sang,
“Freez a Jolly Good Feller!”
And Homer realized, with his
eyes full of tears, that they
were singing it for him,

It was the first birthday par-
ty he’d had in his whole life.

Later, they explained that

Mrs. Hanson had plotted with
the rest of them to give him
his party. He’d forgotten that
he’d mentioned to her that he
was going to be thirty on that
day.

“Ve all vaited around until
after ten,” the Maestro chuck-
led. “Und nobody vass shedt.
Maybe your imagination vass
goink offer time, Homer?
Aboudt somebody gettink mur-
dered?” ,

“I—T guess so,” Homer ad-
mitted, thinking of Big Mike
lying on the red snow.

DIVORCE ACTION

A fter considerable arguing as they drove along,
Mpys. Ed Freitas, driver of the car, told her husband

she wanted a divorce.

“That’s all right with me,” snapped her spouse
angrily, “I'm getting out right now!” Even though
the car was going 35 miles per hour, ke opened the

door and stepped out.

When the sheriff’s office responded to Mrs.
Freitas’ call, they found her husband unconscious

by the road.



K left the ship early Friday
morning, just after we'd
docked. The sun was coming
up over the Palisades, and the
Hudson lay dirty and swollen
beside the docks.

My duffle was heavier than
usual, but that didn’t bother
me even though I knew I had
to shoulder it all the way up-
town on the subway.

My duffle was heavier than
usual because I had Willie in
there, Willie the cabin boy—
and a tightly-knotted rope
around his throat.

He didn’t weigh much, even
as cabin boys go, but I felt his
head banging against my rear
at every step, and I didn’t like
it.

I hit off down the dirty
street toward the subway, poor

pay up

Willie getting heavier with eve-
ry step. I gave the man in the
change booth some nickels, got
a token, dropped it in, and
grabbed the uptown express.
That time of day, the express
wasn’t much crowded. I won-
dered how long it would be be-
fore Willie would start to stink.

I slouched in a corner of the
car, my duffle propped be-
tween my legs in front of me,
and tried to remember what
Willie had looked like. My
memory of him was starting to
blur already—and it hadn’t
been more than an hour since
I’d let him have it. All T could
remember of his face were the
sharp cheekbones and the big,
wide staring eyes that looked
older than Willie’s twenty-

or else

BY

HARLAN ELLISON AND ROBERT SILVERBERG

My duffle was heavier than usual when | left ship be-
cause | had Willie ia there, a tightly-knotted rope

around his throat.
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eight years. Eyes that had seen
too much, that afternoon off
Paramaribo in First Mate

Crayeley’s cabin. The eyes that _

had bugged like swollen grapes
when I got the hawser around
his throat.

Poor Willie, But five hun-
dred is five hundred, and Miss
Laura had asked awfully nice.
I'd do things for her I wouldn’t
do for her husband, Captain or
no Captain. She’s all right,
Laura. And a hot-lookin’ dish
she is, too. And if she didn’t
want the old man to know what
she’d been doing with Craye-
ley, I didn’t mind helping her
out—for five hundred.

The car rattled along up-
town, and I figured 116th was
about right, If I carried him
down across the Drive and
dumped him off the breakwa-
ter with a few rocks in the duf-
fle bag, he wouldn’t come up
till long after the fishes had
eaten out his eyes.

I settled back and stared at
the subway car’s ceiling. It was
hot. Even damned hot for July.
The fans clattered noisily.
the car stopped, I
opened one eye to see if any
good-looking women got on.
Their summer dresses blew up
prettily with the fans going.

But none got on, and the car

rolled again. I settled back with
my eyes closed once more.
Man! Am I desperate, I
thought idly, to need a cheap
thrill like that! But six weeks
on the ship without a woman
was hard on a guy like me. No
women, that is, except Laura.

With my eyes shut I could
picture her real easy. The high
forehead and gold-flecked eyes.
The copper hair blowing in the
wind on the foredeck. The
breeze and salt spray plaster-
ing the thin dress tight against
her lush body. The firm thighs
and full, high breasts. My
mouth dried out, and I tried to
put her from my mind.

Her trips on the ship had
been infrequent, Too infre-
quent. I guess because she was.
getting it from the First Mate
on shore when the ship was in.
Only when it got tough on her
did she come aboard.

Oh well, I wasn’t going to
get any of that. She was pretty
careful who she handed it out
to. Crayeley, maybe. but not a
slummer like me, Pity Willie’d
seen her and threatened to tell
the Captain. If he’d stayed out
of there, not been so nosey, not
asked for money to keep quiet,
he’d still be walking’ the decks.

And I wouldn’t get five hun-
dred.
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Five hundred wasn’t much—
- but it was all a shipmate like
Willie was worth to a guy like
me.

I carried him down the hill
past the resident hotels, away
from Broadway, and over the
Hudson River Parkway. It
took me fifteen minutes to get
across—those damned commut-
ers speed that road like mani-
acs, and close together as pig’s
knuckles in a barrel. I walked
across the little patch of heat-
scorched grass and down the
rocks.

It took me two minutes, and
I was blocked off from the
road by the slope of the break-
water.

I laid Willie on his side and
gave him a healthy kick with
my boot. He went slipping and
rolling down the incline, disap-
peared with a tiny splash into
the black, dead-fish laden wa-
ter.

“’Bye, shipmate,” 1 said,
watching the ripples spread.

Now for the five hundred. A
call to Laura at her apartment,
and I was off to the pleasures
of the big city.

I walked back up the hill to
a drug store, whistling.

I dialed, then listened to the

phone ringing, eonce, twice,
heard Laura’s soft, husky voice
saying, “Hello.”

“Hi,” I said. “It’s me. Jack.”

“Jack? What Jack?”

“Jack,” 1 said. “From the
Betsy B. You remember me,
Mrs. Sefton, don’t you?”

She sounded mystified. “No,
I can’t say that I do. Who did
you say you were? From the
ship?”

I looked cautiously around
the drug store. The next booth
was empty. Good. I didn’t want
any extra ears.

“You remember me,” I told
her, “I had to wait till we
docked so they’d think he went
ashore and never came back.
You owe me five hundred
bucks. Now do you remem-
ber?”

“Oh!” she said, very softly.

“Oh,” I mimicked. “Yeah.
Willie, remember? I've done
the job, and I want to collect.
Now how about it?”

There was a long silence at
the other end. I drummed im-
patiently on the stipled walls
of the phone booth.

“I can’t hear you, Mrs. Sef-
ton.”

“There’s—there’s a difficul-
ty...” she said hoarsely. “¥—
I can’t pay you just now.
Jack.”
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Now it was my time to be
quiet for awhile.

“T just don’t have the cash,”
she went on. “I'm sorry I
asked you—"

“You're sorry? Yow're sor-
ry? What about me, who
bumped off some guy I hardly
knew, to keep your pretty pink
undies clean? What about my
five hundred bucks?”

“Please deposit five cents
for the next three minutes,”
the operator said sweetly.

I swore and dropped a nick-
el in. “Where’s my five hun-
dred?” I asked again. “Come
on, speak up!”

“I don’t have it,” she said.
“Please stop bothering me or
I’ll call the police.” There was
a click on the other end as the
receiver went down.

I swore again. I wished I
hadn’t thrown that extra nickel
in—good money after bad. I
got out of the phone booth and
stood undecided for a moment.
Then I headed out into the
street, clenching and unclench-
ing my fists,

Maybe she was going to run
rings around Old Man Sefton
—but 7 wasn’t going to put up
with a run-around.

I knocked. “Laura?” I said.
“Yes? Who’s there?”

“Crayeley,” I said, mutter-
ing it to disguise my voice.

She opened the door, but im-
mediately started to swing it
shut on me. I forced my way
in,

I stood with my back flat
against the door. I grinned.
“Hello, Mrs. Sefton. Laura.”

I stared at her. She was pale,
but still gorgeous. Her satin
dressing-gown had fallen part-
ly open, and I saw the milky-
white rise of her breasts. Her
belly was flat and flowed beau-
tifully into rich thighs. She had
long legs that were real class.

She caught my stare and the
red flowed up from her breasts,
right past her neck. and suf-
fused her face, She drew the

- robe closer, and belted it tight-

ly. “What do you want?” she

asked as she backed up.
“Five hundred bucks,” 1

said amiably. “That’s all. Just

five hundred.”

“I don’t have it,” she said.
“I told you—"

“I’ve heard that song be-
fore.” I folded my arms.
“Look, don’t go making deals
if you can’t back them up. I
got you off the hook with Wil-
lie, but I didn’t do it for eger-
cise.”

“My husband doesn’t let me
have much cash,” she said
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weakly. “I'm sorry if I—”

“I’'m sorrier,” I snapped, I
strode inside and looked
around. “Nice place you've got
here,” I said. A muscle in my
cheek was twitching. If Sefton
walked in now, I'd really have
had it. I felt the thick, modern
curtains. “Real slick little
home, you and the Old Man.”

I whirled and looked at her.
She was white-faced, arms
crossed over those full breasts,
copper hair glinting brightly.

“It’d be a real shame,” I
said, “if the Old Man decided
to kick you out of here on your
pretty little butt, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

I smiled pleasantly. “I want
the five hundred,” I said. “If I
don’t get it, 'l spill it all to
your husband about the pleas-
ant afternoon you spent in
Crayeley’s cabin, I know the
old boy is broadminded, but he
draws the line at cutting in the
First Mate on what you've got
to offer. How’s that?”

She came closer to me. Clos-
er, till her jutting breasts
touched my shirt. My back
suddenly felt as though it had
been greased with burning oil.
I began to sweat. I could smell
the musky perfume she had on,
and the closeness of her hurt

me, “I don’t have the cash®

she said for what seemed like
the fiftieth time. Her lower lip
slid out in a little-girl pout.

“Don’t kid me with that
sweet innocence act,” I said.
“You’re not foolin’ anybody.
And you don’t have any suck-
ers around to knock me off,
the way I gave it to Willie.”

“I—I—can’t get it up,” she
said,

“Youll get it up,” I said,
getting nastier. Then a thought -
came to me, and I added, “One
way or the other. Money ain’t
everything.” :

She stared at me blankly.
Then a dawning light came into
her beautiful gold-flecked eyes,
and she drew in a breath sharp-
\ Skt
y“I can’t!” she gasped. “I
can’t! I won’t!”

“Oh, but you will. Because
you got the same problem as
before. Only Willie wasn’t too
smart. I am. You'll pay up—
like I say, one way or anoth-
- gy
I took off my cap and threw
it on the table, I moved toward
her, and she pressed the back
of her hand to her mouth. She
was twice as exciting-looking
that way. A feeble little, “I
can’t get it up...” came out of

Well, the Captain’s lady
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didn’t used to come on many
voyages with her husband.
Now she comes on every trip,
closes up her swank apartment
and comes along, Captain Sef-
ton thinks it’s because she
wants to be close to him,

I’'m just a belowdecks swab-
ber and five hundred is a lot of
dough, but you know, even if
she offered the five hundred to
me now...I don’t think I'd

take it.
©9 0

FOOTPRINTS IN WHITE

When four men broke into a box car and stole a
number of straw hats, Railroad Special agent L. R.
Troxell had no trouble tracing the quartet. The
floor of the box car was covered with white lime.

Mr.

Troxell just followed the

footprints to a

nearby hobo jungle and arrested the four, all wear-

ing their new straw hats.

OUTSPOKEN ROBBER

“What are you doing?”

Policeman Ernest

Schielke of Fargo, North Dakota asked Anthony

Deklerow.

“DIve robbed the joint,’ Deklerow said.
“And, by golly, he had,” said the arresting of-

ficer.

Officer Schielke became suspicious when he saw,
Deklerow come out of a grocery store at 2:10 a.m.
carrying a sack over his shoulder—eating straw-

berries.



The men were nice to Ugly. They gave him meney—ten
whole dollars—just to wait around and pull the two triggers.

¢ A perfect crime? There’s no
such thing!”

“Just the same, we’re going
to kill Hammond in a way
that’s completely foolproof.”

“Keep talking.”

“Well, our big problem with
Hammond is that we got to
get him on the first try. He car-
ries a small automatic with
him at all times now, and if we
ever botched a murder attempt,
the union would give him a
dozen bodyguards.”

“In addition to which, we’d
probably have the F.BI. on
our necks.”

“Right! So the first attempt
has to pay off. We have to hire
somebody who won’t fail—who
can’t fail—and who can’t be
traced back to us.”

“What you want is a ro-
bot.”

“We've got the next best
thing—Ugly!”

“What? That idiot. He
should’ve been locked up years
ago.”

“Take it easy, my friend.
Ugly’s big, with the strength
of an ox. Even if Hammond
gets off a shot with his little

execution
on

clover
street

BY
EDWARD D.
HOCH

He’ll keep coming, and with
the double-barreled shotgun
we’ll give him, he can’t miss,
He’ll blow Hammond in two.”

“Then what? What if the
cops catch him?”

“We're still in the clear.
Ugly’ll never remember who
hired him. And what if he does
remember? No jury’d convict
us on the testimony of an in-

automatic, it won’t stop Ugly. sane man.”

22
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“It’s sort of a rotten trick
to play on Ugly.”

“What the hell! So what if
he’s caught? The worse he’ll get
will be a life term in some nice
quiet nut house.”

“Sounds foolproof, all right.”

“How can it miss? Ugly’s
certain to kill him, and the
crime can’t be traced to us.”

-Why did they always call
him Ugly? He wondered why
they did, as he stood beside the
big shade tree on Clover Street
where the men had put him.

The men had been nice to
him. They’d given him all this
money—iten whole dollars—
just to kill Hammond. Who
were they again? He couldn’t
even remember their faces now,
but he’d seen them around be-
fore, and they were always
nice to him. Ten whole dol-
lars. ..

It was a good thing it was
dark out, because the shotgun
was too long to hide under his
coat. He had the stock and
most of the barrel under it, but
the end of the barrel still stuck
out, next to his face, pointing
up at the sky like it was the
gun of a soldier on guard duty.

Maybe he could even be a
soldier some day! That would
really be fun, shootmg people
all day long.

But first he must shoot Ham-
mond. Hammond was with the
union, and for some reason he
had to die. Hammond lived in
that big white house, right
there across Clover Street. He
was out now, but he would be
back. The men told him not to
move away from the house un-
til he’d fired the gun.

A girl passed the tree where
he stood. She was nice, but she
walked extra-fast to get by him
quickly. Why did they always

do that? They couldn’t see he

was ugly in the dark. They
couldn’t see the barrels of the
shotgun next to his face. So
why did they run?

He wished he could get hold
of one of them some day. But
not tonight. Tonight he had to
kill Hammond.

Above him a streak of light-
ning told him rain was coming.
Why didn’t Hammond come
home? Now he’d get all wet
just waiting here. He moved
out from under the tree be-
cause once his mother had told
him never to stand under trees
when there was lightning. His
mother— What had ever hap-
pened to his mother? He
couldn’t remember now. He
couldn’t even remember what
she looked like.

Maybe the girl had run past
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him to get out of the rain. Yes,
that was it!

But it hadn’t been raiming
then, had it?

It wasn’t even raining now,
not yet.

But then it started, with an-
other roll of thunder. It rained
in great huge drops that fell all
‘around him, soaking his clothes.

A regular cloudburst. . .His
suit was getting al wet.
They told him not to move, so
he’d be sure to shoot the right
man. Maybe the nice men
would give him an extra dollar
to fix up his suit.

If he could only remember
just who they were.

A car!

A car on Clover Street in the
rain! This surely must be the
man he was supposed to shoot.

The car was turning into the
driveway. And there were his
wife and kid getting out of the
car and running into the house.

The wife was nice! Maybe
after he killed Hammeond. . .

But she would run away too,
like they all did.

Hammond wouldn’t run
away, though. All he had to do,
they told him, was pull the two
triggers. Point it at the man
and pull the two triggers.

Ugly crossed the street in
the rain, liking the feel of it
beating down en his head and

seeing it splash in the growing
puddles in the street.

More lightning! And bhe saw
Hammond just closing the gar-
age door.

What an easy way to make
ten dollars! :

Hammond turned and saw
him there in the rain.

His hand went inside his
coat, but by the time he had
the automatic free of its hol-
ster, Ugly’s fingers were al-
ready pulling back on the twin
triggers of the shotgun...

“What happened? What in
the hell went wrong?”

“Ugly’s dead, that’s what
happened! Ugly’s dead and
Hammond’s alive and all hell’s
broken loose!”

“But what went wrong with
that perfect crime of yours?”

“That damned cloudburst.”

“What about it? What d’yuh
mean?”

- “When you’re dealing with
an idiot like Ugly, you can’t
expect him to think for him-
self about anything. He must’ve
been standing there in all that
rain with the barrels of the gun
pointed right at the sky. He
must have collected an inch
of rain water in those barrels
before he tried to fire ’em.” ,



never trust
a mistress

His job was to deliver her in Chicago.
Much better for him if he'd stuck to
business—and kept his hands where
they belonged! :

A Novelette
BY BUD BRANCH

B found a place to park the
Buick on a side street. Then I
walked up to Tijuana’s main
strip and turned right, shoving
my way through the big Sun-
day tourist crowd, past all the
souvenir sellers in their gaudy
shops.

At each corner I had to
shake off the cab drivers with
their, “Taxi, senor?” Then the
low-voiced follow-up, “Want to
see the gorls now? Nice seven-
teen, eighteen year old...” I
wasn’t buying, but the huck-
sters were all in there pitching.
Tijuana hadn’t changed at all
since Mr. Morales had last in-
vited me across the border to
do a job for him,

His office was still on the
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second floor of the ancient
building at the edge of the
b-girl bar belt, and it was still
the same dirt on the stairs with
another layer on top.

I knocked at the door that
stated LEGAL MATTERS—
DIVORCES. A voice said,
“Yes?”, and I said, “It’s Vic
Boyd,” and the voice said,
“Come in, Vic,” and I went in.

Mr. Morales’ fat, like the
dirt on the stairs, had accumu-
lated another layer on top since
I'd been there last. He was
squeezed into a chair between
his musty desk and the wall,
and looked like he was going
to spill out all over the room.

“Vic, I'm glad to see you
again,” he said, pushing out a
huge hand to me without get-
ting up. “How’s things going?”

“About the same.”

“I got something good for
you, I think.”

“Fine. I need the business.
Where to and what’s it worth?”

“Chicago for three hundred
dollars.”

“How many?”

“One from here to Chicago.”

“Four hundred and you got
a chauffeur.”

He shrugged his massive
shoulders. “Okay. Four hun-
dred dollars. You always beat
me in the bargaining, but all

right, Vic. Four hundred it is.”

It was too easy, and I silent-
ly swore at myself for being a
fool. I should have known that
when he’d offer three hundred
right off for just two riders,
that he’d expected to pay five.
Somebody wanted to avoid the
public transportation systems
pretty bad, and I knew they
weren’t going to be wetbacks
this time.

“Where do I make connec-
tions?” :

“Where’s your car parked?”

“Three cars down from the
gas station this side of the Jai
Alai court. It’s one of those
new Buick four-door hardtops.”

“Good. Your passenger will
be there at nine o’clock to-
night. And Vic, the passenger
is very valuable to certain peo-
ple. Be careful, That’s all I
know.” He awkwardly extract-
ed a bulging wallet from his
hip pocket and pawed through
it, pulling out three centuries
and five twenties and handing
them to me. I stuck them in
my pocket and started toward
the door.

“Vic.”

“What?”

“It bothers me to do busi-
ness with these people.”

“I don’t want to hear your
troubles. Just so the money’s
good.”



NEVER TRUST A MISTRESS 27

He shook his head. “Damn.
It’s good money, Vic.”

“And for such easy work.”
I patted my pocket where I
had my share of the good mon-
ey and left. Business is where
you find it. It wasn’t as easy as
I made it sound, but what the
hell, it wasn’t bad now that I
was getting known. Morales
here along the border, Atlas in
Chicago. Murphy Service on
the west coast. Mostly Buicks.
Because I liked Buicks.

I always felt depressed and
probably a little scared when
I had to cross the border into
the States with something or
somebody illegal. But, getting
caught is one of the occupation-
al hazards I occasionally have
to watch for in my business.

Most of the time I'm pretty
legal. My bread and butter is
delivering cars and hauling
people on a share-the-ride basis
anywhere and everywhere
around the country. You know,
you’ve seen the ads, “Driving
to East Coast Monday. Take
four. Share expenses.” That’s
me. Every Monday.

I get plenty of business be-
cause I can offer transporta-
tion quite a bit cheaper than
the busses or trains. And, if
it doesn’t take too long to line
up four or five riders who want

to travel in the same general
direction where I'm to deliver
the car, I make pretty good
money. Five, six hundred dol-
lars a month after expenses,
and, of course, I always have
a new car.

It’s bad though when I hit
a dry spell a long way from
my home base in Los Angeles
and can’t get any passengers.
Then I have to get in the emp-
ty car and pile up mileage and
time until I find a town where
I can fill the car with riders
through my newspaper ads or
other contacts. This deadhead
traveling cuts into the profit
fast.

But, there are other angles
to balance against these dry
spells. I’ve been in the busi-
ness going on ten years now
and met enough of the right
people so that ever so often I
catch a bigger job, like this one
for Morales. This makes the
difference between living and
living good for awhile. The fat-
test one was hauling a quarter
of a million dollars in cash
from the east to a ship in San
Diego. Naturally the guys I
was hauling for sent a guard on
that one. I think it was from
one of those big armored’ car
robberies back there where the
bank had the serial numbers
tabbed and the outfit doing the
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job had to get the money out
of the country. I picked up
three grand for that trip.

I wasn’t going to make that
kind of money on this one, but
four hundred bucks wasn’t bad
for a three-day ride. This was
my own car and with luck I'd
fill it with the legal trade I
could pick up in Vegas going
onto San Francisco. I told my-
self to quit worrying and
turned into a bar for a bottle
of beer.

I hadn’t had my first swal-
low when one of the house girls
drifted silently onto the next
stool. Her voice was as soft and
pleading as her fingers running
up and down my arm.

“Buy me a drink please?”

“Not now.”

“Please?”

“No.”

I didn’t pay any more atten-
tion to her, but she didn’t go
away. I guess she figured if she

waited long enough, I'd break .

down and start buying just to
have someone to talk to. And
there was nothing wrong with
her reasoning, because when
you'’re always moving around
like I am, the only kind of
women you get are either work-
ing for the house or working
for themselves. And anybody
who is working expects to get
paid.

But right then I didn’t want
any commercial relationship. I
felt more like remembering the
other kind, like when I had a
wife for two whole years before
I got drafted back in ’42. It’s
all pretty dim and distant now
—the small apartment we had,
with me bringing home a week-
ly pay check and my pretty,
young bride figuring out how
to stretch the most out of it,
so we could put a little more
in the savings account for a
house and other things people
usually want. But, it was a
long time ago, and the things
that happened afterwards to
ruin it have blotted it pretty
well out of my mind.

I ordered another beer and
wished I could remember more
of those days and less of the
two years in the federal prison
with the dishonorable discharge
from the army on a rape charge
that followed a guy’s death
which I inadvertently had a
hand in.

Harry Spencer had been a
school teacher in civilian life,
and he had the kind of a mind
that goes with that occupation.
When the army shipped me out
to join the outfit he was in,
he’d already spent over two
years sitting around that anti-
aircraft gun on the ten square
miles of island in the middle
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of the Pacific. I replaced the
radioman who’d been sent home
sick with something tropical.
There wasn’t room in the radio
tent with all that equipment
for more than two guys to live,
and Harry was the other ten-
ant.

The first months I was there
he was all right, but then he
started using that intellectual
mind too much. It began with
just a sentence or so now and
then about how we weren’t
ever going to get to go home
and things like you’d hear from
everybody when they were feel-
ing bad. Then, he started won-
dering about his wife and what
she was doing with her time
when he’d been away so long.
Finally, it got so it was about
all he could think or talk about.

I wasn’t much help to him.
In fact, T was young enough
and stupid enough to get a kick
out of it. Then, I noticed that
he’d really get stirred up when
I’d play the broadcast band on
the radio and pick up a pro-
gram full of sentimental songs
and music. He’d start raving
about how his wife was prob-
ably out dancing with some guy
on the homefront, and he’d
really build up some nice pic-
tures for himself.

It was a pretty good show,
so every evening I'd switch on

the set and lie back on my cot
to watch. He’d sit listening in
front of the radio, nodding
and thinking and working him-
self up. That is, he did that
until the night he stood up,
snapped off the set and walked
out of the tent into several mil-
lion miles of ocean. Another
kind of war casualty. One
whose heart had been eaten out
instead of shot out. And I'd-
been a big help in setting the
table.

It knocked me off the deep
erd and I started drinking
steadily because it was the only
way I could stop thinking about
it. A few nights later I' was all
hopped up on native whickey
and had managed to get my
mind off Harry and what I had
helped him "do to himself when
I wandered onto the off-limits
section by the small island hes-
pital. T guess I thought I was
Casanova himself when I ran
into that nurse. It seems to me
she had a drink with me, but
when I tried to put my arm
around her she went screaming
for the M.P.’s.

The army called it attempted
rape and nailed me to the cross
with a long prison sentence. Af-
ter the war ended, they re-
viewed some cases, including
mine, and I got out. I was still
lugging Harry’s death around
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in my conscience. But that
hadn’t been enough, so I'd got-
ten another belt. Somewhere
along the line during those two
years I received a letter from
my wife’s lawyer telling me she
was getting a divorce. I don'’t
think it was really her idea.
Her family and friends must
have talked her into it, because
she was always kind of weak
and easily led. But, she had
been my wife, and I had loved
her very much.

I felt those fingers sliding up
and down my arm again.

“Buy me a drink please?”

I looked at the house girl
still sitting next to me. Then 1
noticed that I'd finished my
second bottle of beer.

“Sure.” 1 signalled to the bar-
tender and pulled out one of
the twenties I'd gotten earlier.
It lasted until eight-thirty that
night when I had to leave to
meet my passenger.

I was there on time and sit-
ting behind the steering wheel
smoking when I heard a set of
high heels come clicking up the
sidewalk, and a tall, strawberry
blonde in a low-slung blouse
and swirling skirt opened the
door, swinging into the front

seat and dropping a small

leather traveling case in the

back. Then she looked at me.

“Hello, Vic. My name’s
Elsa.” :

“Hello, Elsa. I wasn’t expect-
ing a woman.”

“Mr. Morales thought it
would be a pleasant surprise
for you.” :

I looked her over and didn’t
feel nearly so bad about not try-
ing to squeeze that extra hun-
dred transportation fee out of
the fat go-between. She was
probably pushing thirty and
plenty attractive. An unknown
sun had burned her skin dark
and the contrast it made with
that pale hair was eye-catching.
She smiled, one eyebrow rising
crookedly, and I felt she was
laughing at me for looking so
satisfied. That irritated me a
little, and I said,

“Well, if we’re going to Chi-
cago, we’d better get started.
We've hit it right because Sun-
day night is the best time to
cross the border. There’s too
big a crowd going back for the
guards to check anyone very
carefully.”

I reached into the back seat
and got the two silly looking
straw hats with visors I'd
brought along, figuring they’d
guarantee to give us that Joe
Tourist and the Mrs. look.'

“Here put this on your head.
Don’t talk unless the guy at the
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gate asks you a direct ques-
tion. You’re Mrs. Boyd and we
live in Los Angeles. You were
born there. Okay?” .

She nodded and I edged the
car out in the street and fell
into the long line eof traffic
inching its way across the bor-
der into the States. I was wor-
ried as usual. Finally, the car
directly ahead of us got to the
check point, and for’some rea-
son the guard really gave it a
going over. The driver had to
get out and open the trunk.
Then he had to show some of
the things in his wallet. Finally,
he got the go ahead and the
guard signalled us to pull up. I
felt like I had a stomach full of
lead instead of beer. Elsa sat
staripg straight ahead, without
moving, :

The uniformed figure flashed
a light on my registration on
the steering wheel column and
asked, “Did you buy anything
in Mexico?”

I shook my head. “No, just
over for the races at Caliente
this afternoon.”

“What city and state were
you born in?”

“Minneapolis, Minnesota.”

“You?” He flashed the light
on Elsa,

“Los Angeles.” Her voice
was tight.

“Where?”

“Les Angeles, California.”

He flashed his light in the
back seat, paused, then mo-
tioned us to pass on. I didn’t
breathe until we got safely on
the freeway for San Diego.

Elsa broke the silence. “Do
you have a cigarette, Vic?”

I pulled a pack out of my
sport coat pocket. Her hand
was trembling as she took them.
“Here. Use the dashboard light-
er.” She lit two and handed
me one. I took a deep drag,
easing the smoke out through
my nostrils. It really tasted
good. ‘“That scared you?”

She nodded, drew deep on
the cigarette. “Where you
from?” she asked. “Where’d
Mr. Morales get you?”

“We’re old friends.” Friends
wasn’t the word, but it covered.
everything. “Why?”

“I thought you’d be—differ-
ent.”

“Better or worse?”

“Worse, much worse.”

“I’m agreeably surprised
too.” Then I told her, briefly,
how I made a living.

“That’s legitimate. I’'m not,”
she said when we finished.

I glanced at her for an in-
stant, then turned back to the
road. “When I'm in something
illegitimate, I don’t want to
know about it. Saves wear and
tear on the conscience. I get
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paid for driving, period.”

I felt her looking at me, and
I got that feeling that she was
laughing at me, as if she had a
private joke and I was the butt
of it. I kicked the accelerator
down and picked up speed, and
after a moment she moved over
and looked at the speedometer,
saying,

“T don’t like to drive fast,
Vic. Please slow down.”

I eased up on the gas. She
stayed over close to me in the
middle of the seat and said,

“I didn’t mean to be mys-
terious, Vic, It just seemed in
keeping with everything else.
Shall we try it again?”

“Sure. Where you from?”

“I got caught living in China
when the Reds took over. Liv-
ing conditions weren’t the best,
so I had a proposition to come
to America and I accepted.”

“What were you doing living
there?”

“I’d been there since the war.
You see I was born in Japan
where my father was a con-
sultant in the ship building in-
dustry. He was an American,
but my mother was German.
Naturally during the war we
were watched very closely, but
near the end when everything
was collapsing, I managed to
get across to China.”

MURDER

“You talk better English
than I do. Ever been in the
States before?”

She nodded.
school at the University of Chi-
cago, my father’s alma mater.
I graduated and went back to
the Orient.”

“So now you’re coming back
as a post graduate?”

“Not quite. But not too far
off either.” She smiled again
and turned her eyes toward the
windshield. I wanted her to
keep on talking. The smile
didn’t irritate me anymore, and
there was something about her
voice, soft and husky and fa-
miliar, that was soothing like
somebody stroking your hair,

She didn’t say anymore, and
pretty soon we started inland
toward Las Vegas. We ran into
a little fog and I put the wind-
shield wipers on. I like driving
at night and was feeling good
for the first timé in several
hours. Elsa had fallen asleep,
but it was nice just having her
there beside me.

Quite a while later I stopped
for gas and she woke up,
stretching lazily.

“Hello, Vic.”

“Hello, Elsa.”

“I’'m hungry

I got squared away with the
filling station attendant and
pulled the car across the street

“I went to-

!
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to an all-night restaurant and
motel and parked in front. She
didn’t move to get out, just lay
back against the seat smiling
at me. It was still the same
smile and the eyebrow still
raised, but I couldn’t figure out
why I hadn’t liked it at first
because it sure looked warm
and inviting then. I put my
arms around her and drew her
close. She raised her face to
meet mine, searching for my
mouth with her half open lips.
They were even warmer and
more inviting than the smile.

“Vic,” she whispered.

“What?”

“I'm hungry.”

I began to take her in my
arms again.

She pushed me away. “For
food.”

We went in the restaurant
and ate ham and eggs and had
refills on the coffee. I went to
the rest room. When I came
back Elsa was standing beside
the juke box, singing softly.
When she saw me she smiled
sadly, and the low-voiced melo-
dy sent a shiver through me
and drew me across the room
toward her. I took her in my
arms and we seemed to float
around the small, deserted
dance floor, her lips breathing
the words of the song into my
ear. She was selling me the

moon and the stars. My sales
resistance was low, so I bought
the whole package because
they were both top products
that I hadn’t sampled for a long
time.

After a while the record end-
ed and the baunting voice
stopped singing. I kissed her
again standing there in the mid-
dle of the floor. When I
stopped, she kept her arms
around my neck, arching her
back so she could look up at
me.
“You know what, Vic?”

“‘What?"

“Now I'm sleepy.”

“We'll have to do somethin
about that.” ‘

I checked us in, then went
back to the car for our bags.
We had a nice room with a big
double bed and a shower. There
was a kitchen too, with an ice
box and a stove. Even coffee
in a little jar and a pot to make
it in. Elsa said wouldn’t that
be good in the morning, and I
said, yeah, but let’s not rush
things, morning’s still a long
ways off.

She reached up and wrapped
her arms around my neck
again, and said softly, “It is,
B wPT

I've been around plenty but
I had never met anything like
this. And I was getting paid
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for it! How lucky can a guy
get, I wondered.

In the morning we drank cof-
fee at a little table by the edge
of the pool with the sun shining
warmly overhead. She’d put on
a form-fitting white one-piece
bathing suit, and I couldn’t
keep my eyes off of her while
we sat there. Like on her face,

she was burned to a golden

brown all over, and I decided
strawberry blondes always
looked their best when they’d
stayed out in the sun too long.

When we finished the second
cup, I remembered we prob-
ably had a schedule to keep. I
didn’t want to, but I said,

“We ought to be getting
started pretty soon.”

“All right, Vic. As soon as I
have a swim.”

She shook her head. “It’s
been a lot of fun, Vic. It will
be until we get to Chicago.
Then—"" She shrugged her bare
shoulders and looked over to-
ward the pool— “you’ll never
see me again. At least, you bet-
ter not see me again.”

I frowned. “What do you
mean by a crack like that?
Who you trying to scare—?”

She plunged into the pool.

- I finished my coffee and sat
there for a while. I began to
break my own Rule No, 1. I

began to wonder what I was
in... What she was in... Who
she really was. .. I went inside
to our room. When I got there,
I looked into the little leather
suitcase which was open. There
was a .38 on top of some lace
panties. I didn’t touch it.
Plenty of people carried guns.
I did touch the fat roll of bills,
though. It came out just a little
over forty-five hundred dollars.

I put the money back in the
case next to the gun and went
out to our table by the pool.
Elsa was sitting there drying
off in the warm morning sun,

“How was the water?”

“Fine. You should have come
in.”

“Not today.”

The eyebrow went up and
she smiled. “Why didn’t you
take off?”

“Take off?”

“Yes. With the money.” She
was smiling at me again in that
way that was almost laughing
at me.

I shrugged. “Maybe because
it’ll be another night before we
reach Chi.”

She laughed. “I’ll give you a
testimonial to show tc any of
your future female clients, tell-
ing how much I've enjoyed your
service. And trustworthy too.”

“It’s nice that you’re happy.”
I lit a cigarette and looked
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down at her long legs stretched
out in front of me, There was
a little patch of white skin just
where her bathing suit ended
that had somehow been missed
by those other suns. I wanted
to touch it. Instead I said, “I
didn’t take the gun, either.”

She took a cigarette from the
pack and lit it, dragging the
smoke way down into her lungs
with each puff. “Didn’t even
touch it, I bet.”

“NO.”

“It might have bullets in it,
Vic.”

“It’s a lousy gun if it hasn’t.”
I didn’t like the way she had
said that, though, about the
.38. Her eyes had narrowed
slightly, and there was some-
thing deep behind them. ..

“Come on, Vic,” she said.
She rose and put out her hand
to me. “I’ll go dress now.”

She drew the blinds to get
out of the wet suit, so we hit
the highway nearly an hour
later than planned. But it was
still early and I could tell we
were in for a hot day’s drive.

I switched the radio on. It
picked up some static and some
news and a soap opera, and fi-
nally settled down to an hour’s
music for morning pleasure-lis-
tening. She said, after awhile,
lighting a cigarette, “I wish

they hadn’t picked you, Vic.”

I threw her a glance. “What
happened about that testimoni-
a5

“I don’t mean that”

“GO on. »

“You shouldn’t get into deals
you know nothing about, Vic.”

“Like I told you. I get paid
to deliver passengers from one
spot to another, cars too. If the
passenger happens to be alone
and beautiful, and lonely, well
then—" :

“I'm not beautiful, Vic.
Don’t give me that.”

“You are, to me.”

She turned. “You really

mean that, don’t you?” Her
voice was a little surprised.

“I mean it.”

“Damn. Goddamn.”

She meant Goddam that it
had to be me.

“We can see each other
again,” I said. “There’s no law
against it.”

“You’re a fool, Vic.” She
seemed sore now.

“A four-hundred dollar fool.”
I grinned at her. But I was
trying to think it out.

“Damn,” she muttered again.

“Is the money hot?” I asked
her.

“No. It’s mine. Five thou-
sand for the whole deal, see?
You get five hundred, Vic, .
Mine is the toughest part of the
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job, so I get the big share.”

“T don’t see it.”

“You will.”

I was too close to whatever
it was not to follow it through
all the way. “All right, you bet-
ter tell me all of it,” I said
wearily.

“I’d be killed if I told you,
Vic. You’ll have to find out for
yourself. You’ll have to do the
right thing all the way, right
up to the time we reach Max’s.”

“He’s the one in Chicago?”

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

“That’s all.”

“Go on, Elsa!”

She didn’t answer.

“I could threaten to kill
you.”

She shrugged. “That
wouldn’t do any good, Vic. Be-
lieve me, it wouldn’t. I’'m just
a deadhead in this. But, a girl
doesn’t make forty-five hun-
dred dollars this easily for a
few day’s work. You’re on your
own, Vic. Same as me, But I’ll
tell you this: either one of us
can wind up dead unless we’re
very, very lucky. And I just
don’t think we’re both going to
be lucky.”

I slowed the car, drove it off |

the road, braked it. “Get out,”
I told her.
“They’ll kill you, Vic, if you

do it this way. Believe me, they
will.” She was looking at me
straight. She wasn’t lying. “You
can’t get out except by going
all the way through with it.”

“All the way through to
Max. Handing you over to
him.”

“That’s right.”

“And there’s a chance, when
I do this, that I stay healthy.”

“That’s right. It all depends
whether a certain thing hap-
pens or does not happen. And
whether Max believes me.”

“Believes what?”

“That though we were room-
mates, our relationship re-
mained platonic.”

“But naturally

“Vic—

I started the motor again.
“If I’m taking the same risk as
you,” I said, “we split the mon-
ey.»

“All right,” she said softly,
“I didn’t think it was going to
be like this. I didn’t know the
driver would be—well, you. 1
wish it had been some goon.
The money—take your half
when we reach wherever we’ll
reach tonight.”

Now I liked it even less. It
was all too pat, too easy, Ex-
cept that if I did “a certain
thing” I was going to die. And
she couldn’t tell me what that
certain thing was or she would
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die! Fine! Just Fine!

This night couldn’t be like
last night. We wanted it to be,
but it couldn’t.

We packed the next A. M.
and as she was brushing her
hair before the bureau mirror
I counted it out, taking two
thousand dollars. I saw how
closely she watched me in the
mirror.

I picked up the gun. Having
it in my hand, cold and weighty,
was when I thought of the oth-
er twenty-five hundred dollars
right there for the taking. But
there was something to this
deal. How easy she had been,
eager even; the forty-flve hun-
dred casua]ly carried in the
suitcase, this Max—

“Okay,” she said, “let’s go.”

She was standmg at my el-
bow.

“Put it away, Vic, and let’s
go.”

“Sure.” T smelled the barrel.
I don’t know much about such
things, but it didn’t smell as if
it had been fired recently. I
broke it. Two bullets had been
fired.

“You didn’t have this in the
suitcase when we came over the
border?”

“No; on me.”

I put it back. She kissed me
full on the mouth. “Vic...”

she said in that way of hers.
- We went out to the car.

As I drove I tried to figure
it. The twenty-four hundred
dollars plus wasn’t bad pay.
But I wanted to be sure I was
going to be able to spend it.

“What am I in, Elsa?”

“It’s like I told you, Vic.”

“Come off it. There’s some-
thmg cooking and I have a feel-
ing I'm the thing in the pot,
slowly reaching the well-done
stage.”

“Max will tell you. Like you,
I’'m just out for the ride. Let’s
move it up, Vic, we don’t want
to be late.”

“Max doesn’t like to wait?”

“That’s right.”

“He might never see you, or
me__”

“It wouldn’t do any good,
Vic. I've told you that.”

“TI might get us both out, if
you’d tell me.” =

“Might get us both killed,
too.”

I swore. She patted my
thigh. Then she sighed and lay
back, her head against the up-
holstery. “It’s a lousy life, eh
Vic?”

I could have left her there,
on the road. Dead or alive.
Sure. But I remembered ‘what
Morales had said and I believed
her—it would be dangerous not
to deliver her to Max. Max. ..
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“Who is he, Elsa? Max. His
last name and so on.”

She paused. Then said,
“Henkel. Max Henkel. Ever
hear of him?”

I frowned. “I think so.”

“The philanthropist. Good to
the orphanages and old ladies
- homes. A big man in Chicago.
Politics, behind the scenes.
Everything. The cops love him
almost as much as the ward
heelers. A member of the na-
tional crime syndicate, and one
of the most dangerous men in
the States.”

“A Jeykll-Hyde.”

“Let’s say a Robin Hood. He
likes that much better.”

“And you—you’re one of his
girls, Elsa.”

“I am his girl.”

I whistled.

“His one and only. I can
have anything I want in the
world, Vic. Yachts. Mink coats.
Name it. But no cash, very ht-
tle cash.”

“Five grand is not a very
little. Not in my league, any-
way.”

“That’s not mine, Vic. That’s
- for traveling expenses. What I
don’t spend has to be re-
turned.”

“Let’s keep on going, and
spend it.”

“I told you. How far do you

think we’d get as long as he
feels as he does about me.”

“As if he owns you.”

“He does own me. I owe
Max plenty, Vic. He took me
out of the Chicago gutter. We
might even say—the streets. He
gave me a chance. All right, he
owns me. And I don’t mind be-
ing owned. He’s very good to
me.”

“And he would kill anyone
who touches you.”

“Yes. But you...Vic...
you... I don’t know what got
into me. Maybe it was the sur-
prise.”

“Sure,” 1 said.

We pulled into Chicago
around six that evening, tired
and silent and grimy. I told my-
self I was ready for Max.

I wasn’t ready, though, for
the cops. They were there wait-
ing with him.

“This the girl detective, Mr.
Henkel?” the tall plain-clothes’
man asked.

Max was a squat guy, about
five five, swarthy, with long
powerful arms and a barrel
chest. He said,

“Yes. The reward belongs to
her. You men get the credit.
That right?”

They nodded. They lodked at
her. The other cop, the shorter
one, said, “The kid has nerve.
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Two days with a killer.”

“A what?”

“Killer,” he answered me
levelly. “The guard who got it
when you and your pal knocked
over the Iroquois Savings nine
days ago. Remember?”

Elsa said, “My skin crawled
every inch of the way.” She
looked at me and shuddered, as
if I were a snake,

“I’'m no killer, and she’s no
detective, She’s—"

“Show the man your license,”
Max said.
- She showed it—more for
them, I knew, then for me.
How difficult would it be for
this Henkel to get her fixed up
with a license?

“What the hell gives
here...” I wasn’t scared, yet.
I was sore. She placed her suit-
case on the desk, opened it.

Then I was scared.

The .38 was there, innocent
enough looking. I remembered
picking it up, hefting it, smell-
ing. ..

I made a move for it that I
‘thought was fast and found my-
self sitting on the floor. One of
them had moved faster and hit
me with a safe or something
on the side of the head. The
ltall cop was rubbing his knuck-

es.

I got up, still a little dazed,
telling myself it was impossible

for sucha skinny guy to be able
to hit so hard. -

I had to start somewhere. A
lot of noisy protests wouldn’t
do me a damn bit of good. 1
could see that, My prints were
on that .38—mine and no one
else’s.

“The law must be upheld at
all costs,” I heard Max saying
through my thoughts. “We
can’t have men like this—”

“Shut up!” I shot at him. I
was getting the picture. A beau-
tiful frame. Whoever killed the
bank guard had killed him with
this gun. The prints had been
wiped clean. Mine would make
a nice clear impression. Killer
Boyd dies, Mr. Henkel wins a
medal and public praise. Robin
Hood. And ten grand to the
doll baby who never had any
cash of her own.

“Where were you at noon,
September tenth?” Reedy
asked. He was the tall one.

Where the hell was I at noon,
September tenth?. ..

Ah! on my way into Chica-
go. On my way in but about
fifty miles out, driving a new
black Buick. No passengers.
The passengers—Mr. & Mrs.
Thomas Bixby, Jr.—had been
dropped at Pine Forest. So go
ahead, Vic old boy...prove
you were fifty miles out about
noon on the tenth. Prove you
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couldn’t have been at the Iro-
quois Bank since you delivered
the car to the Atlas Agency at
around 1:30. Fat chance!
Morales-——was he in this too?
Maybe... This had been de-
liberately, carefully, set up. It

bad to be saving the skin of °

someone big; someone real big
didn’t want any heat whatever
turned in his direction.

“We have witnesses waiting
to identify you. . .”

“Naturally,” I said. Witness-
es would have seen a man
about my size leaning out of a
car window, shooting, making
his getaway. Not necessary to
buy or rig witnesses. The
average joe, wanting to see jus-
tice done, was conditioned to
say as soon as I was fed to
him, “Yes, that’s him!”

I turned to the girl. “Why?”
I asked her. “You know I
didn’t do it. You know me well
enough to know I couldn’t have
done it.”

Something stirred deep in her
eyes, but her expression did not
change. I went out with the
cops. Rather, they pushed me
out.

On the street, I asked them:
“Are you guys in on this? I
didn’t kill that guard. Is it
_worth it, what you’re doing?”

“Move!”

“You’ll need a lot more than

just my fingerprints on that
gun to get a conviction. Even
with witnesses. For. instance,
why a three-day ride up here
from Texas with Goldilocks be-
fore making the pinch? If I
hadn’t touched that gun...”

They weren’t listening.

A surge of panic told me to
run. But they’d have me in a
minute, or shoot me down be-
fore I'd get fifteen yards. Be-
sides, making a bolt would
stamp me as guilty, if they real-
ly were cops.

They were real enough. So
was the police station. And the
fingerprint apparatus.

When they finished taking
my prints, I was taken into a
room,

“Sit here,” Reedy, the tall
cop told me. There were four
chairs set around a round ta-
ble. I took one of them. Chason
put a handcuff around my
wrist and snapped the other to
the arm of  the chair. Reedy
tapped his jacket pocket with
the .38 in it. He had my prints
in his hand. “Ballistics should
have the answer in fifteen min-
utes.”

Chason nodded, took out a
pack of czgarettes

“Reed

He turned and lookéd at me
from the door. “You don’t think
I did it.” I said.
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“That’s for the jury te de-
cide. We just catch them.”

“You didn’t catch me. I was
delivered. Can’t you see—?”

He went out, closing the
door.

“This can really happen
then,” I said to Chason. “When
a case is tough to break and
the D.A. or the public is howl-
ing for an arrest, you’ll catch
at any kind of straw.”

“Do you have any idea how

often I’'ve heard that same -

tune? And every one of them
was guilty. Every damn one,
Want a smoke?”

I nodded. He held a match

for me. I said, “I'm in a bad
spot. I can see that. Those wit-
nesses, and they’re probably
legit, will want to identify me
as the guy who fired from that
car. That’s human nature. If
they’re at all unsure, they’ll say
yes.”

“Like Reedy said, we’re cops,
not the court. Now let me have
this smoke in peace. It’s been
a hard day.”

“Yeah, sitting there on your

butt in Max’s living room, wait- .

ing. What I can’t figure, Cha-
son, is that long, long ride all
the way from Texas just to get
my fingerprints on that .38. A
girl like Elsa could manage it
in a couple of hours, right here
on the home lot. Or they could

knock off a bum, put the .38
in his hand and you could mark
your case ‘closed’. I don’t get
it.”

“Please!” Chason said. “I'm
tired.” And blew smoke out of
his nostrils.

“No. They wanted a patsy.
Someone who looked like the
murderer. Sure as hell, Max
wasn’t the murderer, huh Cha-
son? I mean he wasn’t sitting
in that car, he didn’t actually.
pull the trigger.”

The detective didn’t bother

to answer.

“Someone knew I'd rolled
into Chi that day. Mr. & Mrs.
Jenkins. No... Let’s see, 1
didn’t play around at any bar
that night. Wait a minute!” 1
was digging, trying to find it.
“Maybe the gun was in Texas.
How’d it get there? Whose gun?

‘Morales?”

“Who’s Morales?”

“The guy who set me up
with this job.” I told him what
my business was, how this job
had come about. “He’s always
out for a fast buck, same as
me. Same as all of us. But this
kind of deal... Sure as hell,
Morales didn’t tip over the Iro-
quois. And of course Henkel
didn’t. At least not so’s yop’d
ever be able to notice it. Not
now that they’ve got me and
the gun tied together. I'll find



42 ' 'MURDER

out, though, soon as I'm out.”

“When you’re out,” Chason
echoed laconically.

Reedy came back in. “Take
the cuffs off,” he said to Cha-
son.

The cuffs were off. I rubbed
my right wrist.

“Okay, you can go, Boyd.”

I stared at him.

“We haven’t got enough to
hold you. The gun was clean.”

“Clean—"

“Not a thing on it. It’s the
gun that killed the guard all
right. Ballistics checked that
out. But there’s not a print on
it. Wiped clean.”

I stood there.

“Well, get the hell out.”

She’d wiped my prints off.

It had to be that way. Some-"

where toward the end of the
trip, when I was in one of those
roadside johns, she’d changed
her mind. T said,

“Max is going to be real up-
set about this.”

Chason looked at me, then
to his partner. “I hate to say it
because it means a hell of a lot
more work for us, but I think
this guy’s clean.”

“It means work no matter
how we figure it. Okay, beat it,
Boyd. You're free.”

She’s not, I thought. When.

Max hears this, she’s in deep
water.

I took a taxi to within a
block of where Max lived. I
went to a phone booth, got in-
formation and asked for the
number of the Southmoore Ho-
tel. T dialed the number, asked
for Mr. Henkel. I got the break
I was hoping for. No answer.
That had to mean he and Elsa
were out, to dinner most likely.
To make sure, though, I tried

~ the house phone in the lobby

before I went up. No answer,

I took the elevator to the
seventh floor. It wasn’t abso-
lutely necessary to get in, but
that would be better. I got in,
easy. Sometimes you gef the
breaks. The maid was turning
down the beds in the big suite.
I slipped in the door and rolled
under the twin bed nearest the
door. I felt like a damn fool
lying there—something out of
the Sunday comics, only it
wasn’t funny. I tried to decide
what to do without the .38. He
was a powerful little monkey all
right, but I’d be too much for
him. Easily too much, with
football and army judo both on
my side.

. There could be a gun in the
apartment of course, but I
didn’t think he’d be carrying
one. Men like Max Henkel had
others carry the guns for them.
And shoot them, too.

Elsa was taking a big chance
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—a chance with her life maybe
—to take me off the hook. Or
was she counting on Max being
so nuts about her he would let
it ride? After the maid left, I
waited a couple of minutes,
then rolled out from under the
bed. Maybe I could find that
gun. Or a knife. Something. It
was not an apartment where
you cooked, so there was no
knife and in the short time I
had to search, I found no gun.
There was a letter-opener on a
desk, though, about six inches
long. The point was almost
needle sharp. The door opened
so suddenly I had no chance
to duck behind a chair, much
less get back under the bed. I
slipped the letter-opener up my
right sleeve. :

As I turned to face them, I
cursed the plush hall carpeting
and the good lock on the door
which had let the key turn so
silently.

She looked beautiful in a pale
blue gown and the cornflower
ir her hair. The three guys with
her looked very unbeautiful.
Max said, “What the hell!—”
then to one of the two big men:
“Al, make sure that door’s dou-
ble-locked. Joe, the bedroom
door.” Joe stayed in the room
blocking any possible escape.

Elsa’s eyes were signaling me
wildly: You shouldn’t have

come here, you should have left
town.

I agreed with her now. Max
plus two I had not expected.

“Who let you in, Mr. Boyd?”
Max asked, his voice level, al-
most friendly. He sat down,
told everyone to make them-
selves comfortable. Al made
himself comfortable in a chair
which he pulled over in front
of the door. The other big guy
stood at an angle to me, his
hands hanging loose, ready, his
eyes on my hands.

- Elsa sat with Max on the
couch. I remained standing.

“Well?” Max asked me
again. “Who let you in here?”

“The door was ajar. I just—
walked in.”

“There are two doors.
Which?”

“The other. The one that
leads into the bedroom.” That
was true. My mind was work-
ing, searching for a way out. I
saw none. I was reasonably safe -
as long as that phone didn’t
ring and Chason or Reedy re-
ported what they’d discovered.

“They released you very
fast, Mr. Boyd.” There was an
ominous undertone to his voice.
He turned and looked at Elsa.
“I trust all went—well?”

“Very well,” I lied. “There’s
such a thing as bail.”

“And then you came right
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here. Immediately. Why?”

“To see you. Find out what
the kicker is.”

“The kicker?” The man in
the chair at the door was lis-
tening keenly, very keenly in-
deed. He’s my size, I thought;
same coloring. I looked at the
other one, off to my right. He
was too. Either of them could
have been in that car, shot the
guard.

“That’s right,” I answered.
“The kicker. The frame. Why
me? How-come me? Why bring
a guy all the way from Texas,
let him sleep with your lady
detective—"

Elsa’s intake of breath broke
the silence. Her eyes were
screaming at me, appealing, un-
believing.

I saw color rise in Maxs
face. I’d never seen quite so
much rage inflame any man’s
face so quickly. It was choking
out of him. “Miss Vickers was
on a job. Business. She wouldn’t
let anyone put a hand on her.
Especially a—"

“Killer?” I finished for him.
I shrugged, putting as much
into the shrug as I could. It
was a way, the only possible
way of getting out of here.
Maybe. With luck. If I could
get him sore enough. “I’m not
that revolting, am I? We were
lonely. You know how it is.

The stars in the desert and
all.”

“You lie!” he was spitting it
at me. He’d risen and taken a
step toward me.

“What’s the difference? It
isn’t,” I said, trying to watch
him and the other two, “as if
she were your wife or any—"

He lunged at me. “Shut up!
Shut up! You bastard. You bas-
tard liar.” He whirled around
to her to question or to curse
her. That was his mistake. He
was close, close enough. What-
ever he was going to tell her or
ask her, he never got to.

I grabbed him with my left
arm, fast, around the throat,
and struck the letter-opener
through his clothing to his skin.
I had him in front of me, good,
a shield. I'd turned as I took
him so that neither the big one
on the right or the one in the
chair could shoot without hit-
ting him.

“I have a knife. T'll put it
through you, Goddam you,
Henkel, if you make a move I
don’t tell you to make.” I was

speaking for the others as well

as for him. The point was prod-
ding him. I had the wall at my
back now and I walked him
sidewise with me, in front of
me, toward the door.

“Get out of that chair,” I
told the guy. “Open that door.
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And if your hands go out of
sight for a second, you got a
dead boss. What the hell you
bums trying to pull!”

He got out of the chair, did
as I said. Max must have been
real valuable to them, a good
provider. “Elsa—"

She looked at me.

“You want to go, or stay?”

She walked across the room
to the door.

“Get the elevator,” I told
her, “Make sure there are peo-
ple in it. Step in first. I'll fol-
low.”

She nodded, went.

She pushed the button. The
elevator came. It was only a
few yards from the doorway. I
stood just outside the door,
Max just inside, still held in
front of me.

I let him go and hurried to
the waiting cage—the longest
yards I ever walked in my life.
They didn’t shoot. They didn’t
want that. They had other jobs
to do, other banks to hold up,
other frames to maneuver.

As the cage went down I
- heard him calling “Elsal” as
if he couldn’t believe it. The
lousy little monkey. No wonder
he called so loud for her to
come back. He’d never find
anything again like her, never.

We went through that lobby
fast, and into a cab.

I wanted to go back to po-
lice headquarters, but she said,
“No, Vic, no. Please...”

I owed her something. We
took a cab, caught a bus
marked New York. We got off
the bus, though, on its second
stop, and went south on anoth-
er toward Louisville. We rode
all night.

She fell asleep on my shoul-
der, and I let her sleep. When
we reached Lou, we found a
good second-rate hotel and then
she told me.

I had driven the new black
buick into Chicago directly af-
ter the bank job, in which a
black Buick had been used. The
manager of the Atlas Distribut-
ing Company, which Max
owned, undercover, told him
about me when he learned Max
was in a jam—or could be in a
jam if the cops looked real hard
and latched onto Max’ men
who had done the bank job.

“The two in that room?”

“I don’t know for sure, but
I think so.”

“Go on.” -

“But when they went to plant
the gun on you in” your hotel
room, you’d gone. Taken off
for Texas. This time, Max
learned, driving another Atlas
car on a private deal. So he
knew where to find you. He
felt that was better. After you
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were btought back here, it
would look like flight on your
part. He sent me to bring you
back.”

“His own girl?” s

“He didn’t feel he could trust
anyone else.”

I grinned.

“And Morales?”

“Morales had nothing to do
with the .38, Vic. It was my
job to locate you, make the ar-
rangements for the trip. That
wasn’t difficult, since we knew
your business. I expected a
goon. Instead, I got tied onto a
man I fell for, hard. I fell in
love with you, Vic. Can a girl
help that?”’ '

“So hard you decided at the
last not to feed me to the elec-
tric chair.”

“I couldn’t, Vic. I couldn’t!”

“And what were you going to
tell Max when he learned the
prints you’d said were on there,
weren’t? That I must have
wiped them off without your
knowledge just before hitting
Chicago?”

“What else, Vic?”

“And he’d have swallowed
it?”

“I don’t know. But—"

~ “You’re not exactly a sterling
character, Elsa—" My eyes
found bers, talked to her. :

“I'll try to change that as
we go along.”

“And Max?”

“I don’t believe he’ll try to
find us. He’ll be glad to let this
rest.”

“You’d have saved us a lot
of trouble if you’d confided in
me the second night of our hon-
eymoon.”

“That’s nice, Vic...”  her
voice was soft, “the way you
said that, Honeymoon. You're
really very nice. And you love
me too, don’t you?”

“Like hell T do.”

She smiled up into my face.
“You wouldn’t have come back
to get me otherwise. Would
you have killed Max?”

“Would I have
choice?”

“I guess not. Vic, let’s not
get into any more trouble. Let’s
go far away.”

“Okay. Now how about some
sleep.”

“Yes,” she said, softly in my
ear. “Hold me.”

I held her.

had a



Pop’s gang was sure baving a
good time.

All day long Pop sucked at a
bottle of bourbon, watching
baseball and soap operas on
TV, letting his long cigars burn
scars into the big red leather
chairs.

Trigger prowled around the
ballroom, nursing his short
beers, listening to the hi-fi sys-
tem that had outlets in all thir-
ty-seven rooms of the mansion.
Trigger liked to play tunes like
Stardust. Sometimes he’d pick
up a pillow and dance around
the floor with it, eyes half-
closed. When he got tired of
that, he’d pull out his automat-
ic and shoot a vase off the man-

tel.

BY ROBERT PLATE

a guy

Benson worked out i the
gym every morning, then did
thirty laps in the swimming
pool. He was proud of his mus-
cles. They stuck out all over
him like lumps in a sack of po-
tatoes.

But after the workout, and a
sunbath in the big gardens that
the weeds were beginning to
take over now, he liked to play
games, He’d get a case of
champagne from the cellar. The
champagne was warm, and he’d
shake the bottles to get lots of
fizz. Then he’d aim the bottle
like a gun, and the corks would
shoot out like little cannon-
balls. I was his favorite target.
He’d sneak up on me and I'd
get socked in the neck or the
ear or the eye. Unless he was
langhing too hard, Benson
would tip the foaming bottle to

named mabel

The gang had everything money can buy, women includ-

]

ed. But purchasing #he brunette proved a mistake.
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his mouth and guzzle. The
lamebrain thought it was very
funny.

Of us all, though, I gue.s
Mabel had the most fun. Harry
Maple is his real name, but we
all called him Mabel. Not that
he was a queer, Call him that
and you’d get a quick knife in

the ribs. But Mabel did have

clean rosy cheeks like a girl,
and he moved kind of delicate,

and he had soft white hands

and a narrow waist, so Mabel
fit him as a tag. He never
seemed to mind the name.

Anyway, Mabel worked up a
good game of darts. The walls
of one big room were covered
with oil paintings, portraits of
lots of old geezers, relatives of
the owner, Mabel would take a
handful of darts and start
chucking. He worked out pls
own scoring system. One point
for the body, two points for the
head, five points for the eyes,
ten points for the breasts of a
woman or the fly of a man. He
got pretty good at it. Most of
the time he’d go for the ten-
pointers, of course, and he'd
beat us every time,

Yeah, Mabel was good at
darts. But we'd been in the
mansion almost a month now,
and the big portraits were so
full of holes you could hardly

make out what they were.

New ideas for fun came easy
to Mabel, though, and one day
he spoke to me with a pleased
look in his pretty blue eyes.
“I'm going to make a bomb,”
be said, like he’d just invented
the airplane,

“A bomb? What for?”

“What the hell do you think
what for? To blow something
up, stupid.”

For the next few hours Ma-
bel hummed happily, working
out his gadget with an alarm
clock and some sticks of dyna-
mite left over from the job.
Just before lunch he joined us
in the dining room, where we
all ate at a mahogany table
twenty feet long, We used to
play good games of tic-tac-toe
on that table, carving out the
game with our knives.

“Listen everybody,” Mabel
said. “At twelve o’clock she
‘goes.”

It was one minute to twelve.
Pop took a swig of wine, and
said, “Listen to what?”

“My bomb!”

We all sat still. Was Mabel
going to blow up the whole
mansion, just for kicks, for
laughs?

BOOM!

The mahogany table jumped
in the air, A plate of beans

!
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spilled into my lap. Pop
grabbed to keep the wine bot-
tle from falling to the floor.
Crazy twanging noises mingled
with the explosion’s echoes.
Mabel started to giggle.

We all jumped up and ran
toward the music room. The
door was blown off its hinges.
Through the stinky smoke we
saw the big grand piano was a
broken mess of splintered wood
and metal strands. The floor
was littered with broken rec-
ords.

Trigger’s face turned sour,
looked as if it were going to
cry. “You dumb bastard,” he
said to Mabel, “look what you
done to the hi-fi.”

The hi-fi was now lo-fi; in
fact, it was no-fi. It was a
crumbled hunk of junk,

“I was tired of hearing Star-
dust,” Mabel said. “You with
that music give me a big pain.”

Trigger didn’t get his name
because he looks like Roy Rog-
er’s horse. His fingers started
twitching. Mabel looked at
Trigger’s mean face and then
down at the twitching fingers.
He stretched his own pink, cu-

pid’s-bow lips in a smile.
~ “The hi-fi kept us from go-
ing nuts,” Trigger said. “This
hole is worse than stir!”

Mabel shrugged daintily. “So

we need change. So I gave us
change, Where’s my thanks?”
Trigger stepped toward Ma-
bel and grabbed his silk shirt.
“You know I like music,” he
said. “You done it deliberate.”
Mabel smiled, but his hand
was sneaking into his knife
pocket.
Booze and all, Pop saw it.
“Separate them,” he said to
Benny.

The muscle man pushed
them apart as easily as me
pushing the curtains back.
They stood about ten feet
apart, not saying anything, just
watching each other.

“Break it up,” Pop said,
loud and strong. He was booz-
ing too much, but he was still
boss, Trigger and Mabel knew
it, too. “Come on,” Pop said.
“Eat.”

Sullen, Trigger and Mabel
go back to the dining room.

“What’s wrong with you
guys?” Pop said, “Here I find
you the best hideout anybody
ever had. You're living like
millionaires, with swimming
pools and two-dollar cigars and
brandy and frozen pheasant.
So what the hell more do you
want?” '

“You know what we want,”
Trigger said. “A month is a
long time. I'm a healthy guy.”
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“I know,” Pop said. “But
it’s risky.”

“It’s either that, er we omt
out,” Mabel said.

“We can’t leave yet.” Pop
frowned thoughtfully. “They
don’t forget 400 gees that fast.
It takes more’n a month.”

“They’ll never forget it)”
Mabel said, “Use your head.”

Pop gave Mabel an annoyed
look. “We agreed from the
start,” Pop said. “Remember?
Three months of lying low
without a move. They don’t

find a trace of us because there -

ain’t any trace to find. After
that we go our separate ways.”

“Two months more?” Mabel
said. “We’ll never make it.”

Right along I’d thought they
were all having fun in this
swell millionaire’s castle, bat
all of a sudden everybody
looked like they was in prison.

“Tll think about it,” Pop
said.

“The kid can go,” Mabel
said. “He’s clean.”

“Sure,” I said. I wasn’t cer-
tain what they were driving at,
but I had nothing to do with
the robbery. Or with killing the
two guards. I was clean. The
only reason I was there was
that I was all Pop had in the
world, and he wanted to keep
~ an eye on me, He was a good

father to me I thought.

“I'll think about it,” Pop
said. He looked at me. I sat up
straighter, trying to look older
than fifteen. “Go upstairs and
feed the old geezer,” Pop said
to me, :

I filled a plate with beans
and the half-cooked {rozen
pheasant. Benson did the cook-
ing, and half-way through be
always got impatient.

“That old man upstairs is a
menace,” Mabel said.

“The old man wouldn’t hurt
a fly,” Benson said. He burped,
and threw some bones on the
marble floor, that was all
messy with garbage.

“He might escape. He can
finger us.”

“Ieave him alone,” Pop said.

But Mabel tagged along with
me to the upstairs room, where
I unlocked the door and shoved
the plate on the table for the
little white-haired old man. He
tottered over to the table,

“Thank you, Johnny,” he
said politely.

“How come he knows your
name?” Mabel said. :

“T told him.”

“Bright boy.” Mabel looked
at the old man, who was pick-
ing quietly at his food. “How
long you work in this dump?”

“I’ve been caretaker for Mr.
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Wallace for thirty years,” the
old guy said. He looked coolly
at Mabel. “Invading this home
is bad enough, but what really
shocks me is the way you mis-
treat its beauty. It’s full of
priceless objects of art. Some
of them are masterpieces.
When Mr. Wallace comes back
from Europe next spring, he’ll
be heartbroken. Heartbroken,”
he repeated sadly, shaking his
head. I thought he was going
to cry.

“You sure there isn’t any
dough stashed away here?”

“I've teld you a hundred
times, no.”

“Maybe you lied a hundred
. times, yes?”

The old man sighed. Mabel

shoved me toward the door.
“Run along, kid. I want to talk
personal with the old man.”
- A funny light twinkled in
Mabel’s eyes, as if little fires
were lit behind them. “T’ll
wait,” I said.

He pushed me harder, at the
same - time jabbing my heart
with two stiff fingers. It hurt.
“Then wait outside,” he said.

I went outside. As I left I
noticed Mabel had pulled out
his handkerchief, and was roll-
ing it up into a little rope.

I waited in the hall, and sud-
deénly there was a strange gur-

gling noise, and the sound of
scuffling inside. I started -to
open the door, but I thought of
the little fires in Mabel’s eyes,
and turned around.

I went back to the dining
room, and pecked at my food.
After awhile Mabel sauntered
in, as if he’d been out for a
Sunday stroll in the park. He
was tucking his handkerchief
into his breast pocket. Mabel
was the only one of us who
dressed carefully every morn-
ing. He always smelled of co-
logne. :

“Guess what?” he said.
“We’ll have to be very careful
eating pheasant.”

Pop looked at him suspici-
ously. “Why?”

- Mabel sighed. “Poor old
man, he just choked to death
on a bone. Quite a sight.”” He
pretended to shudder. “His
eyes looked like they were com-
ing out on stalks.”

Pop jumped up. He heaved
an empty wine bottle through a
stained glass window, For a
second I thought he’d go for
Mabel. But Pop had something
else on his mind. For a long
time he just stood still, scowl-
ing at the ashes of a bonfire
Benson had made on the floor
the night he toasted marshmal-
lows.
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“Okay, boys,” Pop finally
said. “We need a change, God
knows we got the dough to af-
ford it. T'll send Johnny for
some women,”

Trigger and Benson jumped
around and cheered like school-
kids. Mabel took out his comb
and delicately sleeked down his
shiny hair,

Pop took me off into another
room, so we could be alone.

“You know the score, John-
ny,” he said. “The boys are
building too much steam.
They’re gonna explode, espe-
cially Mabel—”

“But does Mabel really like
girls?”

“That’s a funny question.
Course be likes girls, Mabel’s
no queer; he’s just—different.”

“Yeah” I said. “T've
watched him throw darts. He
sure likes to stick ’em in wom-
en__”

“Cut the bull,” Pop said im-
patiently, He gave me the keys
to the Ford. “Be careful driv-
ing into the city.”

“Can’t 1 take the Cadillac?”

“So you can show off? Unh-
unh. Suppose me and the boys
gotta make a getaway?”

He swigged more whisky.
Pop always drank heavy, but
never this much. Maybe he
needed diversion, too. I was a

little annoyed at him, and the
gang too. Here we had the
swellest hideout ever, and the
most fun, and now they want-
ed to louse it up, just for wom-
en, :

I took a wad of bills from
Pop, listened to instructions. I
had to contact a doll named
Lily, mention Pop’s name,
wave the money under her
nose, and explain she’d better
pack as if for a long trip, and
also bring a girl friend.

“Two months,” Pop said.
“They’l make five thousand
apiece, and live like queens.” I

whistled at the price. Pop

grinned, and ruffled my hair.
“It’s better than wus cutting
each other’s throats,” he said.
“Now get going.”

It was a relief to wheel down
the long blacktop road away
from the mansion. I drove al-
most a mile before I reached
the gate to the Wallace estate.
I had to be careful there. No-
body was supposed to be on the
Wallace place but the old care-
taker, and we’d learned that he
spent months at a time on the
estate without budging. He sure
wouldn’t budge now.

Luckily, the estate was on a
quiet country road, without a
soul in sight. I opened the gate,
drove out, closed the gate, and
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headed for the city, two hours
away.

In the city, I contacted Lily.
She was a pretty blonde, but
kind of old, thirty maybe. And
she had a voice that sounded
like grinding gears.

When she heard Pop’s name,
and saw the dough, she went
for the deal all the way. “I got
just the girl, honey,” she said
to me, She patted my cheeks
like I was three years old.
“And how about you? Wouldn’t
you like a playmate?”

I brushed off her hand, and
gave her a hard look. “You'll
do,” I said, tough. She raised
her eyebrows, pulled back, and
that was that,
~ Inside of a half-hour, Lily
and her friend were packed
and ready to go. The friend, a
slim girl with big wet brown
eyes and curly black hair, slid
in beside me. Nina was only a
couple of years older than me.
She gave me a big smile and
started to chatter. She looked
like a high school cheer leader.

“You're cute,” she said. She
was sitting between me and
Lily. Her body felt warm and
soft, “I like the way your nose
turns up. Are the others as cute
as you?”

I told her about Mabel. He
was supposed to be a very

handsome guy. She sounded in-
terested. I hoped he’d get Lily
instead.

-Nina babbled on like some-
body going on a wvacation.
“Swimming pool, tennis court.
Gosh, it sounds swell, Will you
teach me to play tennis, John-
ny?”

I’d be glad to teach her any-
thing. Driving with her at my
side felt good, like having a
date. Except at the end of the
ride, I knew there’d be Trigger
and Mabel

I-expected them all to be
drunk, but Pop had cracked
down, He’d decided this wasn’t
going to start out like a crazy
orgy. If the girls were going to
stay with us two months, we
had to get started on a civilized
basis. At least that’s the way
he explained it to me.

Pop, Trigger, Benson, and
Mabel were lined up to greet
us, They were all clean-shaven
and wore fresh shirts. Trigger
wore a flower in his lapel. Soon
as he saw Nina he looked like a
sick cow. Tough with a gun, he
was a sentimental slob any
woman could twist like a pretz-
el,

Benson shuffled his feet and
grinned. He got red, when Lily -
touched his muscles and
gasped in admiration. -
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~ “Greetings, girls,” Pop said,
dignified. “After a few cock-
tails we’ll have a nice dinner.”

Mabel stepped forward and

took Nina by the hand. The
little fires danced in his pretty
blue eyes. “You’re mine,” he
said.

He led her toward the dining
room, Trigger took Lily by the
arm and followed. It seemed
they all had drawn for first
choice, and Mabel won.

So the drinking and the din-
ner party started. I could hard-
ly keep my eyes off Nina and
Mabel. I couldn’t get it into my
head, she was what she was.

Pop drank heavy, watched
the proceedings poker-faced.
Benson, restless without a
woman, went into. his cham-
pagne popping routine again. 1
was the target, of course, Lily
thought it was a scream. Eve-
rybody drank fast, as if they

were in a hurry. Trigger had.

dug up an old phonograph and
soon it was wheezing out dance
tunes. Trigger got soupy-faced,
as he glued himself to Lily and
glided about the floor,

Mabel sat quietly. He was
studying Nina like she was a
bug. She squirmed a little as
she sipped her highball. And
Mabel went right on looking
her over,

Trigger kept busy dancing
with Lily. Pop just sat there
drinking. With nothing to do,
Benson started getting dinmer
ready.

Benson really shot the works
in his raid on the big deep
freezers. He brought out lob-
sters and strawberries and
roast beef and apple pie. It
wasn’t bad. For a change he’d
been patient enough to cook
everything thoroughly. We all
pitched in except Mabel. He
was still studying Nina, think-
ing his own private thoughts,
and she was trying to ignore
him.

Mabel leaned toward her
while she was eating some of
the roast beef. ‘“You look like
a Mex,” he said. “Some kinda
half-breed greaser.”

She flushed again.
Spanish descent.”

“You’re a greaser. But that’s
okay. I like hot stuff.”

She looked down silently at
her plate.

“Greasers like hot stuff,
too,” Mabel said. He doused
her beef with sauce from a lit-
tle red bottle. “Try that.” She
didn’t move. “Go ahead,” he
said softly. “It’s just a nice lit-
tle sauce, You'll like it.”

Mabel sounded friendly, sin-
cere; his voice practically ca-

“I’m
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ressed her. Doubtful, half
trusting him, Nina forked some
of the sauced-up beef into her
mouth.

A second later she was sput-
tering, moaning, choking, grab-
bing for water. Tears streamed
from her eyes,

“Gee, I'm awful sorry,” Ma-
bel said, pretending to be sur-
prised. “I thought greasers
liked hot stuff, honest.”

Trying to put out the fire in
her throat, she gulped down a
quart of water. Mabel leaned
back, shaking his head sorrow-
fully, and lit up a cigar—one
of those strong little black
twisted ropes.

He stroked Nina’s bare arm
gently. “I apologize, kid,” he
said. “That was rough on you,
doll. I really apologize.”

Nina looked at him cautious-
ly “No more jokes. Please!”

“You’re too luscious to spoil.
I want to save you for des-
sert.”

The phonograph was playing
Bolero, that long sexy thing
with the heavy beat. Trigger
had pushed aside his food and
was nuzzling Lily. With his
eyes on Nina, Mabel puffed
deeply on his stinking cigar.

Suddenly Mabel bent over
and kissed Nina, hard. Her
arms went up obediently about

his neck—then stiffened. She
fell back, coughing, gasping,
clutching at her throat. Blue
smoke puffed out of her mouth.
Mabel had blown a smelly
cloud into her,

Mabel watched, the little
blue fires dancing in his eyes.
I'd liked to have slugged him,
but I didn’t dare.

Nina stopped coughing. She
looked at Mabel, her big dark
eyes just as dangerous as his.

“Dance?” he said. The Bo-
lero was still thumping away.

“NO.”

“Five grand, and you won’t
dance?” Mabel shook his neat
little head. “My, my. We'll
have to do something about

that.”

You couldn’t blame her for
being scared. She rose. Slowly,
she began to move in rhythm
to the music. Mabel released
her wrist.

“Wake it up, wake it up,”
he said. Nina moved a little
faster. She began to move her
slim body like a snake,

Mabel hooked his finger in
the neck of her close-fitting
black dress, and pulled. The
top of the dress split down to
her waist.

“God damn you!” she shout-
ed trying to hold the ripped
cloth about her. “This is my
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favorite dress, you bastard!”
“You look better without
®."
Concerned, Lily called over
from her perch on Trigger’s

lap. “You shouldn’t a done

that, Mabel,” she said. “Nina
just bought it.”

Nina’s eyes were bright, but
she wasn’t crying. She was hat-
ing, ready to kill. She glared at
Mabel. He smiled prettily. He
was getting what he wanted.

“Nina, honey,” Lily said
nervously. ‘There’s a big sew-
ing outfit in that room to the
right, I saw it when I powdered
my nose.”

Nina ran to the room. The
door clicked behind her. Mabel
sauntered after her. He tried
the door, but it was locked.

“Open up,” he said.

She must have started to cry.
Her voice was muffled, choked
with tears and anger at the
same time. “Go to hell. I'm
sewing.”

“Open up,” Mabel repeated.
When there was no answer, he
smiled. He walked toward the
glass doors that led to the ter-
race.

I drifted outside after him,
sneaking behind the shrubs.
Mabel peeked in Nina’s win-
- dow. Whether she was sewing
or crying, she didn’t see him.

He hoisted himself onto the sill
and stepped into the room.

I should have stayed away.
Instead, I padded up to the
window and peeked in, too.
Nina was seated on the bed, a
sewing kit scattered about her,
a scissors in her hand. Her big
eyes looked up at Mabel, stroll-
ing toward her, pulling his belt
off. He whistled the belt
around his head and giggled.

I ran from the window and
sat under a tree near the park-
ing space. Why did a guy want
a woman, when he hated wom-
en?

I heard a sharp crack, and
then another, and a couple
more, I stuffed my fingers in
my ears.

Just the same, I heard the
scream.

I picked up a rock and ran
toward the window. But the
scream hadn’t come from Nina.
She was scrambling out of the
window. The scissors in her
hand was stained bright red.

.She looked at it, dropped it.

I helped her to the ground.
She was shaking; her white
skin was cold. “Please,” she
muttered. “Help me—"

I stuffed the keys to the
Ford in her hand and pointéd
at the car. She pecked a kiss at
my cheek, ran to the Ford.
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I walked back inside, trying
to look calm. Alerted by the
yell, Pop and Benson were bat-
tering at the locked door with
chairs. When it finally gave
way, they rushed in,

Trigger hovered over Lily,
trying to control her panic.
“She’ll be all right,” he mut-
tered.

Then Trigger heard the roar
of the Ford, saw it shoot down
the driveway, His face turned
chalky.

“Christ!” he cried.
dame -was driving!”

“Thank God!” Lily said. “It
wasn’t Nina who screamed.”

“Our hideout,” Trigger said.
“It’s shot.”

“Don’t worry,” Lily said.
“Nina will never tell the cops.”

Pop and Benson were mut-
tering inside the other room.

“We can’t take a chance,”

“The

Trigger said. “We’ll have to
blow this palace—and I’'m
glad.” :

Pop came to the doorway.
He looked stony sober.

“How’s Mabel?” I said.

“Start packing,” he said.
“Load the Caddy.”

“But how’s Mabel?”

“We can stop the bleeding.
It will live.”

“It?”

“Guess that’s what you’d
call it.” He bhesitated. “But
Mabel’s a lot more fitting tag
than it used to be.”

The Bolero had whined to a
halt, and the needle was
scratching away in the silence.
I climbed upstairs and started
to pack. It was our last day in
the swell house where we all
had so much fun,

TRIAL-RUN

~

Daniel DeBlick, given permission by a Pomption
Lakes, New Jersey automobile agency to take a
1954 convertible for a spin around the block, ap-
parently got carried away on his test-run. i
The car was given a thorough tryout by DeBlick.
He was picked up 300 miles away.



fast with a gun

“l want fo know, Marty," he said. "And aftfer
you tell me, maybe | won't kill you."

BY
WILLIAM SCHWARTZ

Beeghan stood about five feet
in front of me and pointed the
black hole of his forty-five on
a straight line with my head.
“lI want to know, Marty,”
he said. “And after you tell
‘me, maybe I won’t kill you.”
He wasn’t kidding. That was
one thing you always knew
about Meeghan, he didn’t kid.
Maybe he was a big man and
maybe he hired a gun to take
care of his light work, but when
it was a personal matter, Mee-
ghan took the job himself and
never made jokes. A personal
matter, to him, was something
like this—twenty thousand in
cash stolen from the safe in his
home and lying in a satchel
next to the bed I was sitting on.
“You know I always work
alone,” I said. “This was no
dxfferent It was me, just me
did the job.”
“Sorry, Marty, I won’t buy

it.” The forty-five was looking
bigger now and a hell of a lot
closer. “I haven’t seen you since
’54. So someone told you about
that money. Who?”

This was going to be a rough
one to get out of. I was caught.
A neighbor had seen me leav-
ing Meeghan’s home and got
enough of a look at me, for
Meeghan to know who it was.
If Meeghan had been two
hours more getting to me, I'd
have been gone. I had flgured
this to be the end of dingy fur-
nished rooms and lousy food,
but now it looked like it was
the end of me. If I kept talk-
ing maybe he’d relax his guard.
I didn’t have any choice.

“It was nobody,” I said. “I
just heard some talk about the
dough and decided to have a
look. That’s all.”

“Once more. I'H ask you
once more and then that’s it.
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Who set this up? Who told you
about the money?”

I was sweating.
said—"

“Okay. You’re lying. And
I’m going to give it to you.”

“Meeghan! Hang on! I—I
might tell—”

“I'll find out for myself.
You get it.”

He’d have killed me then if
he hadn’t heard the choked-off
sob that came from the closet.
He shot at the closet’s partial-
ly opened door. He was ready
to shoot anyway and he just
flicked his wrist and shot twice

“Like I

at the closet, watching the door -

swing open and the body pitch
out onto the floor. :

I dove at him. It was my
only chance, and I had to be

fast. I knocked him against the
wall, smashed my fist into his
face with all T had. He went
down in a heap.

This wasn’t going to be my
murder; it was going to be his
rap and he could talk his way
out of it. Me, I was getting out
of the country with twenty
thousand and no more strings
attached. It was one of those
lucky breaks, I suppose. Mee-
ghan was never so slow with a
gun. Ordinarily, he could have
killed me, too. But this time,
he wasn’t fast enough.

He didn’t see me coming, be-
cause he was too busy trying to
figure out why the dead body
lying face up on the floor was
his wife.

X

COPS WILL BE COFS

Bill Barker noticed as he left the professional
building in Denver, Colorado that a peliceman was
preparing to give him an over-time parking iicket.-

He called to the policeman, who looked up to see
Barker coming diagonally across the street towards

him.

Barker’s aitempt to stop the pen-wielding po’lice-
man was fruitless. And ke got a $2 ticket—jfor jay-

walking.



Everybody said that Jerry
knew how to live. He was a
business-machine operator, and
a good one, but he never held a
job very long. After a few
months’ work, he would be off,
travelling on a shoestring, to
Canada, Louisiana, once as far
as Mexico, now and then work-
ing for a few days on a ranch,
lumber-camp or shrimp boat,
and one day he would pop up
tack in town, looking tan and
“ealthy. He never made an ene-
=y—not with his hearty, easy
manner—and women adored
him. Wherever he worked, he
got a girl the first thing, some-
times several. They knew that
it wouldn’t last long, but they
never resented this, nor the
fact that he never spent much
money on them or arranged the
- expensive dates most girls ex-
pect, because he brought them
glamour, something they could
remember all their lives. Being

They found Jerry babbling like a
moronic baby, the dead girl's
sightless eyes staring up aof him.

the
dead
girl
walked

BY
JASON
JANUARY



THE DEAD GIRL WALKED

with Jerry was like a dream—
his girl friends were children
again, for a short time, happy
and carefree and romantic.

One morning—it was the
first of November—they found
him sitting in his doorway, bab-
bling and slobbering like a mo-
ronic baby. There was a girl
sprawled on the floor beside
him, dead, her sightless eyes
staring up at him.

Jerry’s home was in New
York, but one summer he found
himself in a mid-western city
with only two dollars to his
name. He invested fifty cents
in a room at a flop-house and
~went to bed early, but first he
talked the landlady into lend-
ing him an iron and he washed
out his one shirt and pressed
his suit. The next morning he
pressed the shirt, shaved and
dressed, and by eight o’clock
he was drinking coffee in a
cafeteria and reading the want-

ads in the paper. He was a good -

talker and by noon he had a
job, even without any referenc-
es. That evening he had a date
with a girl in the office named
Harriet. He went home with
her, to her little duplex apart-
ment, and she cooked dinner
for him. The next day he moved
in with her. .

Jerry figured he’d stay in

6l

town for a couple weeks, until
he got enough money together
to go back home, but several
months later, when the leaves
began to turn yellow and brown
and fall off the trees, he was
still there. The reason was Har-
riet. She was about twenty-
five years old, tall and slender
with a good body and long,
dark hair and beautiful gray
eyes. But she added up to more
than these items. It was some-
thing he couldn’t put his finger
on—as if she had a secret, as if
there was some satisfaction in
her life that she was withhold-
ing from him. Whatever it was,
it fascinated him, and even
bothered him a little.

Then one evening in October
she smiled at him with her
strange, haunting smile, and
told him that she was going to
have a baby.

This sort of thing had hap-
pened to Jerry before. In fact,
on several occasions, it had in-
spired him to take trips to oth-
er parts of the country. But it
was different, now, partly be-
cause he wasn’t ready to leave

-Harriet, and partly because he

felt, for some reason, a kind of
responsibility for her.

He went to see his friend
Marvin. Marvin was a skinny,
slightly hunch-backed, little
clerk in the office, an unobtru-
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sive little man that nobody
had paid much attention to un-
til Jerry came along. But the
two of them struck up a friend-
ship for some reason. Jerry
realized that Marvin had a lot
of good sense, and he had to
admit that he was flattered by
the way Marvin followed him
around—Ilike a dog, almost
worshipping him.

In this instance, Marvin be-
gan acting like Jerry’s con-
science. “Nobody wants re-
sponsibilities,” he said, “but
everybody has them, and you
can’t run away from them all
your life.”

One thing Jerry refused to
- do was get married, and finally
Harriet agreed to have an op-
eration. Marvin really came in
handy, now. He found a good,
sure doctor, and took care of
. all the arrangements. It was go-
ing to cost four hundred dol-
lars, which Jerry thought was
a bit steep, but Marvin insist-
ed that they go to the best man
available.

The last night before the op-
eration was frustrating for
Jerry. Even though Harriet
made love to him passionately,
several times, it seemed as if
only her body was there, as if
the rest of her was off some-
where else, far away, where he
could never go.

Harriet went to the doctor
by herself, so that nobody else
would be involved. Inside her
pocket book was a card with a
phone number on it, to be
called only in case something
went wrong. It was the number -
of Marvin’s phone. : ;

The operation took place on
Halloween afternoon. Jerry and
Marvin sat in Marvin’s tiny,
cluttered apartment, passing a
bottle of whiskey back and
forth between them, waiting for
the phone to ring and for Har-
riet to say that everything was
all taken care of.

To keep their minds off the
operation, they told jokes and
talked about women. “Did 1
ever tell you that I was mar-
ried once?” Marvin asked sud-
denly.

Jerry tried not to look sur-
prised, “No, I never knew
that.”

“It was some time ago. I was
already past thirty, but the girl
was only eighteen. She married
me partly to get away from an
unhappy family situation, and
I knew that I wouldn’t have
her forever, but I think we
made a good thing out of it,
while it lasted.”

“What was she like?”
“She was almost beautiful.
We must've looked awfully
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strange together. She was much
taller than me, for one thing.
But I was madly in love with
her; I mean really in love, I'd
have been glad to die for her
in a minute. Finally, she left—
we both knew she’d have to, be-
cause I wasn’t man enough for
her—but I never resented her
going. She gave me the happiest
days of my life, and I think I
gave her the experience of be-
ing loved unselfishly, something
few women have, even from a
man who’s inadequate.”

“Do you ever see her?” Jer-
ry asked, taking a pull from the
bottle.

“Yes, often. We never speak
much. We don’t have to—we
know.”

“And do you still love her?”

“Of course,” Marvin said.

The afternoon wore on. The
time had come when they
should already have heard.
Jerry was beginning to get a
little high, but the whiskey
didn’t seem to have much ef-
fect on Marvin.

“I wonder if something could
have happened?” Jerry asked,
pacing back and forth though
the room was small,

“Not much chance, not with
a doctor who's sanitary and
knows what he’s doing. She
wasn’t very far gone, was she?”

, “No, only about.a month.”

The phone rang about five
o’clock. It wasn’t Harriet; it
was the doctor. His words were
clipped, short and frantic. He
told them that Harriet was
dead. _

-Part of the arrangement with
the doctor had been that Jerry
would have to take care of the
body, in case anything like this
happened. “You can’t duck out
on it,” Marvin told him. “If
the doc gets caught, you know
he’ll drag us in with him.”

They drove in Marvin’s car
to a strange neighborhood
where they bought a pick and
two shovels, then to the doc-
tor’s office on the edge of town.

- The doctor was a thin, pale-
faced man with a little mous-
tache, he jerked and fidgeted
like a bird. He was playing it
cool all the way. “The dirty
linen I called you about, gen-
tlemen,” he said, pointing to a
bulky laundry bag in the cor-
ner. Jerry strained to pick the
bag up, feeling the still warm
flesh next to his back after he
slung the bag over his shoulder
and as he carried it out to the
car. The same flesh that only
the night before he had cares-
sed and desired.

Marvin drove for over an
hour, until he was a good fifty
miles from town. He drove over
back country roads, finally
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stopping in woods, on what was
hardly more than a path.

The first thing Jerry said,
since they had left town, was,
“You seem to know the country
out here real well.”

“I used to come out here on
picnics,” Marvin said, “with
my wife.”

Marvin carried the pick and
shovels back in the woods
about a hundred feet. Jerry
tollowed with the body. Once
he tripped on something and
fell down, landing partway on
the body. His hand touched
one of its breasts, and he pulled
away in horror, as if it were
a venomous snake,

They dug down about three
feet, then they opened the laun-
dry bag.

Harriet was wearing all the
clothes she’d worn when she’d
gone to the doctor. Even her
handbag was there. Except for
the disheveled condition of her
hair and clothing, she looked
very much as she might any
morning, on her way to work.
Jerry tried to tidy her up as
much as he could, running his
fingers through the thick dark
hair and smoothing out her
jacket and skirt. An orange
moon was climbing in the
sky, and by its light he could
see her gray eyes, wide open
and staring.

Suddenly he wanted to get
Harriet covered up as quickly
as possible. His first shovel of
dirt hit aer in the face, filling
her eyehollows and getting in-
to her nostrils and mouth.
After they’d shovelled all the
dirt back, they stamped down
the mound as much as they
could and covered it over with
twigs and pine needles.

Jerry looked up at the moon
—there seemed to be a face in
it, grinning at him. “It’s Hallo-
ween,” he said.

About halfway to town they
drove off on another dirt road
and ditched the pick and shov-
els. Most of the way home,
Jerry thought about Harriet,
For the first time in his life he
really missed someone, and he
wished that she were still alive
and back with him. But most
of all, perhaps, he wanted to
know her secret that he had
known only as a quality, an
aura. Finally, he thought about
Marvin and remembered how
much he owed him.

“You really shouldn’t have
done it,” he said. “Do you
know what can happen to you
if they find out?”

Marvin shrugged his shoul-
ders. “Look at me. It doesn’t
make much difference to a guy
like me whether he’s in jail or
out. I might as well help out a
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buddy when he needs it, be-

cause there isn’t much I can do
for myself.”

A while later he said, “Look,
somebody’s going to report her
missing sooner or later, and
you’d better figure out an alibi.
They’ll find out you were liv-
ing together.”

“Yeah. I was figuring on go-
ing home, anyhow. I'll say we
had a fight and she took off
for her mother’s or someplace,
so I left the next day, since it
was her house and all.” Jerry
shook his head sadly. “Man, I
wish it hadn’t happened. You
know, last night I was just
about to ask her to forget the
operation and all and marry
me, but I chickened out, for
some reason. Now I feel like a
murderer!”

“Look,” Marvin said, “the
doc explained it was something
about the way she was con-
structed. She probably would’ve
died anyway, if she’d had the
kid. Nothing lasts forever any-
how—four months, four years.
What does it matter in the end?
Take my advice and have a few
drinks. Then try to get some
sleep.”

“Won’t you come in and have
a few shots?” Jerry asked
when they pulled up in front
of Harriet’s duplex.

“Golly, I hate to beg off,”

Marvin said, “but I’'m really
beat. Besides, I've got a couple
letters to write.”

“Okay,” Jerry said. “Look,
Marv. Thanks. Thanks a hell
of a lot!”

“Don’t mention it.” Then, as
he drove away, Marvin called
back, “Happy Halloween!”

While he sat alone, drinking
whiskey from a bottle, the fact
that it was Halloween began to
bother Jerry. “I’ve got to watch
myself,” he thought. “I can’t
let a holiday connected with a
lot of superstitions get my
goat.” He could hear the kids
running around through the
neighborhood, hooting and
making a racket generally, and
after awhile they came and
knocked on his door. There
were three of them, covered
with sheets to make them look
like ghosts. standing on the
porch. He gave them a dollar
bill and told them to go away.

After that he sat in the bed-
room, drinking from the bottle.
Several times kids knocked on
his door, but he ignored them.
Then he must have dozed off,
because he suddenly sat up
with a start, covered with
sweat. He had been dreaming
that Harriet was coming to get
him, walking blindly with her
eye—hollows full of dirt and
with dirt trailing from her
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mouth and nostrils. He shook
his head to try to snap himself

back to reality and reached for

the bottle; then he heard it.
There was a knocking, just as
he’d dreamed, slow and delib-
erate! He sat there; his hand
trembled as he gulped down a
slug of whiskey. “Those damn
kids!” he said.

But there was something
about this knocking that was
different from the way the kids
had knocked. It continued with
 the same measured sonority,
with a hypnotic insistence that
at last drew Jerry from his
chair and to the door. He
opened the door a crack and
squinted out, but he could see

nothing. ‘““Maybe they went

away,” he thought.

Then he opened the door
wider, and he started back with
a gasp, beads of sweat break-
ing out on his white forehead.

There was a girl standing
there in front of him, leaning
slightly foreward. It was Harri-
et. But her face was clear—all
the dirt had been washed from
her eyes and mouth and nos-
trils and brushed from her hair
and clothes. Her gray eyes were
wide open and staring straight
at him, but now they were the

gray of lead. She smiled at him,
and her personal secret was still
there in the eyes and smile.
Her hand dropped slowly along
the doer and teuched him on
the shoulder, and they stood
that way for an instant. Jerry
screamed then, and the body
that had been prepped against
his door toppled over on top
of him, bearing him to the floor
with it,

Afterwards, the neighbors
remembered hearing the
scream, but at the time they
thought it was the kids, play-
ing some sort of Halloween
prank. When they finally found
him the next morning, he was
sitting on the floor with the
corpse, staring vacantly around
with his blue eyes, muttering
things which nobody could un-
derstand and drooling like a
baby.

In the course of the investi-
gation, the police questioned
Jerry’s friends, including Mar-
vin, “Did you know the girl?”
they asked him.

He answered impatiently.
“Of course I did. She was my
ex-wife.”

000,
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eJohn Trainor lived along the
river on the fringe of the town.
From the shoulder of Canal
Street, where a mail box bore
his name, six wooden steps
dropped down to a narrow path
which curved through a group-
ing of lilac bushes, some small
dogwoods and tall uncut grass.
At the end of this path was the
small one-room cabin of rustic
design which, being an artist,
he called his studio.

Suddenly awakening from a
light sleep, he listened for a
sound. There was nothing. He
held his breath, but the dark
room was heavy with silence.
Raising himself on one elbow,
he trained his eyes on the black
area near the door. He had the
feeling that someone was in the
room. It was a strange premo-
nition, and it made his heart
beat wildly.

He listened a full minute,

Trainor had scorned plenty of
women — afterwards. He should
have known this one might be
more difficult to please,

BY STUART JAMES

planning all the while what he
would do should a figure lunge
at him out of the darkness. The
room was a large rectangle. His
painting easel was at one end;
a drafting table and high stool
were along the wall. His bed
was along the opposite wall and
the single door, which he never
locked, was at one end. He
imagined that he could reach
the table and use the stool as
a weapon, switching on the
light that was there in a split-
second motion. He ran this de-
fensive plan through his mind
as he lay there in the darkness
and listened. :
Finally, he decided he had
been imagining things, and

67
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snuggled his head into the pil-
low.

But the feeling was still
there, the oppressive half-
knowledge that someone was in
the room. Then a sound broke
the silence, a slight, impercep-
tible sound of a foot scraping
against a board, His muscles
constricted. Undeniably,
someone was in the room. His
eyes riveted to the space near
the door, he imagined the
shadowy bulk of a standing
figure.

The instant he decided to
act, he leaped from the bed
and made a lunge across the
room for the high stool and the
light switch. \

“Don’t turn on the light!”

He stopped, his hand on the
switch. It was a female voice,
soft, but desperate, a voice
vaguely familiar,

- “Don’t turn on the light!”
she repeated, her identity still
shrouded by the darkness.

“Who is it?” he asked, a
tinge of anger mixed with re-
lief in his voice.

“Betty,” she answered.

“Betty?” .

“Betty Weinmer.”

“Oh,” he said, placing her
voice now. “Why don’t you
want the light on?”

“I—I just don’t.”

He walked across the room
and sat on the edge of the bed.
She stepped away from the wall
and he could see her now, after
a fashion. “What the hell are
you doing here?” he asked.

“I wanted to see you,” she
answered.

“You see me everyday,” he
said, “Every morning at the
coffee shop.”

“That’s different,” she said,
a note of nervousness to her,
voice. She sat on the bed.

John Trainor noted the odor
of whiskey. “You’'ve been
drinking,” he said,

“Just a little. I was afraid
to come here. I had planned it,
but I needed something to—
to...” She did not finish.

“Ill be damned,” John
Trainor said, the words com-
ing on the crest of a laugh.

“Don’t laugh,” she said, her
voice tight, “Please don’t laugh.
You don’t know how hard this
is.”

“I'm not really laughing,”
he said soberly. “It’s just that
it’s—well, it’s odd. You know,
your coming here this time of
night.”

She didn’t answer, Well, he
thought, this beats all, Never
more than a “good morning” or
a smile to this girl and she
turns up here in the dark, full
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of whiskey and aching to get
into bed with him. But he was
not surprised. Women—of all
shapes and sizes—came to him,
and he often expounded on this
fact, pointing out that most
women, to fulfill a creative
urge, were eager to “mother” a
starving young artist.

Being an opportunist, he now
thought, Well, what the hell,
might as well make the most of
this.

“What did you want to see
me about?” he asked, amused.

“I—I just couldn’t stand it
anymore,” she muttered.

“What?” He was enjoying
her discomfiture. “I didn’t hear
you. Speak up.”

“I couldn’t stand it,”” she

blurted, a frantic pitch to her

voice. “I had to be alone with
you. I—I wanted to talk to
you.”

“Is that all?”

“Don’t torture me, I've nev-
er done anything like this be-
fore. I don’t know what—I—
Ly

His hand ran over her shoul-
der and across her back. He
felt the sudden tension in her.
He pulled her down to the bed
and kissed her. She clung to
him greedily, like a person
dying of thirst stumbling into a
stream,

Later, lying next to her, he
felt the same amusement and
revulsion he felt for all the
women who came to him,
thinking that their sounds and
utterances of passion were of
a single pattern.

“You won’t even look at me
tomorrow,” she said.

“What are you talking
about?” he said, knowing what
was coming next, the self-pity,
wishing that she'd shut her
mouth and leave.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “To-
morrow you won’t want to be
seen with me, You can get any-
one you want. You won’t want
to even talk to me.” :

“That’s not true,” he said,
feeling anger because of the
truth of her statement.

“But why should you?” she
went on. “Nobody does. I'm
just Betty, that they smile at.”

“Oh, come on,” he said,
“You’re just imagining all this.
Everyone likes you.”

“Oh sure,” she said, “But
they don’t want to take me out,
to be seen with me, They don’t
mind me for this sort of thing.
Just so long as nobody sees
them.”

“You're wrong,” he lied,
hoping to end the discussion.
“You just imagine this. ¥ don’t
feel that way at all.”
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“You don’t?” she said hope-
fully. :

“Of course not. What kind o
a person do you think I am?”

“You’ll take me out?” she
asked, turning te face him. “Go
dancing er something, or to a
movie?”

“Why not?” he said, ready
to say anything to shut her up.

“Tomorrow night,” she said,
excited, “I’'ll pick you up.”

“Well,” he said, “I'm afraid
I’m short of cash this week and
I___”

“T have money!”

“Well. . .I1.. .look, let’s talk
about it tomorrow. It’s late as
hell now. You better go on
home and I'll see you tomor-
row.”

She was silent for a long
moment. “You don’t want to,”
she said quietly,

“Sure I want to, but it’s
late. I have to get some sleep.

We’'ll talk about it tomorrow.”

She leaned over the side of
the bed, groped for her hand-
bag. Her hand rummaged in-
side the large leather bag,

Now she has to primp and
comb her hair, he thought.
Why the hell can’t she just go
and do that at home?

She rolled back to her side,
facing him. “Good-bye,” she
said softly. He didn’t answer.
She slid over until her body
covered him. “You’re like all
the rest,” she said.

The sharp pain in his chest
brought a choked gasp to his
throat. He grasped her shoul-
ders, tried to push her away,
but the weight of her two-hun-
dred pounds pushed the long
blade of the hunting knife in
to its hilt.

DRINK AND BARE IT

A Dallas husband complained in a divorce court
that his wife drank too much.
She had to drink, the wife told the judge, to keep

Jrom being embarrassed.

Her spouse, a nudist, insisted she attend the

nudist meetings with him,



Either the cops or Marcus would get him. This was the

only play he could make.

"Whe clock over the cigar coun-
ter indicated that it was 10:12.
Luke glanced at it as he walked
through the lobby of the Borg
Building and approached the
elevators, His finger had
scarcely touched the up button
outside the first car, when the
doors slid back. Five people got

out and hurried into the lobby.

Luke waited for them to pass,
then stepped in., An elderly

woman with a silver fox piece

over her shoulder entered be-
hind him.

“Thirteen,” she told the op-
erator, a pimply-faced youth in
a maroon uniform.

“Same,” said Luke,
teen.”

‘After a moment’s wmt the
boy slid the outer door and the
inner grill shut. The car shot
upwards. Luke noticed that his
palms were moist. He was nerv-
ous, but not afraid. More ex-
hilarated than anything else.

The elevator stopped

“Thir-

smoothly at the thirteenth
floor. Luke let the woman pre-
cede him into the hall and fol-
lowed her down it, She entered
a door on the left. Luke con-
tinued and stopped at the last

door on the right. Black letters

on its frosted pane spelled J.
Howard Hamjlton Attorney at
Law.

After opening the door, Luke
closed it with care behind him
and waded across thick red car-
peting toward the receptionist,
a pale, blonde. There was no
one else in the room,

“My name is Falrchxld

- Roger Fairchild.” Luke’s voice

was a precise, low monotone. “I
have an appointment.”

The blonde smiled and
showed polished teeth between
carefully rouged lips. “Yes,
Mr. Fairchild,” she said, “Mr,
Hamilton is busy at the mo-
ment. He will see you in just
a few minutes. Won’t you sit
down?”

BY CHARLES DIXON

luke’s last play |
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Luke’s appointment was for
10:15. He had timed his en-
trance almost to the second and
didn’t like the idea of waiting.
He thought of a sarcastic re-
mark, but didn’t say it—or
anything, Instead, he sat down
in a plush armchair and picked
up a magazine from the table
beside it. He hadn’t removed
his hat. Its blue brim was low
over his eyes.

At 10:21 a door marked Pri-
vate opened. A short, heavy
man carrying a small tool kit
came through the room, Luke
watched him over the top of
the magazine, saw him go out
the door to the hall.

The blonde clicked a switch
on her desk, “Mr. Fairchild to
see you, sir.” She clicked it
again and told Luke “You may
go in now.”

Luke dropped the magazine
back onto the table as he arose.
He entered the door the heavy-
set man had just come out of
and closed it softly. The deep
red carpeting was here, too.
Luke stood just inside the room
and flicked his glance quickly
about it, never losing sight of
its sole occupant.

He walked toward the desk
in the center of the room under
the windows. His footsteps
were inaudible. The man be-

hind the desk dropped the pa-
per he was studying into a wire
basket. He looked up at Luke,
fixed a smile on his face, and
started to speak.

Luke cut him off. “Are you
J. Howard Hamilton, attorney
at law, once known as Joe the
Fix?”

The lawyer’s smile seeped
back into his face. His hands
gripped the desk edge. Luke
saw a ruby ring on the right
hand’s little finger, And he saw
the man’s fright. '

“I said, are you Hamilton?”

Dark veins stood out in bas-
relief at the lawyer’s temple.
He nodded hesitantly.

Luke’s right hand slipped be-
neath his coat and closed on
the grip of the .45. He thumbed
down its safety catch as he
withdrew it from the holster.
He felt cool, detached, as he
moved the gun so that it was on
a line with the attorney’s head.

Hamilton’s mouth was open.
Fear made a strained, hali-
choking sound deep in his
throat.

“Compliments of Mr. Mar-
cus,” said Luke. He pulled the
trigger,

The slug caught the lawyer
in the left eye. Its force turned
the swivel chair halfway

around. Hamilton slipped from
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the chair, and a brighter red
spilled from the wound onto
the red carpet.

Luke’s ears hummed, the
lingering effect of the explo-
sion. Cordite fumes burned his
nostrils. He reholstered the
45 and started for the door.
The receptionist opened it just
as he reached it, almost ran
into him. She was wide-eyed,
so pale now that her lipstick
was startlingly bright. Luke hit
her with a chopping right to the
jaw. Her head snapped to one
side. The blow bounced her off
the door jamb, before she hit
the floor. He hoped he hadn’t
killed her, ,

Luke walked into the empty
reception room, through the
outer door and into the hall.
The woman in the fur was just
leaving the office up the hall.
She appeared calm; she was
obviously unaware of the shoot-
ing. Luke followed her to the
elevators. She was pressing the
button when he got there. The
floor indicator showed the ele-
vator to be at the twenty-fifth
floor, :

Luke looked back down the
hall. A door across from Hamil-
ton’s office opened. A girl in
nurses garb walked across the
hall. Luke glanced at the indi-
cator. It pointed to 22. The girl

3

had opened the door and was
peering into the reception
room. The pointer moved to
19...18, and stopped. The
nurse had gone into the recep-
tion room. The elevator was
still at the eighteenth floor.
Luke felt the sweat on his
shoulders turn cold. His teeth
clamped tightly together. He
wanted to yank out the .45, but
knew he shouldn’t. The woman
moved restlessly, adjusted her

fur piece to be doing some- -

thing. The nurse hadn’t come
out of the office yet. The point-
er began to move again, 17...
16...15, and halted.

There was a scream, pierc-
ingly shrill, at the far end of
the hall. The sound angered
Luke, caused him to twist
about, looking for some means
of escape. The woman in the
fur piece was asking him, stu-
pidly, if that hadn’t been a
scream. She took hesitant steps
down the hall. Luke cursed
softly and went for the gun.
But he heard the elevator doors
open behind him and hurried-
ly entered the car.

The elevator started down.
Luke became aware of his fast,
hard breathing, and tried to
slow it down. The car was
crowded. He tugged at his hat
brim, wanting concealment,

-~
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and noticed his hands were
shaking. The elevator stopped
at nine; ‘a man got in. Again
at four; two women. It reached
the lobby.

Luke walked quickly to the
revolving doors. The cigar
counter clock said 10:24. Luke
was on the sidewalk. He felt
like running, but controlled his
pace, kept it at a brisk walk.
He passed the bank that was a
block from the Borg Building.
He turned the corner as the
bank clock chimed 10:30.
Half a block down Twelfth
Street, Luke stopped, opened
the curb side door of a black
1950 Ford Coupe, and slid in-
side. As he pulled away, the
parking meter showed twenty
minutes parking time remained.

Luke edged the Ford into the
thick mid-morning traffic. He
made three green lights in a
row and knew he was in the
clear. He relaxed a little and lit
a cigarette, It had been close,
closer than ever before, and
Luke had killed seven prior to
this one.

Luke pulled onto the free-

way and accelerated. He told
himself that this one had been
too damn close. He wondered
what had made the nurse go
into Hamilton’s office? Surely,
she couldn’t have heard much

noise from the shot through
two closed doors.

Luke let out a sigh. Well,
Marcus would be happy. Ham-
ilton or Joe the Fix had worked
for Marcus long before Luke
came into the organization. He
had gotten smart early and
quit Marcus. Now he was, or
had been, one of the biggest
lawyers in  the East. He
thought he’d covered his past
pretty well, but not well
enough for the F.B.I. He'd
ben subpoenoed to testify be-
fore a crime commission board.
Marcus was afraid of what he
might remember, and so Luke
had made it number eight.

Luke slowed for a school
zone, and smiled at the kids
on the playground. He loved
kids. Maybe he should have
gotten married. He was able to
support three wives on what
Marcus paid him, but they

‘might have wondered where the

dough came from, and he
couldn’t have told them. Mar-
cus wouldn’t like his getting
married anyway.

He had worked for Marcus
since 1940. After three years
in the army, he’d come back
hard and cynical, just the guy
Marcus needed in his push to
the top. He had become Mar-
cus’ personal gun, a relation-
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ship known enly to the two of
them. The going had been fast
and tough the first few years.
Neow that Marcus was up there,
Luke’s work was very occa-
sional. Hamilton was the first
in three years.

Luke turned off the freeway
onto Baxter Boulevard, drove
six blocks and into the drive-
way of a modern, white stucco
house. He put the car in the
garage, and went into the house
through the back door. He
paused in the kitchen long
enough to mix himself a drink,
half Harpers, half water. In the
living room, he threw off his
coat and hat, loosened his tie,
turned on the radio, and sat
down.

The disc jockey was spinning
“Old Black Magic.” Luke liked
that number. He lit a cigarette
and really relaxed, sipping the
highball leisurely. The record
came to a rhythmic close.
Somebody extolled the virtues
of Sea Gull Soap. Then “Sep-
tember Song” started: “When
the autumn weather turns the
leaves to flame, one hasn’t—.”
The music faded and quit al-
together. '

“We interrupt this program
to bring you a special news bul-
letin. J. Howard Hamilton,
prominent local attorney, was

shot and killed in his downtown
office this merning by an un-
known gunman, The enly pos-
sible eye witness, Miss Mildred
Burgess, Hamilten’s secretary,
was found uncenscieus in the
office. She was rushed to Mer-
cy Hespital. Police as yet have
discovered no clues. They are
awaiting a possible description
of the killer from Miss Bur-
gess. The killing occurred
about 10:30 this morning.
More details will be broadcast
as we receive them, We return
you now to recorded music.”

Luke gulped the rest of the
drink and went into the Kkit-
chen for a refill. That radio
station was on the ball. Hamil-
ton had only been dead an
hour.

Luke sloshed whiskey into
the glass and drank it straight.
He added water to the next one
and returned with it to the
living room,

There was no more about
the Hamilton job until 12:30
newscast; then they had plen-
ty. Luke was building his
fourth drink when it came on.
He hurried back to the radio
and listened eagerly.

“The murder is only two
hours old, but police have un-
covered what may be a valu-
able clue. A search of Hamil-
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ton’s office uncovered a tape
recording machine in a filing
cabinet near the desk. The
machine was still running when
discovered. Police have taken it
to City Hall for a play back.
They believe the killer’s voice
may have been recorded. Ac-
cording to Attorney George L.
Moore, a former partner of
Hamilton’s who still has of-
fices in the Borg Building,
Hamilton made it a practice
to record conversations with
all clients because Hamilton
believed a client would talk
more freely if he didn’t think
his words were being written
down, The victim’s secretary,
Mildred Burgess, is reported
still unconscious at Mercy
Hospital. Police are hopeful
that she—"

Luke switched off the radio.
He lit a cigarette and paced
up and down the room for a
short time. Then he walked
into the bedroom and took the
shoulder holster and gun from
where he had hung them, be-
hind the clothes in the closet.
He next opened a dresser
drawer and extracted a small
.32 automatic, He put the hol-
ster on and cinched it tight,
returned to the living room and
put on his hat and coat. Slip-
ping the .32 into his left hand

coat pocket he departed.

Marcus’ place was clear
across town, a good two hour
drive in the heavy traffic.
Luke stayed just under the
speed limit. He couldn’t afford
a speeding ticket just now. The
car radio blared popular songs
and commercials. Luke had

_just halfway to go when the

two o’clock news came on.
“There is a new develop-
ment in the Hamilton murder
which shocked the city this
morning. Mildred Burgess, the
slain attorney’s secretary, has
regained consciousness at
Mercy Hospital. She said the
murderer was wearing a blue
suit and light blue felt hat.
She ‘estimated his height to be
six feet and his weight a hun-
dred and eighty pounds. She
said the man kept his hot on
in the office. She stated fur-
ther that the murderer struck
her as he was about to leave
Hamilton’s office after the
shooting. From police head-
quarters comes the report that
ballistics experts are examin-
ing a .45 caliber shell found
on the rug near Hamilton’s
desk. Detectives would not
comment on what they had
learned from Hamilton’s tape
recording machine which had
apparently been running during
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the execution of the crime.
They said that—"

Of course, thought Luke,
the cops aren’t going to spread
around what must be on that
tape, Not until they put the
arm on Marcus. He had to see
Marcus before they did. The
cops very possibly wouldn’t
know where to find him. Mar-
cus had four or five places
around town, but he only came
to this particular one when
something big was up or the
heat was on. He always went
there when Luke worked, and
so he’d be sure to be there
now,

The address was 8112 North
Devon. Luke passed by it and
didn’t see any cars that looked
like police. He parked a half
block from the house. He sat
there for a moment, letting the
engine idle while he used the
rear-view mirror. There was
no activity around Marcus.
He turned off the ignition and
got out. The dashboard clock
read 2:45.

Luke was sweating again as
he walked back down the
street toward Marcus’. His
stomach was tight, knotted
hard. He thought of going back
to the car, He could go to Cal-
ifornia or Canada or Mexico,

but he knew he really couldn’t.

Either the cops or Marcus
would get him sooner or later.
This was the only play he
could make; his only chance.
He stepped onto the porch 'of
Marcus’ neat brick house and
pushed the buzzer.

The door opened on the sec-
cond buzz, “Hello, Luke, come
in.”

“Hello, Reese,” said Luke
and walked by the bodyguard
and into the hiving room.

Felder sat at the dining
room table holding some cards
in his band. A filled shoulder
holster hung from the back of
his chair. Reese had a coat on
and Luke looked for the bulge
under his left arm, He saw it.
Both Reese and Felder were
bodyguards.

“Hi, Luke, said Felder.
“Just having a game of gin,
but we’ll stop and play some
three hand stud if you want.”

“Maybe later. Where’s
Marcus?” :
“He’s in the den,” said

Reese, “He went in about ten
minutes ago to listen to that
seem-phony that comes on at
2:30. You know how he is
about that longhair stuff. He
probably don’t want to be
bothered.”

“He’ll see me,” said Luke.

Reese - shrugged. Nobody
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knew what Luke did, but the
boss kept him around and
seemed to like him, He seemed
a tough boy and therefore no-
body tried to step on him. “So
he’ll see yuh,” Reese said, and
sat down opposite Felder.

Luke walked out of the liv-
ing room, across a narrow hall-
way that led to the bedooms,
and stopped at a door, behind
which he could hear faint mu-
sic, He knocked.

“Come in, geddamn it. It
better be important.”

Luke opened the door,
walked through, and closed it
behind him, “It’s important all
right,” he said.

“Marcus sat in an uphol-
stered chair, with his back to
the door, Though thin to the
point of emaciation, he had a
ruddy complexion. The radio
stood right in front of him. He
half turned in the chair and
looked at Luke. He reached
over and snapped off the music.
“Oh, it’s you, Luke.” ,

Luke walked over and stood
by the big cabinet model, fac-
ing Marcus. “Been listening
Iong?” he asked.

“I heard the news if that’s
what you mean. Nice going.
But why’d you do it in his
office in the middle of the
day?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I just
felt like it.”

“All right. Don’t get in an
uproar. You got away clean;
that’s the main thing. They’ll
never trace that slug to you,
and you didn’t let that dame
get a good look at your kisser.
So what do we got to worry?”

It isn’t the slug or the dame
I’m worried about,” Luke said.
“It’s the tape recording.” Luke
slipped his left hand into his
coat pocket. “I mentioned

your name ‘“Marcus,” just be-

fore I shot him.”

“You what!”

“That’s right, Marcus. The
cops have your name on that
recording, punctuated by a
gun shot. They’re probably
looking for you right now, and
when they find you, they’ll put
you under the bright lights and
sweat you. You been lucky so
far, Marcus, that you’ve never
been grilled, Somehow I don’t
think you’re built to stand up
under it.”

With his right hand Luke
turned the radio back on, vol-
ume low. “The way I see it,
Marcus, you’re through. Either
way you look at it. If the cops
get you, you’ll talk and we’ll
both fry. This way you go
alone.”

Marcus shook a bony hand
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before him, in a gesture of
pleading and desperation.
“Wait a minute, Luke boy.
You'’ve got it figured wrong.
That’s circumstantial evidence.
They can’t get me; I've got
connections. I won’t talk, I
swear it!”

Luke shook his head. “Sor-
ry.” He turned the radio up
high, very high. With that
much volume, the Stravinski
sounded like a boiler works
gone mad. Marcus lunged
from his chair at Luke, but
Luke neatly sidestepped the
charge. The loud music
stopped abruptly, for Luke’s
foot had struck the radio plug,
loosening it. Marcus was run-
ning for the door. Luke
squeezed the .32 twice. The
slugs ripped into Marcus’ back.
He fell headlong, reaching, but
life had got away from him,

Luke looked around the
room. No windows. He yanked
the .45 from its holster and ran
to the door, skirting Marcus’
body. Reese was coming to-
ward him from the living room,
tugging ‘his gun from his coat.
Luke fired the .45 and spun
Reese back across the hallway.
Luke then ran on into the liv-
ing room. :

Felder’s gun barked twice.
Luke dropped the .32 from his

left hand as he fell to his knees.
Felder rushed him, still shoot-
ing, Luke fired three more
times and Felder stopped
short, crashed into the dining
reom table in the course of go-
ing down.

Luke crawled on his knees
and one hand across the room,
still holding onto the .45. He
left a trail of blood on the rug.

Though he reached the door,
Luke hadn’t the strength left
to open it. He swayed, lost his
grip on the knob, and dropped
to the floor, The living room
clock chimed three times.

“Good evening. This is Herb
Brown bringing you the six
P.M. edition of the news. The
Hamilton murder case was
wrapped up tonight less than
eight hours after the killing oc-
curred, Police, called by neigh-
bors to 8112 North Devon Ave-
nue this afternoon, found the
bullet riddled bodies of four
men. Forty-five caliber shells
found at the scene matched the
shell found in Hamilton’s of-
fice. The body of one of the
dead men has been identified
as that of Hamilton’s murderer
by a Borg Building elevator og»
erator and by a woman who
rode up to Hamilton’s floor
with the killer. Identification
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in the man’s wallet indicated mar, Hamilton had called his
that he was Earl Luke. One of shop early this morning saying
the bodies was that of Larry his machine was jammed. Jack-
Marcus, alleged labor rack- son was just leaving Hamilton’s
eteer. Authorities theorized office when the killer arrived.
that the Hamilton murder may He told police that he repaired
~have touched off a feud within the machine and when he left
the gang, the office the tape on it was
“In winding up the case, po- running back to the first spool.
lice disclosed that the tape re- At the time of the murder, the
cording-clue, on which so much machine was erasing and not
store had been set, turned out recording.”
to be a dud. According to Clay
Jackson, an electronics repair- N N

THIEF IN DISTRESS

When Det. Sgt. Charles D. Grant of Norfolk,
Virginia answered the phone he could hardly be-
lieve what he heard.

The man on the other end had a complaint. He
had cut his hand while breaking into a store and
wanted medical attention.

MISSING BOX

Larchmont, New York police are puzzled. What
would anyone want with a large “pick-up relay”
mail box?

Postman Ralph Anton reported the loss when he
arrived at a corner to pick up a load of mail and
found the box was not there. He called police.
They checked, agreed—it wasn’t there. No one

knows who would want it—and police haven’t
found it



She mashed the cigarette in a
glass ash tray, looked at her
wristwatch. She went to the
record player, switched a key,
and Frank Sinatra sang, Love
and Marriage.

She heard the door open and
close. She whirled around.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you.”

“Yes.” A boy stood there, in
pajamas and robe. “I couldn’t
sleep.”

“Go back to bed and try.”

“I don’t want to sleep.”

She clenched her fists and
advanced toward him. “You
should listen to your mother. I
said go back to bed.”

“All right,” he said huskily.,
“But I won’t sleep.”

He turned and went out.
She looked at her wrist-
watch. She turned off the rec-

ord player. She was jumpy and
she knew it.

Another twenty minutes
passed before the front door

bell rang. She ran to open it.

Tom Gordon was young,
dark, and very handsome.
“Hello.” His teeth were even
and white.

“Come on in.”

She stepped aside as he en-

tered. She shut and locked the

" door,

They went into the living
room. “A drink?” she said.

“Don’t mind if I do.”

She built two drinks, gave
him one. They sat on a divan
and drank. She smelled of jas-
mine,

There was a piano near a
corner of the room and there
was a framed picture on top of
it. “Who’s that?” the young
man asked.

“My late husband,” Sally
French said. “I also have a
son. He’s ten years old and his
name is Mark., What else is
there? Oh, yes, I'm thirty-one

the
long
wait

ARNOLD |
MARMOR

Why talk about her husband and his accidental,
death? The man on the couch was alive!
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and a real blonde. I can’t cook
but I make good coffee. Would
you like a cup?”

“No.” He grinned at her.

His eyes swept over her. Her
full breasts, her slim waist, the
round knees that showed un-
der the hem of her dress, “You
must be well off. This is a
beautiful apartment. Rich look-
ing.”

“My husband left a lot of
insurance. It was very thought-
ful of him, don’t you think?”

“Do we have to talk about
him?” The young man inched
toward her. “There are other
things to talk about.”

“Like what?” She smiled
and put up her face so that her
lips were available.

He took full advantage of
the opening and kissed her
thoroughly.

“Let me catch my breath,”
she said, after a good three
minutes went by.

‘“Listen, is there a chance the
kid might barge in? You know
what I mean.”

“He’ll stay in his room,” she

said. “He’s probably asleep, I
don’t have any trouble with
him.” -

“That’s good. I'd hate to be
interrupted.” He pulled her to
him, kissed her neck. “You
sniell damn good.” He fumbled

at the buttons of her dress.

“Not here.”

“Where then?”

“Come with me.” She got up,
took the glasses and the bottle
with her. She led the way into
her bedroom.

“This is more like it,” he
said,

“Anything to please.” She
came into his arms. Willingly,
eagerly, hotly.

Later, they smoked ciga-
rettes and talked.

His eyes admired her naked
body. Her skin was firm and_
white,

“How about spending the
weekend with me?” he said.

. “T’ve got a place in Farming-

dale.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think too long. We
were made for each other.”

“Were we? You’ll tire soon
enough.”

“Hey, don’t say that.”

“It’s all right.” She laughed
softly. “If you don’t, I will. Af-
fairs like this don’t last for-
ever.”

“'m glad you’re not the
clinging type.”

“I’d hate to settle down
again with one man. I had
enough of that.” ;

“What happened to the hub-
by?” 7
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“An accident. He shot him-
self while huniing. But let’s
not talk about it. There are
other things to talk about. Like
us, for instance.”

“But let’s not talk about it.
There are other things to talk
about. Like us, for instance.”

“Good enough.” He snaked
his arms around her waist. He
kissed her mouth. He got her
worked up, then he let her pull
him down.. .

She got off the bed later. She
put on a robe. He lay there
sleeping.

She went into the 11vmg room
for a fresh bottle. She put ice
~ in a glass and filled it with
Scotch. She turned on the rec-

ord player, Her body relaxed .

on the divan. She drank Scotch
and listened to Brahms.

Mark had kept to his own
room. She wondered if he knew
what was going on. He wasn’t
dumb. He was far advanced for
his young years. Sometimes she
felt that he knew too much.

A shot rang out, jerking her
to her feet. She ran into her
bedroom. She still had the glass
in her hand and hquor spilled
as she ran,

Mark was there. He grinned
at her. He was in his pajamas.

She looked toward the bed.

There was a bullet hole in

Tom Gordon’s forehead.
“My God!” Sally French

screamed, “What have you
done?”
“I shot him,” Mark said.

“With your gun. I threw it out
the window.”

“Are you crazy?” She was
terrified.

“I shot him the same way
you shot my father,” Mark
said. “I knew you killed him.
But I couldn’t prove it. Well,
this way is just as good.” His
thin body was stiff with hate.
“They’ll say you did it. They’ll
find your gun and they’ll say
you did it, I wiped off the fin-
gerprints and threw it out the
window. I'll say I saw you kill
him.”

“You little bastard. You’ll
never get away with a thing
like that.” Her face, eyes, were
frightened.

“What can you tell them?
That I did it?” His face was
very wise, “They’d laugh at
you. I'm ten years old. How
could I do a thing like that?”
He looked at the dead man. “I
was waiting for a chance like
this. Ever since you killed
dad.” He looked at his mother,
“I knew I wouldn’t have to
wait long.”



He knew where Ives and Annie were, and what they
were doing. They'd be sorry!

¢*Crenshaw, your fly is open
againl”

Aaron Crenshaw’s yellow
parchment hands went auto-
matically to his crotch, feeling
for the buttons. He knew be-
fore his hands stopped their
downward motion he should
bave waited, but it was too

office
killer

BY
RICHARD
HARDWICK

late, The giggling had begun
and he felt the eyes on him and
heard Ives’ gurgling roar as
Ives bent double with laughter
and punched Annie, the switch-
board girl, in the ribs with a
meaty forefinger. The rest just
giggled—Maybelle and Vie and
Bess, the three stenos—and the
new file girl stood there with a
self-conscious toothy mouth
braying like a jackass. It was
Ives, the office manager, and

Annie who laughed the loudest 2

and the longest.

84
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Old Crenshaw just sat there,
his hands still fumbling for the
buttons that had never been
unbuttoned, feeling the flush in
his face and the tingly sensa-
tion that brought tears to his
eyes. Two of the stenos turned
away in embarrassment for
him; but Ives, when he finally
recovered from his convulsion,
managed to pull his face into a
pseudo-serious attitude and
growled at Crenshaw, “Where
do you think you are? Quit
that and get back to work—
there’s ladies present.”

The meaning didn’t sink in
for a moment and Ives stood
there fighting to keep a straight
face, until what he’d said hit
Crenshaw who then jerked his
hands away, pushing them for-
ward on his desk., The ancient
hands knocked the ink bottle
from its stand and the black
liquid ran over a stack of pa-
pers and began dripping on the
floor. Ives sounded as though
he would not recover from this.
His face was purple and he
was bellowing like a Brahma
bull. Annie slapped him on the
back as hard as she could,
which wasn’t very hard be-
cause she was almost in hyster-
ics herself. The others were all
looking away now and trying
to busy themselves to hide

their own embarrassment.

Aaron Crenshaw felt the
tears streaming up to his tired
eyes and he quickly turned and
faced the window, The pigeons
were pacing back and forth be-
yond the cold pane-of glass on
the stone ledge. The laughter
faded as if passing into a vac-
uum. It sounded hollow—dis-
tant—eons and light years
away as Aaron began talking to
the pigeons.

Aaron didn’t talk to the pi-
geons with his voice. If he
talked to them that way they
could never answer. He talked
to them with his mind and that
way they talked back. They
were his friends, his only
friends. They never made fun
of him or ridiculed him; he
wished that he was one of tzem.

“You better clean up that
mess, old man, before Mr.
Adams comes in.” Crenshaw
looked around and Annie was
standing beside his desk.
“Didn’t you hear me calling
you? What’s the matter, you
flipped your trolley?” She
dropped a piece of paper on his
desk and, loosening the top but-
ton of her blouse, poked a hand
inside and began adjusting her
left breast. “Call this number.
I think it’s something about
the Mason account.” '
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Aaron was staring at the
movement beneath Annie’s
blouse where her hand was still
adjusting. A smile slowly
spread over her face as she no-
ticed him. “Don’t tell me
there’s still some fire in the old
furnace! I'd give a week’s pay
to see—" At that moment Mr,
Adams walked in and Annie
quickly withdrew her hand and
walked composedly back to her
switchboard.

Aaron reached in the bottom
drawer of his desk and, taking
out the dust rag he kept there,
began mopping up the inky
mess. Some of the papers were
ruined.

But he was still looking at
Annie. Then he began to speak
to the dirty gray pigeon that
was stalking his window ledge
like. an expectant father, “I
know about her. Yes, she can
say all she wants trying to
taunt me, but I know about her
and Ives.” The pigeon asked
him what he knew about her
and Ives and he answered,
“T’ve seen them hang around
here plenty when the rest of us
go out to lunch. I know what
they do and I know where they
do it.” He chuckled under his
breath, “I saw them once! Yes-
sir, I came back early just for
that reason and I saw them!”

The pigeon lost interest, be-
cause pigeens aren’t interested
in anything but eating and lay-
ing eggs, and flew away.

“Crenshaw!” Ives bawled
across the reem. “Have you
made up that Regers report?”

“I haven’t had sufficient
time yet, Mr. Ives,” Crenshaw
answered,

“What did wyou say?” he
bawled.

He heard me. I know he
heard me. He wants to humble
me before the others. Aaron’s
head spun slightly. He gripped
the edge of the desk and then
he looked at the desk as if see-
ing it for the first time, Thirty-
five years, and fifteen of them
at this same desk in this same
corner by this same window.
And during the last ten, Har-
low Ives had been screaming
across the room at him, making
him the butt of endless jokes
and absurdities. Before that it
was. .. Aaron couldn’t remem-
ber just then who it had been
before Ives, but there had been
someone.

The hand fell on his shoulder
with jarring effects. “Cren-
shaw, I was talking to you and
I won’t put up with your turn-
ing away when I’'m talking to
you. There are plenty of peo-
ple who would get down on
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their knees and thank me for
this job and believe me I've
thought of making a
change. ..” Ives’ voice droned
on and on and the beefy hand
gripped Aaron Crenshaw’s thin
shoulder tighter and tighter,

Aaron’s teeth rattled and his
glasses slipped off the end of
his nose and fell to the desk.
Ives was shaking him by the
shoulder like a dog shakes a
rag, “Goddam it, you creaking
old fossil, you’ll listen when I'm
talking to you or I'll know the
bejesus why!”

The girls rose from their
desks as if at a signal and Aar-
on looked up at the big clock
on the wall with the big sweep
second hand. The hands were
straight up and the second
hand bhad just crossed them. It
was lunch hour.

Ives released his grip and
walked across the room to his
desk and, sitting down, began
to shuffle through some papers
in hopes that when Mr. Adams
came out of his office he would
see that Harlow Ives was not
one to flee the office simply
because it was lunch hour, The
girls, except for Annie, had
vanished down the corridor to
the elevators before the sweep
hand reached the bottom of
that same stroke. They took

turns staying at the switch-
board during lunch and today
was Annie’s turn. :

Mr. Adams opened the door
of the inner office and stepped
from the walnut panelled room,
through the waist-high swing-
ing gate, to Ives’ desk. “The
Rogers report ready, Ives?”

“Not yet, sir. I gave it to
Crenshaw and, well. ..” Look-
ing exasperatedly towards the
old man’s desk, he held a fin-
ger close to his temple and
slowly rotated it from the
knuckle,

Aaron Crenshaw fumbled in
a desk drawer. He heard Ives
and out of the corner of his eye
he saw the finger. Ives and Mr.
Adams were both looking in his
direction and he felt the old
helplessness rise up in him. Mr.
Adams then said something in
a low voice to Ives, something
Aaron couldn’t overhear, and,
putting his homburg on, walked
out into the corridor,

“I knew you were listening,

Crenshaw.” Ives’ raucous voice -

bounded across the room. “I
knew you were listening and
heard what Mr. Adams said.
He wants that Rogers report
and you’re not going to get me
in hot water just because' Mr.
Adams wants to keep you
around for old time’s sake!”
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“But Mr. Ives, you only
gave me the assignment this
moining...no...1 mean yes-
terday...” Crenshaw’s brow
furrowed. He couldn’t think
wien it was. Oh God, I can’t
think when he gave it to me! If
he’d just leave me alone—if
he’d just leave me alone I could
get my work done. ..

“Lunch hour or no lunch
hour, I’'ve put up with damn
near as much of your insolence
as I'm going to!” Ives was
standing over him, towering,
portentous.

“Lay offa the old guy, hon-
ey,” Annie said. “He ain’t
worth getting steamed up
about.” :

Crenshaw was walking to-
wards the office door. Another
four steps and he’d be out in
the corridor. Then he’d go to
the men’s room and then down-
stairs to the cafeteria. And he’d
eat alone and at one o’clock
come back up in the elevator
and walk down the corridor to
the office and sit down at his
desk and Ives...Ives would
start in on him again. He’d say
something to make everybody
laugh and then he’d...

Aaron Crenshaw stepped
into the corridor. Ives’ voice
followed him like a blood-
hound. “I won’t forget this,

Crenshaw! You can bet your
bottom dollar I won’t forget
this!”

“Come here, honey, Don’t let
that old—"

The men’s room door closed
on the saccharine voice of
Annie,

Aaron stepped away from
the urinal and washed his
hands. A tired, very tired. face
looked back at him from the
mirror and he ran a comb
through the thin gray hair. Be-
fore he opened the door to the
corridor, he quickly felt to
make certain his fly was but-
toned.

He went to a table by the big
front window and unloaded the
tray. Then Aaron Crenshaw sat
down to eat, but the fork re-
mained idle beside his plate as
he looked out at the sidewalk
and street,

Crowds, bundled against the
January cold, rushed like ants
through the gray sludge. He
watched and there wasn’t a
smiling face in the crowd. Per-
haps it was too cold to smile.

The pigeons, miraculously
dodging the thousand feet and
the rumbling tires, danced
about, testing each new piece
of paper and poking about in
the sludge piles. Aaron mechan-
fcally rose from his seat and
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walked out of the cafeteria,
leaving his food untouched.

The doors closed and the el-
evator shot skyward, leaving
Aaron’s tired heart momentar-
ily a floor below.

UTenI »

Aaron got out and slowly, al-
most ' puppet-like, went down
the corridor. His feet took him
towards Adams & Associates
for the ten thousandth time, as
if they were sliding down
grooves.

The door was closed. He
stood silently outside, but no
one moved or spoke inside the
office. He knew Ives and Annie
were in there and it wasn’t like
Ives not to be talking. When
Ives wasn’t talking, it could be
only one of three things. He
was asleep; he was eating; or
he was. ..

Aaron gripped the brass
knob, turned it, and stepped
into the vacant office. The min-
ute hand on the big wall clock
was pointing at the floor. He
went into the room almost like
a stranger, hesitantly, self-con-
sciously. One of the fluorescent
tubes was flickering and buzz-
ing overhead as Aaron walked
down the little aisle to his desk
by the window. He took a small

per bag from the upper right

drawer and opened the

window very slightly. A whis-
tling blast of frigid air flooded
over him, His face was cool as
he methodically placed little
piles of corn on the stone ledge.
The pigeons ate it as fast as he
put it out.

“I know,” he answered the
big gray bird on the end, “it’s
very cold today.” The bird ruf-
fled its feathers and pecked at
the golden kernels. Aaron put
the bag back in the drawer and
took out the long, glistening
letter opener. He ran his thumb
absently down the blade and
touched the point lightly sever-
al times,

The supply room door was
closed, but he knew the room
was occupied. He had eome
back early before, when Ives
and Annie had stayed in the of-
fice, and so he knew where they
were. Aaron turned and the
blast ruffled the straggly gray
hair at the back of his neck. It
felt as if his friends outside on
the high ledge were saying ‘go
ahead’ and were giving him a
friendly shove. The door knob
of the supply room felt damp
in his hand as he turned it,
slowly and as noiselessly as he
could. Once inside he knew
where they were, He knew they
were around behind the shelves

where the mimeograph . table
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was and he moved in that di-
rection-like an old cat.

Aaron held the letter opener
high over his head, point down,
and he was standing directly
behind them now.

“Mr. Ives.”

Ives twitched at the sound
of his name and his head came
around to stare up at the old
man. The eyes were watery and
the mouth was half open trying
to form the word ‘Crenshaw’
when the letter opener came
down, Aaron had it in both
hands now and Ives’ eyes sud-
- denly glazed over as it struck
just to the left of the spine in
the broad back.

The heavy body rolled over
as the letter opener was with-
drawn and Annie lay there, her
mouth frozen open. Her staring
eyes followed the letter opener
as it descended once more.

Aaron sat at the open win-
dow placing the kernels in lit-
tle rows watching the pigeons
peck. The minute hand on the
big wall clock was almost
straight up again and he heard
the elevator doors open down
the corridor. The babble of
voices burst out and clicking
heels echoed up and down the
corridor, Aaron raised- the win-
dow all the way and slipped his
coat on. He placed the last of
the corn on the sill.

“Now, my friends,” he said..

Maybelle was the first to
walk through the office door.
She screamed and a cloud of
pigeons rose from the open
window.

Aaron Crenshaw didn’t rise,
but he was flapping his wings
as hard as the next pigeon when
he left the high stone ledge.

THREE MEN IN A BAR

Eddie Williams told Detroit police he kad met
three men in a bar and invited them to his home to

watch television. Eddie fell asleep. His visitors must
kave liked the program real well for when the host '

awoke at 4:30 ke found that they were gone and so

was his television set.



X never met Harlan Johnson’s
wife, but she couldn’t have been
the paragon he said she was.
No woman could be.

On the other hand, Harlan
wasn’t the paragon his wife
might have thought him. I
know, because when he was
particularly disgusted with
himself, he let me have a
glimpse or two into what, he
called his “cesspool of a mind.”

According to Harlan, his
wife Janet thought he was just

- as wonderful as he thought she

was. He always gave the im-

. pression of being a little hum-

- ble because Providence had let

BY
RICHARD
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the

something as nice as Janet hap
pen te him.

George Swift spoiled the lit-
tle pink cloud Harlan lived on.
George, and Harlan’s own cess-
pool of a mind. When a man
strays frem a wife like Janet to
a cheap tramp like Sally, you
can’t put all the blame en
guy who intreduced them.

The three of us had a rather
peculiar relationship. We be-
came close enough friends to
confide our intimate thoughts
to each other, without ever get-
ting to know each other well.
We never saw each other any-
where, except at the Men’s Bar
on Forty-second Street.

What brought us together

~ originally was simply that all

three of us worked till mid-
night, and we all fell into the
habit of stopping at the Men’s
Bar for an after-work drink.
Harlan Johnson managed a
movie house just off Times

cesspool

Her one request: "“Treat me like @ Framp.

%1
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Square, George Swift worked
the four to midnight trick as
headwaiter in a restaurant fre-
quented by theatrical people,
and I worked the same trick as
a police reporter. We were all
in our early thirties, all had
been married, but Harlan was
the only one still working at it.

Probably what first drew us
together was the mutual recog-
nition that we were usually the
only fully-sober midnight cus-
tomers at the Men’s Bar. By
midnight most tavern customers
are pretty well on the way to
hangovers, but as we’d all just
gotten through work, we’d come
in cold sober.

At first it was just polite
-nods of recognition when we
met at the bar, then a little
casual conversation, finally mu-
tual introductions and a night-
ly habit of matching for drinks.
We never did reach the point
of going out together anywhere
other than the Men’s Bar.

Nevertheless, we became
pretty firm friends.

George Swift was the core of
the trio. Tall and skinny and
full of nervous energy, he al-
ways knew the latest jokes and,
because of his nightly contacts
with theatrical people, always
bad up-to-the-minute inside
dope on everything going on in
town. Harlan Johnson was a

big, blond, quiet man with
glasses, a listener rather than a
talker. As I’'m not much of a
talker myself, we spent most of
our nightly half hour together
listening to George.

That’s how we first heard of
Sally. George knew all about
her within twenty-four hours of
her appearance in town.

“Boy, have they got some-
thing hot over at the Silk and
Satin,” he announced as we
awaited our drinks.

“What’s the Silk and Satin?”
Harlan asked.

George gave him a wide-eyed
look. “You were born in this
town and never heard of the
Silk and Satin?”

I said, “It’s a cat house, Har-
lan.”

George raised a supercilious
eyebrow. “That’s like calling
the Stork Club a saloon.”

“Okay,” I said. “So it’s high-
class. What’s it got that’s so
hot?”

“A new gal. Who likes her
work.”

Both Harlan and I looked
puzzled.

“I mean really likes it,”
George explained. “Not just
puts on an act. Sally’s her
name. They say she’s insatia-
ble.” !

Our drinks arrived then, in-
terrupting the conversation. We
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matched to see who paid. I won
the honor.

After we’d all tried prelimin-
ary sips, Harlan set his drink
on the bar and regarded George
thoughtfully through his glass-
es. He asked, “What’s so
strange about a woman in that
business liking her work?”

George said, “Know anything
at all about abnormal psychol-
ogy?”

Harlan shook his head.

“Well, it takes a peculiar
psychology for a woman to be-
come a prostitute. Studies by
Kinsey and other psychologists
indicate that very few pros
have any passion at all. A large
percentage have schizo tenden-
cies. That is, they live in a
world of fantasy and have the
ability to dissociate their minds
entirely from what they’re do-
ing. Nymphos hardly ever go
into the business. They just go
around giving it away.”

While George was no dunce,
.this dissertation was g little too
glib to come from his own read-
ing. I guessed he was repeating
something he’d heard one of
his customers say. Probably
the same customer who’d told
him about Sally.

When Harlan had absorbed
this, he said, “I can see how
that would be. A prostitute

would almost have to shut her
mind to reality to be able to
live with herself. But how do
you know this woman isn’t just
putting on a good act?”

“Testimony by an expert.
Tony Severn was over to the
Silk and Satin last night.”

If Tony Severn was the
source of George’s information,

it was probably accurate, I

thought. Severn was a fading
matinee idol and a notorious
satyr. Probably ro one in town
was better qualified to judge
female passion.

“She’s not only hotter'n a
dollar pistol,” George said.
“According to Tony she’s a liv-
ing doll, and intelligent on top
of it all.”

“That’ll be the day you see
an intelligent pro,” I said.
“Now I know it’s an act.”

“No fooling,” George told
us. “Tony says her grammar is
perfect and she talks like an
educated woman. I don’t think
a put-on act would fool him.”

“I'll have to look this won-
der over,” I said. “Soon as I
save up a hundred bucks.”

“Is that what it costs?” Har-
lan asked, a little awed.

“Yeah,” George sa‘d. “But
you get a lot for your money.
All you can drink, all the time
you want with a woman, or
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even several women, if you can
handle that much. The girls
don’t rush you, because they’re
not on a percentage basis.
They’re all on straight salary;
so they don’t care whether they
amuse a dozen guys during the
evening, or just one. I think T’ll
dig into the sock for a hundred
and see how good this Sally
really is. Or maybe we could
all go over together and match
odd man to see who pays.”

“Not me,” Harlan told him.
“With a wife like Janet at
home, what do I need with that
kind of thing?”

The subject of Sally didn’t
come up again until the follow-
ing Monday. Then, shortly af-
ter we met at the bar, George
said, “Well, I squandered my
century note over the week
end. Holy smokes, what a wom-
an"’

“Sally?” Harlan asked.

George nodded. “It’s no act.
That gal enjoys every minute
of it. Cute as a button too. If
I’d met her anywhere else, but
where I did, I think I mlght
fall for her. ”

Harlan was looking at
George with a strange half-dis-
approvmg, half—eager expres-
sion. “What’s she like,
George?” he asked.

“Around twenty-five. Maybe
a little older. I never could
guess a woman’s age. Average
height. Five three or four.
Dark, wavy hair, and an abso-
lutely flawless body. Firm as a
sixteen-year-old’s, without a
sag in it. And a kind of hot,
sultry look on her face.”

“I mean, what’s she like—
you know...” Harlan’s voice

trickled off and he turned
crimson.

George look ed surprised.
“Why, Harlan, you dirty old
man!” he said with simulated
shock. “You want a vicarious
love affair, Janet will beat your
brains out if she ever reads
your mind.”

“Go to hell,” Harlan said
embarrassedly. “With a girl
like Janet, I don’t need vicari-
ous love affairs.”

I don’t think George Swift
suspected how accurately he’d
put his finger on Harlan’s men-
tal quirk when he made his
joshing remark. I discovered it
the next night when Harlan
and I met at the Men’s Bar as
usual. George wasn’t there be-
cause Sunday and Tuesday
were his nights off,

When we had our drinks,
Harlan suggested we sit in one
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of the booths because he want-
ed to talk.

After we were settled, he
fidgeted with his glass for a
time, finally said, “Pete, do you
know anything about this ab-
normal psychology George
mentioned one night?”

“Probably as much as he
does,” 1 said. “George kind of
talks off the top of his mind.
I’'ve read a couple of books.
Why?”

“I was wondering if I ought
to see a psychiatrist.”

I looked at him in surprise.
“For what? You’re the most
normal guy I know.”

“Not in my thoughts,” he
said. “Sometimes I think I have
a cesspool of a mind. I’ve been
wanting to talk this over with
someone, but I couldn’t possi-
bly tell Janet. You mind lis-
tening?”

“Of course not. Go ahead.”

“Well, you know how much
I think of Janet. I guess we
have what people call an ideal
marriage. We’re both still in
love after six years.”

“I know,” I said. “I kind
of envy you.”

“I—I suppose we have a
normal sex relationship,” he
said hesitantly. “I mean, we’re
compatible enough and all

can’t treat

that. But you know you can’t
do all the things you’d secretly
like to do with a woman you
love and respect.”

“What kind of things?”

“Well, treat her rough. I
mean, she’s your wife, and you
a wife like a
whore.”

“Why not, if you want to?”
I asked.

“Because you just can’t,”
he said impatiently. ‘“And
lately I’'ve been having mental
fantasies about other women.”

“Specific ones?” I asked.

“No. Well, yes, except 1
don’t know what she looks
like, She takes different
shapes in my mind. This Sally,
George talks about.”

“I see,” I said. “And that
bothers you?”

“It seems abnormal. Here
I’'m married to a girl I love,
yet I get tingly all over every
time I think of that common
prostitute, And I don’t even
know her.”

“If it makes you feel any
better,” I said. “I’ve had a few
fantasies about Sally myself.
And TI've never seen her
either.

“You have?” he asked, sur-
prised and a little relieved.
Then he looked discouraged
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' again. “But you’re not in love

' with another woman,”

“Look,” I said. “Mind if I
~ask you a couple of personal
-+ questions?”

- “Why no. Go ahead.”

' “What kind of early sex
training did you have? I mean,
how did you first learn boys

+and girls were different?”

He looked puzzled. “From
“the other kids, I guess. Don’t
- most people?” :

“Yes. unfortunately. Com-
plete with giggles and the sug-
cestion that there’s something
dirty and nasty about a com-
pletely natural function. Ever
get a sex lecture from your
parents?”

He thought back. “Dad
' talked to me once or twice.
Mainly in an attempt to scare
me into behaving, I think.
They were moral lectures rath-
er than information sessions.”

“That’s average,” I said a
little bitterly. “I got the same
deal from my dad. You’re just
a normal product of the times.
As a kid, you had it pounded
into your head that sex was
something dirty and shameful.
Subconsciously sex and dirt are
so associated in your mind, you
can’t fully enjoy a clean,
healthy relationship. You want
it a little nasty. That’s whv
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happily married men go to cat
houses. Because subconsciously
they link sex and degradation.”

He thought this over, finally
asked, “You think that’s my
trouble?”

“It’s the trouble of ninety
percent of the people walking
around,” I said. “I wasn’t psy-
choanalyzing you; I was quot-
ing from books I've read.”

“Then you think my fanta-
sies about this Sally are entire-
ly normal?”

“No,” I said. “But you’re in
the majority. Our national at-
titude toward sex is so loused
up by the puritanical idea that
the best way to instruct kids
about sex is to scare hell out of
them, there probably isn’t one
adult in ten with a really
healthy mind. I spent a month
in Paris once. And you know
what I used to do? Deliberate-
ly look for women v/ho couldn’t
understand English. So that
while we were making love, I
could say all the filthy words
I knew. I’m too inhibited to say
them to a woman who could
understand, see, even if I
thought she wouldn’t object.
Intellectually I know my mind
is the same kind of cesspool
you think yours is, but I can’t
shake the emotional attitudes
which were fixed in me as a
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child. And neither can you.”

“Well, I don’t intend to give
in to mine,” Harlan said.
“Thanks a lot, Pete. I feel a
little better for having talked
this out.”

Sally didn’t come back into
our conversation until Friday
night, when Harlan suddenly
asked George if he’d been back
to see her.

“You think I'm a million-
aire?” George asked. “At a
hundred a crack, about twice a
year is my speed.”

I said, “I’'ve been thinking
of taking a look, George. How
do I get in the Silk and Satin?”

A little importantly, George
pulled from his pocket a small
card advertising the restaurant
where he worked, scrawled on
the back, “Please admit bearer.
George Swift.”

Handing me the card, he
said, “You’ll have to hit it on
your night off to see Sally. She
works the same trick we do.
Four P.M. to midnight.”

Harlan was eyeing the card
in my hand fascinatedly.
George asked, “You want an
introduction too?”

“No, no,” Harlan said hur-

riedly. “I never go in those
places.”

I used the card on my next
night off, the following
Wednesday. The Silk and Sat-
in was an ordinary-looking two-
story house up in the Eighties.
From the outside it appeared
to be just another residence,
but inside it was elaborately
draped and carpeted to look
like an oriental harem.

I had no trouble getting in.
A matronly-looking woman in
evening dress answered my
ring, briefly examined the card
and graciously accepted five
twenty-dollar bills,

“Just go on in,” she said,
nodding toward an archway
leading to what seemed to be
the main lounge.

This was a room about twen-
ty feet square furnished with
nothing to sit on but low otto-
mans and cushions. There was
some other furniture, however.
A long table loaded with hors
d’oeuvres, a small bar against
one wall, a huge radio phono-
graph playing soft music, and
a number of low cocktail tables
strategically placed within
reaching distance of the cush-
ions and ottomans.

The walls of the room were
solidly draped with red silk,
and the indirect lighting was
just bright enough to see clear-
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ly without losing the glamorous
effect of low lights. -

Several men, some in eve-
ning clothes, some merely in
business suits such as mine,
lolled on cushions with drinks
in their hands. Each had a slim
female companion, dressed in
the filmy attire of a harem
slave: transparent nylon panta-
loons bloused at the ankles,
bare feet and a practically non-
existent brassiere consisting of
two small circles of rhinestone-
studded metal and a bit of
golden cord. A surplus of three
similarly-attired girls chatted
together near the radio-phono-
graph.

As I entered the room, the
three girls glanced wp, and a
slim redhead left the group to
come over to me.

When she got close enough
to smile a greeting, I said, “I
don’t exactly understand the
procedure here. This is my first
visit.”

“There isn’t any formal pro-
cedure,” she said pleasantly.
“If you’re in no hurry, why

don’t you have a drink before:

you do anything else?”

I said, “I was looking for a
girl called Sally.”

“Most firsttime visitors
are,” the redhead said without
rancor. “She’s busy now, but

- should- be - free before long.

What do you drink?”

I told her rye and water. She
mixed two at the small bar and
brought them over. We found a
couple of cushions near a cock-
tail table and reclined.

“My name’s Sara,” the red-
head said.

“I'm Pete,” I told her. “Deo
you always drink the same
thing the customer orders?”

“Unless it’s something weird
like straight gin. Good luck,
Pete.”

We raised our glasses and
drank. It tasted like bonded
rye.

One of the male customers
rose from his cushion, left the
girl he was talking to and went
across the room to a blonde
who was sitting with another
man. When he said something
to her, the blonde looked in-
quiringly at the man she had
been entertaining, who only
shrugged. Rising, the blonde
accompanied the first man to-
ward a stairway visible through
an arch at the end of the room.

I raised my eyebrows at
Sara.

“You can pick any girl you
want any time you’re ready,”
she explained. “I’ll have to
leave you if someone wants me.
Unless you decide you do.”
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. She was a cute kid, but I'd
come to see Sally. I decided to
wait.

During the next fifteen min-
utes two more couples strolled
off toward the stairway, anoth-
er male customer came in and
one of the remaining two sur-
plus girls joined him at the far
side of the room. Then a man
and woman came down the
stairs.

The man immediately
crossed to the bar and began to
mix himself a drink, but the
woman stopped in the archway
and ran her eyes over every
man in the room. She didn’t
even glance at the other wom-
en.

The redheaded Sara said,
“There she is,” then raised her
voice and called, “Oh, Sally!”

Instantly Sally came over.
She was a slim, deliciously
curved brunette somewhere be-
tween twenty-five and thirty,
with still, delicately carved
features. While not precisely
beautiful, there was an aura of
eager vitality about her which
made her almost overpowering-
ly feminine. At the same time,
she somehow managed to give
an impression of naive fresh-
ness combined with genteel
breeding. Dressed in something
other than her harem attire,

you might have taken her for
a younger member of some
country club set.

I couldn’t detect what
George Swift had described as
a hot, sultry look on her face,
but she did have a sort of st111
waiting expression, as though
she hoped I might reach out
and touch her.

I had risen, and Sara, still in
a seated position, said, “This
is Pete, Sally. He wanted to
meet you.”

Sally looked at me steadily,
without smiling and without
saying anything. Sara rose lan-
guorously, gave me a tiny wave
of goodby and returned to the
radio-phonograph.

I said, “Can I buy you a
drink, Sally?”

Slowly her eyes moved over
me from head to foot. “Do you
want to take time for a drink?”

I said, “Not particularly. I
was just being considerate. I
thought you might like a re-
cess.”

“I only work till midnight,”
she said. “And it’s nearly ten
now. Let’s not waste time on
drinks.”

I began to see what George
had meant about Sally liking
her work. There probably
wasn’t another girl in the place
who wouldn’t have been glad
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for an excuse to dally over a
drink instead of going upstairs.
But Sally, just having returned
from a session with another
man, was impatient to be gone
again.

I killed the rest of my drink
and set the glass on the cock-
tail table.

Upstairs the oriental motif
continued to be carried out.
The room to which she took me
was furnished with a huge
sleeping cushion, about seven
feet square and a foot thick,
instead of a bed. A couple of
ottomans, a long, low cocktail
table and two large wall mir-
rors were the only other fur-
nishings. Except for the inevi-
table silken drapes, purple in
this case.

“Do you like light?” Sally
asked.

“Do you?” I countered.

She nodded. “If you don’t
mind. Don’t you think it adds
something?”

A small lamp on the cocktail
table already lighted the room
dimly. Sally switched on a
bright overhead light. Then she
took my hand and led me to
the sleeping cushion.

For a moment we merely sat
side-by-side holding hands. She
looked at me sidewise, almost
timidly.
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“Would you do me a favor?”
she asked in a low voice.

“Probably. What?” -

“Treat me like what I am.
Make me crawl and kiss your
feet and feel like the lowest
tramp in town.”

“All right,” 1 said.

Her lips parted and I could
feel her hand begin to tremble
in mine. “Will you really?” she
asked.

“If you like rough treatment,
you came to the right boy,” I
said.

Freeing my hand from hers,
I wound it into her hair, jerked
back her head and kissed herx
with all the savagery in me.

As Thursday was Harlan
Johnson’s night off, only
George and I met at the Men’s
Bar the next night. I told
George I'd been to see Sally,
but didn’t happen to mention it
again on either Friday or Sat-
urday.

Sunday, one of George’s two
nights off, Harlan and I were
standing at the bar together
when it occurred to me he knew
nothing of my experience.

I said casually, “I guess I
didn’t tell you that T madé the
Silk and Satin the other night.”

For a moment Harlan stood
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very still. Then he said,
“Sally?”
“Yeah,” I said. “George

didn’t exaggerate her a bit.”

For a time Harlan kept look-
ing at me, then looked away,
as though fighting some battle
with himself. Presently his
shoulders seemed to sag a little
and he gave me a sort of be-
seeching, apologetic look.

“Can I ask you a kind of fa-
vor, Pete?”

“Sure,” 1 said.

“Maybe we’d better sit in a
booth.”

He led the way to a booth
out of earshot of the bar, nerv-
ously played with his drink af-
ter we were seated.

“This is going to sound kind
of silly,” he said eventually.
“But I wish you’d tell me all
about it.”

I looked at him. “Why?”

His glass moved in faster
and wider circles. Without
locking at me, he said, “I guess
George was right when he said
I wanted a vicarious love at-
fair. T can’t help my cesspool
of a mind. I have to know
about it, Pete. What you said
to each other, and what you
did, and whether she made lit-
tle moaning noises. All the gory
details.”

The circling glass stopped

moving and he looked me
straight in the face. “Now tell
me to go to hell if you want.”

It was a little while before I
made any answer at all. Final-
ly, I said, “It sounds like a
kind of teen-age stunt. At least
I haven’t described a bedroom
scene to a pal since I got out
of my teens. But maybe it will
be good therapy for whatever’s
ailing you.”

So I described everything
that happened from the time I
entered the front door of the
Silk and Satin until I left some-
time after midnight. When I
finished, Harlan was staring
glassily at his forgotten drink
and breathing as though he’d
just climbed a flight of stairs.

I said, “I’m not proud of the
way I acted. But I guess I got
rid of a few inhibitions.”

Harlan shook himself from
his trance. “When are you go-
ing back?”

“I'm like George,” I told
him. “At a hundred bucks a
night, about twice a year is my
limit.”

“Suppose—suppose I paid
half of it?”

I frowned at him. “What
would you get out of it?”

Not looking at me, he said
in a bare whisper, “You’d have
to promise to tell me every
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thing that happened again..

Every little detail.”

“Hey,” I said, beginning to
get a little alarmed at his men-
tal state. “You’re letting this
thing become an obsession. I'm
not sure what you’re doing
isn’t some kind of perversion.”

“Would you if I paid half,
Pete?”

“No,” I said. “This thing is
getting out of hand. I'm not
going to be middleman in some
screwy love affair between you
and a phantom, You’d better
kill your inhibitions by going to
see the gal yourself.”

He shook his head violently.
“I’m not going to cheat on Jan-
et.”

“Then take what’s bothering
you out on her,” I suggested.
“Maybe she’d like it. Maybe
she’s as inhibited as you are,
~ and would welcome a caveman
apuoroach.”

“Don’t be idiotic,” he said
impatiently. “Janet’s a mnice
girl. You couldn’t treat a re-
spectable woman like that.”

“Suit yourself,” I said, “but
I’'m not pampering your obses-
sion any more. I’m sorry I told
you what I did tonight.”

He looked a little embar-
rassed. “I shouldn’t have made
that silly suggestion, Pete,” he

said. “Forget it, will you? Let’ )
have another drink.”

We didn’t discuss Sally any
more until the following Tues-
day, when George Swift again
had a night off. I think Harlan
deliberately waited until then
to bring her up so that we’d be
alone. '

He started in a roundabout
way by telling me his vacation
began June ninth, which was
only a week away.

“We’re not going to do
much,” he said. “Just drive out
to Fire Island a few times.”

“Well, that’s as nice a vaca-
tion spot as you’ll find any-
where,” I told him. “You don’t
have to drive halfway across
the country to enjoy a vaca-
tion.”

He said, “I’d like to make it

" a kind of secend honeymoon.

We spent our first one at Fire
Island, you know. Maybe a

' honeymoon atmosphere would

knock these thoughts about
Sally out of my mind.”

“You still letting her bother
you?”

He began moving his glass in
a little circle on the bar. “You.
know, Pete, I think maybe if I
could actually picture her, I
could block her out of my
mind. Not knowing what she
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looks like, she takes so many
forms, I'd have to keep my
mind permanently blank not to
think about her. If I knew, I
could just refuse to think about
that one mental image.”

“You mean you’re going to
see her?”

“Not inside,” he said. “She
gets off work at midnight,
doesn’t she? I thought maybe
I could stand across the street
from the Silk and Satin some
night and see her when she
comes out.”

“A whole shift of girls fin-
ish at midnight. You wouldn’t
know which was Sally.”

In a diffident tone he said,
“I thought maybe you'd be
willing to go along and point
her out.”

I frowned at him. “We both
work till midnight. By the time
we got clear up there, she’d be
long gone.”

“Tomorrow’s your night
off,” he said. “I could arrange
to get off early and meet you.”

“Look, Harlan, I only get
‘one night a week, and I don’t
want to spend it standing
across the.street from the Silk
and Satin. Even for a friend.”

He was silent for a time. Fi-
nally, he said, “This is impor-
tant to me, Pete. I'd even be
willing to pay your way for an

evening there. You could waik
out with her at midnight, so I'd
know which girl she was.”

I shook my head. “I suggest-
ed seeing her home last time,
and she wouldn’t have any part
of it. She said it’s a house pol-
icy that the girls never see a
customer outside of working
hours.”

“She wouldn’t object to your
just walking out with her and
leaving her in front of the
place, would she?”

“I suppose not,” I said dubi-
ously.

The thought of a free eve-
ning at the Silk and Satin was
attractive, and if it was that
Important to Harlan, I didn’t
see any reason I shouldn’t go
along. :

“It’s all right with me if you
want to spend your money,” I
told him. “But we’re not hav-
ing any of this vicarious stuff
afterward.”

“No, no,” he assured me.
“All I want is to see what she
looks like.”

Pulling out his wallet, he
counted out a hundred dollars.
I knew he didn’t ordinarily car-
ry that much with him, which
led me to believe the idea
hadn’t been a spur-of-the-mo-
ment one, but that he’d come
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prepared to buy my co-opera-
tion.

My evening at the Silk and
Satin was much the same as the
first, except that I got around
to Sally later than I had be-
fore. I timed things to take her
upstairs about eleven, so that
I’d be the last customer she
saw. Afterward I lingered in
the main lounge until she and
several other girls came down
dressed in street clothes.

As they all started for the
front door, I fell in at Sally’s
side.

“I told you I don’t let any-
one see me home,” she said
quickly.

“I wasn’t planning to,” I
told her. “I just happen to be
leaving too. I'll walk you to
the corner.”

She didn’t object to that,
and we went out together. I
held back a little, holding the
door open for the other girls so
_ that they could reach the street
and disperse before Sally and I

went down the steps.
*  As we reached the sidewalk,
I glanced around in an attempt
to locate Harlan. I wouldn’t
have spotted him if I hadn’t
been looking for him, for he
stood in the shadow of a door-
way . across

the street. I
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couldn’t make out his face, but
by his size and the glint of his
glasses, I knew it was Harlan.

I also knew he was able to
get a good look at Sally, be-
cause there was a street light
immediately in front of the
house.

Sally permitted me to walk
her as far as the nearest corner,
then stopped and said in a firm
voice, “Good-night, Pete.”

I grinned at her, tipped my
hat and said, “Night, Sally.”

I watched the movement of
her hips as she walked away,
then turned and went back to
speak to Harlan. But he hadn’t
waited. The doorway was emp-
ty when I got there.

That was the last time I ever
saw Harlan Johnson. My next
news of him came from a re-
port on the police blotter.

I didn’t expect to see him at
the Men’s Bar on Thursday, as
that was his regular night off.
Friday George and I wondered
where he was, but it didn’t oc-
cur to us anything might be-
wrong. Saturday, during my
routine check of the police
blotter, I ran across a missing
report on a Mrs. Janet John-
son. The report had been filed
by her husband, Harlan John-
son.
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I tried to phone Harlan at
the movie house, but a woman
there told me he had started his
., vacation a few days earlier
than planned because he was
so upset over his wife’s disap-
pearance. Looking up his home
number in the book, I tried
there, but got no answer.

Two days later the real story
broke. Janet Johnson’s body
was found floating in the Hud-
son River. I didn’t get the story
assignment because the news
broke at nine A.M., and one of
the boys on the day trick took
it. :

But I followed the story. An
autopsy disclosed that she’d
been raped and then strangled,
presumably while on her way
home from a neighborhood
movie she was believed to have
attended the night she disap-
peared.

The killer was never appre-
hended. Dozens of suspects
were picked up and grilled,
most of them known sex of-
fenders, but the police couldn’t
pin the crime on anyone. Even-
tually, the story simply died
and was forgotten.
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George and I discussed
whether or not we ought to at-
tend the funeral, but since nei-
ther of us had ever met Janet,
we finally settled on sending, a
large spray in both our names.

Harlan Johnson never re-
turned to his job at the theater.
I phoned it again two weeks af-
ter the funeral and was in-
formed he’d taken a job man-
aging a theater in a small town
upstate. ;

It was another six months
before I saved up enough mon-
ey to revisit the Silk and Satin.
It was to be my last visit, be-
cause the place wasn’t the
same. Sally was gone.

According to the redheaded
Sara, Sally hadn’t even given
any notice. She’d just walked
out after work on the night of
June third, and never showed
up again.

It so happened that that was
the night I walked her to the
corner, so that Harlan Johnson
could get a look at her.
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K sat on the beach—if you
could call it that—and watched
Vardis swimming out in the
lake. Her arms flashed in the
sunlight as they knifed in and
out of the water, bringing her
back to where I waited on the
blanket. A little while ago she
had waded into the water
wearing a black bikini. Now,
when she waded out again, she
was carrying the top half of it
in her hand.

My jaws fell apart, I guess,
because she laughed as she ran
up. Then she sat down on her
own blanket, spread out next to
mine.

“What big eyes you have,
Grandma,” she said as she
reached up and peeled the rub-
ber cap off her head. Her dark
hair showered around the white
shoulders. I raised my eyes to
her face—fmally Her lips were
curled in a smile that was half
gay, half mocking,

She stretched out full length
on the blanket and her fingers
toyed with the fastener on what

was left of the bikini. She said,
“Johnny?” and there was invi-
tation in her voice.

I glanced nervously over my
shoulder, We were in an out-
of-the-way cove, and a hill rose
steeply behind us. There were
a few trees on it, but not
enough to hide the water’s edge
where our blankets were
spread. And just beyond the
top of the hill lay the highway.
Anybody might stop along the
road, walk over and take in the
scenery below. Did I want Var-
dis to be the most interesting
part of the scenery—Vardis
and me?

I decided I did. I lunged for
her but she rolled aside like a
cat, and I ended up on my
belly with a mouth full of
sand. By the time I had spit
the sand out, she had wrapped
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Leo was the brains of the outfit;
Nick, his strong arm. To getfiany

place, | had fo kill both of them.
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the narrow black bra over her
breasts and was calmly tying it
in the back. She gave me a thin
smile.

“Damn it, Vardis,” I said,
“you shouldn’t lead a guy on
that way if you don’t intend to
shell out.”

“I’ll shell out, Johnny, when
the time is right.”

I said, “When will that be,
Vardis?”

“When will what be, John-
ny-boy?”

“When will the time be
right?”

From somewhere she fished
up sun-glasses and slipped
them on. She leaned on one el-
bow and gazed out over the
lake. The breeze played with
the fringes of her hair. My eyes
traced the lines of her body,
from the graceful curve of her
shoulders to her red lacquered
toes. I studied her, and a fire
burned bright inside me,

But she answered, “When
Leo’s not around any more,”
and the fire went out.

It would be one of those cold
days in July they talk about
when Leo wouldn’t be around
any more. Leo Antoni, the guy
who had the city in his pocket.
He owned everything, and what
be didn’t own he controlled.

The extortion rackets and the
labor. union shakedowns; the
pin-ball machines and the juke-
boxes; the football lotteries;
the bookies, the pimps and the
pushers. Any place a fast buck
was to be had, Leo’s hand was
out to grab it, The fact that all
of this was illegal didn’t bother
him, either. He cwned the poli-
ticians, too, including the D.A.
and the chief of police. You
could lay a bet with any bookie
on any street corner; you could
buy reefers in any tavern, and
the red-light houses didn’t even
bother to pull down the shades
at night. The gambling casinos
were open twenty-four hours a
day, and the only people who
couldn’t get in were...well, I
can’t think of anybody who
couldn’t get in,

Leo rode herd on this opera-
tion with a very small mob,
small as mobs go. It was a tight
organization, efficient as an au-
tomated factory, and it pumped
so much money into the till
that not even Leo knew any
more what the take really was.
Considering that only a few
years before he’d just been a
muscle boy working the picket
lines, I had to admit that the
guy had done all right fof him-
self.

And I wasn’t doing so bad,
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either. I had wandered into this
midwestern town, on the lam
out of L.A., while Antoni was
in the middle of a war with a
two-bit hoodlum by the name
of Harrigan who bossed a sort
of bush-league syndicate that
was trying to run things and
didn’t quite know how. It
didn’t take me long to see that
when the war was over Harri-
gan would be out and Antoni
would be in. When one of Leo’s
boys got in front of one of Har-
rigan’s slugs, the big boy was
glad to take me on as a re-
placement.

“If it don’t work out,” Leo
- said, at the time, “I can always
stick you in a barrel of con-
crete and drop you in the riv-
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It did work out, though. It
worked out better than either
Leo or I had expected.

After Harrigan disappeared
from the scene and Leo had es-
tablished himself, he sent me,
with a couple of other guys, to
persuade the shopkeepers
around town to install his pin
ball machines and his juke box-
" es: Along with these items we
- also peddled a little insurance.
For a certain weekly premium
we could practically guarantee
a delicatessen owner, for in-
stance, that he wouldn’t come

down some day and find his
store smashed up—or go home
some night and find his family
in a bad way. At first, some of
our “prospects,” I guess you’d
call them that, ran to the cops,
but when they found that the
cops weren’t interested—there
had to be an actual crime com-
mitted, they were told, not just
the threat of a crime, before
the police could get into the
picture—they soon came
around. One or two who didn’t,
wished later that they had.

I didn’t much care for this
end of the business. It put a
guy out in the street too much,
made him too well known
around town. And there was al-
ways the chance that some jok-
er with more guts than sense
would get his belly full one
fine day and pay off in bullets
instead of money.

But I wasn’t a leg man for
long. Leo moved me around to
different jobs, and before a
year was out I had become his
right hand man. I issued rou-
tine orders, made minor deci-
sions and kept things rolling
while Leo handled the money,
made the deals with the City
Hall boys and thought up new
rackets, We operated out of an
office in back of the Club Cari-
oca, a posh night spot which
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was Leo’s official and only le-
gitimate business enterprise. I
use the words legitimate and
business enterprise very loose-
ly, because the place was a clip
joint pure and simple, but in
spite of that it was still a mon-
ey losing proposition. Leo had
the best food, the best music
and the best entertainment; so
even a capacity crowd wasn’t
enough to cover the tab on all
this quality. But it didn’t real-
ly matter, because the swank-
iest casino in the city was up-
stairs. That’s where the big
money changed hands—out of
the suckers’ hands and into
Leo’s. It was enough to pay the
Carioca’s expenses ten times
over and then some.

Every night you’d see Leo
one place or the other. Even if
you didn’t know him you could
hardly miss him. He was well
over six feet tall, big-boned and
padded with two hundred and
fifty pounds of flabby blubber.
His head was slightly bullet
shaped, going bald on top, with
dark sleepy-looking eyes under
bushy eye-brows. His nose was
wide and flat. He was ugly,
Christ knows, and you might
hate his guts, but yet there was
something about him that com-
manded a certain amount of
respect.
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Maybe that something was
Nick Mariano. Nick was Leo’s
personal and private body-
guard. He wasn’t actually a
member of the organization at
all. T mean, he had no part in
any of our dealings. But where-
ever Leo was, Nick was there
too. In all the time I knew the
two of them I never saw them
separated except once. Nick
was a wiry little Sicilian and
strictly a rat from the word go,
but he was the fastest man with
a gun I’d ever seen anywhere.

I might have had ideas, in
the slot I was in, of pushing on
to better things. I was number
two man, and as far as the rest
of the mob was concerned, they
would have worked for me as
well as they would for Leo—
maybe better, because I'd have
given them a better shake than
he did. But this Mariano made
it just about impossible to
nudge Leo out of the way.
You’d have to kill not one, but
both of them. This would take
some doing, as I found out one
time when a crazy saloonkeep-
er, tired of paying protection
money, came up to the office
gunning for the boss. He
crashed through the door, gun
in hand, but before he' could
line up Leo’s bulk in his sights,
Nick had drawn and fired—

!
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and the poor bastard had a
slug in his heart.

2.

Yes, I might have had ideas,
but I didn’t. Up until Vardis
started making a play for me,
it hadn’t bothered me much.
She was Leo’s girl, of course.
Nothing ever satisfied Leo but
the best, and she was it in the

-woman department. I knew
nothing for sure about her
past; she was there when I
came in. I heard a lot of stuff:
she’d been a singer, she’d been
a strip-tease artist, she’d been
a society dame whose family
threw her out, she’d been this,
she’d been that. Nobody
seemed to know what the hell
she’d really been. But it didn’t
make any difference, because
now she was Leo’s and that’s
all any of the rest of us had to
know.

He had set her up in a fancy
penthouse apartment—with an
extra key for himself. Natural-
ly, all the guys got a little hot-
eyed whqn they looked at Var-
dis. It just wasn’t possible to
look at her and not get that
way. But, nobody ever
dreamed of making a pitch for
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her because of Leo. And when
Isay nobody, that includes me.
It was only just recently that
the picture had changed. I re-
member how it started.

I was in the office one day
running down the list of guys
who were getting behind in
their insurance payments. Leo
came in, with Nick like a shad-
ow behind him. They sat down
and we batted the breeze for
awhile; then Leo hunched his
chair up close to the desk.

“I’m taking the six o’clock
plane for Detroit,” he said.

I’d learned a long time ago
not to ask questions. I waited.

“There’s a deal cooking up
there,” he went on, “and I'm
going up and see if I can’t get
us a piece of it.”

“Okay, Leo.”

“Now, look. The doll don’t
know anything about this—"
he always called Vardis the
doll—“and she don’t need to
know, at least not until I’m on
the plane. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“I won’t be with her tonight,
so I want her to have this.”

He reached in his pocket and
brought out a box wrapped in
white paper and tied with a red
ribbon. He shoved it across the
desk to me. I picked it up, not-
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ing that it didn’t weigh a lot.

“It’s a diamond bracelet,
Johnny,” Leo explained. “Set
me back twelve grand. I want
you to deliver it to her. I could
send it over with Joe or Lefty
or Red, or any of the others,
but I can’t trust those muggs
not to get ideas.”

He looked at me. “About the
bracelet, I mean,” he said.
“Ideas like taking off with it.”

Did he read my mind? I was
thinking of the ideas a guy
might have about taking off
with Vardis. Bracelets you
could always get. Looking at
Leo’s face, I decided he wasn’t
considering anything like that
at all. But Nick now, that was
something else again. The cold,
killer eyes stared at me, and
there was a glitter in them just
before they went expressionless
again. But I said, “I'll take
care of it, Leo,” and then he
told me when to get there with
the bracelet, and after that
they left.

At five minutes to eight that
evening I paﬁ;ed in front of
Vardis’ apartment house. I
went -through the lobby and
into the elevator and rode up
to the end of the line, the twen-
ty-seventh floor. I went around
behind the shaft and up one
flight of stairs, then down the

corridor to a solid oak door,
That was her door. It had to
be, because the only other one
on the floor was a steel door
opposite, and that was marked
“ELEVATOR MACHINE
ROOM.” 1 pressed the buzzer
button, but the door and the
walls were soundproof, and I
heard nothing inside. I waited,
then I pressed it again. I was
just about to knock on the door
when it swung open silently.
Vardis stood inside.

She wore a long pale yellow
robe. That was all, just the
robe. The fabric was not quite
transparent, but it was the next
thing to it, and she had i
pulled tightly around her hips
and waist and tied in the front
with a braided belt. The top
had a couple of buttons, but
she had neglected to push them
through the buttonholes. The V
of the opening dropped almost
to the belt line. If she would
have moved bher shoulders in
just the right way, the whole
top of the robe would have
slipped off her body. I won-
dered if she always received
Leo in this way.

Her eyebrows raiseéd a little
when she saw it wasn’t the boss
who had come knocking, and
she drew her robe closed and
held it with her hand. But at
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the same time she smiled and
said, “Johnny! What a nice
surprise.”

“Leo went out of town for a

couple days,” I said.

I saw her eyes narrow to
slits and the line of her jaw go
hard, but it passed in an in-
stant, and I went on to say,
“He couldn’t make it over him-
self, so he sent me to give you
this.”

I handed over the package.
She took it and smiled and
said, “Well. Come in.”

She stepped to one side and
I went through the door. The
soft light of the living room lay
like an amber sheen over the
expensive contemporary fur-
nishings. To the right a win-
dow looked out on the city,
now only disembodied lights,
twinkling back at the stars, To
the left a door opened into the
bedroom. It was dark in there.
Near that door was another,
leading to a tiny kitchenette,
where you could mix a cocktail
or brew a pot of coffee and fry
bacon and eggs, maybe. but
that was about all. I estimated
the rent on these diggings at a
couple grand a month, at the
very least. Then I looked at
Vardis again, and saw how the
light turned the green of her
eyes to blue, and wrapped the

firm curves of her ripe young
body with a golden halo, and I
figured it was worth it.

Vardis watched me, and a
brief smile played at the cor-
ners of her lips. She knew what
I was thinking.

“So Leo ran out on me,” she
said, her tone unexcited,

“He’ll be back in a couple of
days.”

She turned her attention to
the package. She fumbled with
the ribbon, and I stepped for-
ward with my pocketknife and
cut it. Our hands touched mo-
mentarily, and hers were soft
and very cool—too cool to be
heating up my blood the way
they were. I stepped back. She
stripped off the paper and
sprung open the box. She
draped the bracelet over her
finger and looked at it flashing
in the yellow light. Because of
the beauty of the thing, I whis-
tled. She smiled, then tossed
the bracelet almost contemptu-
ously on the table.

“Did Leo say where he was
going?” Vardis asked.

“Well. . 1. " :

“You can tell me, Johnny,”
she coaxed.

I guessed I could at that
Leo said not to until he was on
the plane. But that had been
two hours ago.
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“He went to Detroit. Some-
thing about a deal he wants in
on.”

Vardis walked across the
room and shook a cigarette out
of a pack on the lamp table.
She lit it thoughtfully, then in
a tone that was only a little
more than a whisper she said,
“The fool. They’ll take him,
Johnny.”
“I don’t know what you
mean, Vardis.”
After a slight pause she said,
“I know you don’t, Johnny.”
Then, with a sudden change
of mood, she laughed and said,
“Well, come on out to the
kitchen with me and we’ll fix
- a drink.”
"~ “I don’t know, Vardis. I
' ought to be getting back to the
" club.”
. “There’s nothing doing at
the club for an hour yet.”
- “I know, but—"
“You don’t have to be afraid
of me. I won’t eat you.”
“It isn’t that.”
. “I don’t have much company
up here in my ivory tower.
Give me a chance to play the
gracious hostess.” .
. I shrugged and followed her
out to the kitchen, watching
her swaying hips. How could
you say no to something like
that? She pulled out bottles,

glasses, shaker and all the rest
of it. She handed me a silver
handled ice pick.

“Be a darling and get the
ice, will you? You’ll have to
chip the tray out with this.
There’s something wrong with
the refrigerator.”

I got the ice. like she asked
me to, and helped her mix the
cocktails, after which she sent
me back to the living room
while she poured them. She
brought the glasses in on a sil-
ver tray, and sat down on a
chair opposite me. I raised my

glass.
“To Leo,” I said,
She didn’t answer. She

swung one leg over the other,
and the robe was tight against
her thigh as she sipped her
drink. After a minute she said,
“Leo used good judgement.”

“He sure did. That thing’ll
knock your eye out a mile
away.”

“What? Oh, you mean the
bracelet. I was talking about
you, Johnny.” :

“Me? I don’t get it.”

“Leo moved you up next to
himself in the chain of com-
mand, didn’t he?” , '

“Well, yes, I guess he did,
but—"

“There were others, you
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know, that he might have se-
lected.”

“I don’t doubt that. And I
don’t doubt, either, that those
others hate my guts.”

“No, they don’t. That’s just
why Leo picked you. The
others are all local boys. and
they accept you because you’re
from out of town. If one of
them was in your place, there’d
be nothing but jealousy and
arguments. The organization
would fall apart.”

“I don’t think it’s as bad as
all that.”

“Leo needs you, Johnny.
More than you’ll ever need
him.”

“I'm afraid you’re way out
in left field.”

She shrugged and let the
matter drop. So did I. That
kind of chatter made me nerv-
ous. I didn’t know whether she
was trying to lure me into ad-
mitting to bigger ambitions
than I really had or not. I
didn’t know what she was up
7

We sat there and had a
couple more drinks and talked
about other things. I'd never
had many words with this doll
up to now, and I don’t remem-
ber much of what we talked
about, but I liked the sound of
her voice, and I liked the way
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her robe spread -open every
time she reached for her glass, -
and the way her eyes were
warm when she looked at me. I
had to keep telling myself to
take it easy, that this could
get me into big trouble. In
spite of the inviting sag of her
robe and the way she came
close to me when she picked up
the empties, I didn’t make any
passes, This wasn’t something
to rush into.

Then the telephone rang. It
was Leo calling from Detroit.
The minute I found that out I
started to get up and leave, but
Vardis waved me back with her
hand, and I sat down again.
She talked to Leo about the
bracelet, and how beautiful it
was and how much she adored
it. Her voice was like honey,
but her eyes were looking
across the room and there was
nothing soft or warm about
them. And still with the same
chilly gaze, she pouted to Leo
about his going off without let-
ting her know, and she ended
up by pleading with him to be
careful. But the nlea sounded
more like a warning.

I heard her say, “Yes, he
brought it. .. No, he left nght

away. .. Of course not, Leo,
what would he be handng
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around here for?..
silly.”

“She said good- -bye and hung
up, t.he_n came across the room,
reading the question in my
eyes. :

“Leo asked about you,” she
said.

“So I gathered.”

“He wanted to know if you
were here.”

. Don’t be

“I know. I’'m wondering if

he’ll believe what you told
him.”

Vardis shrugged. “What dif-
ference does it make? What
can he prove?”’

An awful thought suddenly
occurred to me. I rushed over
to the window and looked down
into the street.

“Suppose he’s got a stake-
out on your front door?”

She laughed “Don’t worry.
Leo trusts me.”

But did he trust me? And
should I trust Vardis? The
thing was getting pretty mixed

up. I figured the best thing for -

me to do was to get the hell out
of there and back to the club
where I belonged. I went to the
door, and Vardis came with
me.

“I like you, Johnny,” she
said, her lips close to my ear.

But I wasn’t in the mood

any more. “Okay, Vardls,” I
said. “I’ll see you.”

“Soon, Johnny, soon.” '

All the way down in the ele-
vator, all the way back to the
club, I remembered her face
and the way she smiled and
the warm throb of her voice.
And I remembered her eyes,
and how different they were
when she talked to me from
what they’d been when she had
talked on the phone to Leo.

3.

When I got back to the club
office I eased myself into a
chair and lit a cigarette. It was
getting along toward the time
when the customers started
drifting into the club, and from
there to the casino upstairs.
There wasn’t much for me to
do. The boys out in front usual-
ly kept things pretty well under
control, It was a quiet even-
ing, and I had a lot of time to
sit and think. I thought mostly
about Vardis. What kind of a
pitch was it, anyway? When
she was with Leo, which was
the way I'd always seen her
up until this evening, you'd
never suspect she’d be anything
but one hundred percent loyal
to him. Yet the way she’d act-
ed when I was over there, th-

b1 ]
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things she’d said—and the
things she didn’t say—well,
that was another thing. I got
the impression she didn’t real-
ly have much use for Leo, and
that she was only nice to him
because she could take advan-
tage of his generosity. But why
was she nice to me? Because
she really went for me? It was
a pleasant idea and I kicked
it around the back of my head
for awhile, but I never quite
believed it. On the other hand,
if it was just a whim of hers it
might get her fouled up. It
might get me fouled up, too,
and that I didn’t like.

A day or so later Leo and
Nick came back. Neither one
said anything, but from the
way Leo acted, and from the
sour puss on him I figured the
Detroit deal had fallen
through.

In the days that followed I
saw Vardis two or three times,
but she was always in Leo’s
company. We exchanged the
usual small talk, and that was
about all, except that I thought
her eyes softened a little when
she looked at me, and once or
twice her fingers lay a moment
on my coat sleeve, And always,
I noticed, when she smiled at
Leo, there was somethmg icy
in her eyes.
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One night, a week or so after
I had visited Vardis’ apart-
ment, Leo, Nick and I were sit-
ting around the club office,
yakking about one thing and
another. Vardis was there too,
sitting on the couch next to
Leo. Every once in a while he’d
put his big hairy hand on her
thigh and give a little squeeze.
I watched her face for some
sign of either pleasure or dis-
gust, but there was nothing.
Then I noticed that Nick was
watching her, too. Was she un-
able to show pleasure and
afraid to show her revulsion?
Was that it?

Leo was called out in front,
and he left with Nick in tow.
I’d been sitting back of the
desk, mainly because that was
the only place left to sit, and
now Vardis came over and
leaned across, opposite me,
with her forearms on the top
of the desk and her back
arched. I couldn’t help but see
down her dress—way down.

“Why don’t you come and
see me any more, Johnny?”
The busky voice was only a
shade above a whisper.

“That would be real cozy,
wouldn’t it?” I said. “You and
Leo and me, And Nick, too, no
doubt. What would we do, play
bridge?”
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“You’re laughing at me,
Johnny,.”

“Damn right I'm laughing.”

“Do you really want to see
me, Johnny-O?”

“What difference would it
make?”’

“Listen. There’s a little res-
taurant out-on Highway 8. It’s
about thirty miles out, and no-
body ever goes there. Nobody
that you and I know, I mean.
Leo doesn’t even know it exists.
I drive out there once in a
while just to get away from—
things, The food’s good and
the surroundings are beauti-
ful.”

((SO?"

“I happen to know that Leo
will be tied up with a couple
politicians tomorrow  after-
noon. They've reserved a
private dining room at the
Claymore Hotel.”

“SO?”

“So why don’t you meet me
—out at that place on High-
way 8?7

“I don’t know, Vardis,” I
hesitated.

She leaned over a little far-
ther. Her face was close to
mine, and I could smell the
fragrance of her. I swallowed
hard a couple of times.

“Please, Johnny-O.”

“What’s the name of the
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place?” I said quietly.

So the next day I was there,
at the appointed time. It was
everything Vardis said it was,
and then some. The building
sat back quite a distance from
the highway. You parked in a
lot off to the side, screened by
trees and shrubbery, and you
walked up a gravel path to the
entrance. You could see the
highway from there, but it was
too far away for you to be able
to recognize anybody driving
by—or to be recognized. In-
side, the dining room was to
the back, and you looked out
through enormous picture win-
dows over a wooded hill, and
beyond that there was a wide
blue lake. From the restaurant
a set of stone steps led down
the hill to cabanas at the bot-
tom, and for a fee of a buck
you could change down there
and go swimming, or you could
rent a motor boat for three
dollars an hour.

We didn’t swim the first time
out. We had lunch; then we
went out in the back and sat
on the grass under a shade
tree and held hands and talked
about nothing in particular.
Once, her lips swung close to
mine, and parted a little, but
when I moved to kiss her she



fell away and turned her head.
- Right after that she said we'd
better go,

But we came back. Twice
more for lunch and once to
swim. The place didn’t get
much of a play on weekday
afternoons in the early sum-
mer. I was glad of it, of course,
because Vardis and I had the
place pretty much to ourselves.

The second time we came
out to swim, Vardis suggested
we rent the boat and go out
around the big hill that jutted
fifty yards into the water.
That’s how we found the scrub-
" by little beach and the cove
out of sight of everything.
That’s how it happened that
she could come out of the water
carrying her halter in her hand.

So now we lay on the beach
blowing smoke against the
wind, with the sun warming our
bodies. But there was nothing
warm inside—not for me.
When Leo’s not around any
more, she had said.

I flipped the butt in the
direction of the water and
started to get up.

“Let’s go,” I said.

She grabbed me by the hand.

“No, Johnny, not yet.”

“What’s the use of dragging
it out, Vardis?*
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“You give up too easily.”

“Let’s face it. There’s about
as much chance of Leo not
being around as there is of a
snowstorm in hell.”

“What’s he got,
that you haven’t got?”

“Well, let’s tick them off.
One: Influence.”

“At the City Hall, you
mean? That gang’s for sale to
the highest bidder.”

“Okay. Two: Money enough
to outbid anybody else. Espe-
cially me.”

“Where does he get it?
Through the organization,
doesn’t he? They make it for
him.”

“Yeah, but he’s the head of
the organization. That’s num-
ber three.”

“A bunch of punks. Dumb
clucks that couldn’t stay out of
jail for ten minutes if they
were on their own.”

“Maybe so, maybe not. But
anyway, number four: Leo’s
the brains of the outfit.”

“That’s a laugh. Leo couldn’t
think his way out of a room
with a wide open door in it.”

I sat up at that one. Vardis
was staring out across ' the
water, and there was a bitter
twist to her lips as if she were
thinking of some dirty trick
that life had played on her.

Johnny,
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~ “It’s the truth, Johnny,” she
said, “Leo’s just a big dumb
wop who happened to be in the
right place at the right time.
Harrigan’s gang was falling
apart of its own weight. They
wouldn’t pay off the right guys
with enough money. Everybody
was too damn greedy, from
Harrigan on down the line.
They were fighting among
themselves with their right
hands and trying to fight off
City Hall with their left. Leo
- Antoni came up with a big deal
for the politicians and they
pulled the carpet out from
under Harrigan; As soon as the
Irishman’s mob found out what
was going on, half of them
went over to Leo. After that,
Harrigan was finished. And Leo
had the guts to push him all
the way. That’s all Leo’s got,
Johnny, all he ever had. Guts.”

“Number five,” I said,

“And I’'m not sure it’s guts,
even at that. Maybe it’s only
that he’s too stupid to know
that what he’s doing can’t be
done.”

“But what about the opera-
tion? You have to admit he’s
figured out some smart angles.”

“Somebody else has figured
them out for him, Johnny-O.”

“Yeah? Who?”

“Me.”

19

She spit the word out, as if
the whole thing made her sick
to her stomach, I could feel my
eyes bugging out. Could she
be serious? Did she expect me
to swallow a whopper like
that?

She saw that I certainly
didn’t believe it. She smiled.
Then she laid it out for me.
When it was all told, I knew
it was the truth.

Now I understood a lot of
things, I understood why she
always knew where Leo was
going to be and what he’d be

doing. I understood why the -

Detroit deal had fallen through
—because Leo had gone out on
his own, without her knowl-
edge, even—and hadn’t been
able to get to first base. And I
understood why he was so ten-
derly solicitous toward her. It
wasn’t just because she was a
beautiful doll. There were plen-
ty of beautiful dolls around. It
was because he needed her, al-
though she was clever enough
never to let him think that she
knew it, too,

“Well,” I said, after a time,
“there’s still a sixth thing Leo’s
got that I haven’t got.”

“What’s that?”

“You.”

She reached around behind
me and eased a cigarette out
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of the pack. I sparked the
lighter for her and watched
her as she opened her lips and
let the smoke drift out. She
took a drag or two in silence,
then she said, “If Leo were
out of the picture, Johnny,
you’d take over without much
argument from the rest of
them, Then everything that’s
his would be yours. Including
me.”

1 didn’t say anything, and
after a moment she went on.

“In a couple of years we’'d
have our pile made; enough
money to chuck the whole
thing and get out. We could go
away somewhere, Johnny,
South America or Australia—
someplace far from here. We
could buy a farm or a planta-
tion or a sheep ranch or some-
thing and spend the rest of our
days in peace and quiet, like
human beings. We could forget
about this kind of a life where
we’re either hunting or being
hunted. Would you like to
spend the rest of your days
with me, Johnny-boy?”

“Hell yes, Vardis, You know
I would. But I thought you
liked the bright lights and the
big city and all that.”

“Oh, it’s all right, but it
doesn’t last, The excitement
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wears off after you’ve done the
same things for years. I’'m not
a kid any more, Johnny. It
won’t be too many more years
and my looks will be gone, and
then...well, then I will have
had it.”

“I think youw’ll always be
beautiful, Vardis.”

“But that’s not all,” she said,
ignoring my remark, “You
know and I know that sooner
or later the city’s going to get
its bellyfull of being pushed
around by a bunch of cheap
hoodlums. Look at Galveston,
Texas. Look at Phoenix City.
It always happens. There’s a
change of administration, and
the show’s over, We’re out on
our butts, Johnny—those of us
who aren’t sent up. Afterwards
another gang moves in, and it’s
the same story over again.”

“I guess you’re right.” -

“Look. In a little over two
years there’ll be an election.
They’re starting to put the heat
on already. By the time that
two years rolls around no-
body’ll be able to hold back
the tide. If we time it right,
we can throw in our cards and
get out of the game while we're
still ahead, just before the roof
falls in. But we’ve got'to start
now, Johnny.”

“Why not throw in the cards
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right away? Why wait and take

a chance on getting burned? -

Let the roof fall in on Leo.”

“We haven’t got enough
money. And we can’t get
enough by playing second fid-
dle. You got to be on top of the
heap; you got to control
things.”

She paused and stuck her
cigarette in the sand. Then she
looked at me and the hard lines
of her jaw softened. She
reached out and put her hand
in mine.

“That’s not the real reason,
though,” she said. “The money
isn’t that important. I'd live
in a cave with you, Johnny, if
it had to be. But Leo’s that
crazy jealous that he’d hunt us
down and kill us.”

“So what’s the answer?”

I knew what the answer was,
but I backed away from it. I
didn’t want to admit it, even
to myself, because deep down
I was afraid of Leo. And, being
afraid, I couldn’t bring myself
to say it. She ¢ould, though.

“We’'ll have to kill kim,
Johnny-O.”

Just like that. Now that she
had brought i#t out into the
open it didn’t seem so fright-
ening any more. I realized that
the idea had been kicking
around in my subconscious

ever since the night she’d
opened the door for me when
I delivered the bracelet. I had
wanted her from that moment
on, but I’d never had the guts
to face what it meant to want
her. Some gal, this Vardis! She
had brains and guts, too, I
thought of Leo and I had to
laugh at how he would floun-
der, like a fish thrown up on
the beach, if she wasn’t around
to spell everything out for him.

Already, I realized, I had
accepted the idea of Kkilling
him!

But there was another thing
to get straight, I lay on my
back with my hands clasped
under my head and closed my
eyes against the brightness of
the sky.

“Why don’t you just take off
for this sheep ranch of yours
with Leo?” I asked her. “Why
wait for me when he’s already
got the dough?”

“Leo!” The way she said it,
it was a dirty word.

“You don’t really like Leo,
do you?”

“I hate him!” Her voice was
bitter. “I hate everything about
him, The way his clammy
hands are pawing' me all the
time. The stale cigar smell on
his breath. The way he drops
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his underwear all over the
floor; the way he uses the
toilet with the bathroom door
standing open. Oh, God, John-
ny, I get sick, actually sick,
every time I hear his key in
the lock, and I think about
what’s coming. He’s a slob,
Johnny, two hundred and fifty
pounds of lard, and I'm sick
to death of him.”

Then her tone changed and
grew rose petal soft, and she
edged over closer to me and
stroked my arms and my chest
~with her fingers,

“But, you, Johnny,” she
whispered, “you’re nice, and
you treat me with considera-
tion. Your skin is clean and
under it I can feel rippling
muscles. You’ve got some edu-
cation, and some refinement,
Johnny, and I’'m not sure what
the word love means, but I
think I love you very much.”

She had moved closer, and
her lips were almost touching
my ear.

“Promise me we’ll kill him,
Johnny.”

“Sure, Vardis, sure!” I ex-
claimed, for right then I would
have promised her anything.

She flung herself on me vio-
lently, Her arms clung to me
and her body writhed, and her
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lips ate hungrily. at mine.
Something exploded in my
head, and there were bright
colored lights everywhere, and
with wild impatience I ripped
the bikini from her body....

4,

The sun was dropping fast
when we rolled up our blankets
and started back to the caba-
nas. Later, after we had show-
ered and dressed, we went up
to the parking lot and sat in
Vardis’ car. It began to dawn
on me that the wild promise
I’d made might not be so easy
to carry out,

“This idea of knocking Leo
off,” I said, “would be a hell
of a lot more attractive if he
didn’t have Nick Mariano
sticking to him all the time,
like an extra arm.”

“Nick’s a problem, all right,”
Vardis admitted, “but I've
been thinking, Johnny, and I
believe I know how we can get
around that.”

“Yeah? How?”

“Well, there’s one place Leo
goes that Nick doesn’t go.”

“I’d like to know where that
is. I never see Leo, but I see
Nick, too. They even go to the
can together =

“But they don’t go to my
bedroom together.” -
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“Well, now that you mention
it, I guess they wouldn’t. But
I’ll bet Nick’s not very far
away.”

“You’re right, He waits out-
side the door, in the corridor.
He even has a little folding
stool he brings along to sit on
while he’s waiting. Sometimes
he has to wait quite a while.”

I thought about that. “That
means I could take them one at
a time,” I said, “If I can get
past Nick, Leo wouldn’t give
me much trouble. He probably
wouldn’t have his own gun
handy, and if I-—"

Vardis laughed. “He doesn’t
carry a gun, Johnny-O. Not
when he comes to see me.”

“Yeah. Then the only prob-
lem we’d have is getting the
bodies out of the building.

“That, and getting past
Nick.”

“That’s right. That’s where
we've got to take a gamble.”

“Look, Johnny, just you let
me work out the details. Don’t
worry about it. I’ll let you
know when everything’s ready.
Okay?”

“Well. . .okay, then.”

I was relieved. Knowing
what T knew now, I had a lot
of confidence in her planning
ability. :

I kissed her and got out of

her car. She said, “See you
around—at the club,” and
drove away.

It was three nights later be-
fore she showed. I watched the
two of them, Vardis and Leo.
She hardly gave me so much as
a casual glance It was an odd
feeling, knowing what there
was between us, to see that fat
slob’s fingers stroking her bare
shoulders, or trailing the line
of her thigh. It was all I could
do, a couple times there, to
keep from whipping out my
gun and blasting his guts open.
I would have done it, too, and
taken Vardis and made a run
for it, except for Nick. He
would have burned me down
before I could get my hand out
of my coat. :

Thinking about it, though,
I felt a little sorry for Leo. He
was living on borrowed time,
living in a fool’s paradise just
so long as we let him live, and
no longer. Best of all, T found
that I wasn’t afraid of him
anymore. I could even take a
calm view of his going up to
Vardis’ apartment as he prob-
ably would tonight. Let the
poor bastard have his fling, like
a condemned man getting his
last meal. I didn’t begrudge
him that,
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And Nick? My finger itched
to pull the trigger that would
send a slug crashing into that
sneering face. There was a guy
whose guts I really hated.

Along about midnight, the
three of them, Leo, Nick and
Vardis, got up to leave.

“Go home early, Johnny,”
Vardis whispered hurriedly,
when she got me alone for a
minute. “I’ll call you at your
room, Sometime between one
and three in the morning.”

“Is it all set?”

“It’s all set. This is it, John-
ny.n'

Then she was gone. I felt
my heartbeat speed up, and
until I went home, an hour
later, I was chain smoking—a
thing I'd never done before in
my life,

In my room I finished off
the rest of the pack, Then I
walked up and down for
awhile. I sat on the bed and
picked up the newspaper. I
read the same paragraph a
dozen times and still didn’t
know what I was reading. I
checked my gun every few
minutes, I looked at my watch
—it must have been a thousand
times, and not once could I
have told you what time it was.
Then, at seven minutes after
two the phone rang. I snatched
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up the handset and yelled,
“Hello!”

“Easy, Johnny.” Vardis’
voice was just above a whisper,
“Now listen. Come over to my
apartment, but don’t park in
front of the door. Stay around
the corner somewhere. Then
come on up in the elevator.
When you get up to the top,
lock the elevator doors open.
You'll find a little catch behind
the door, to the right. When
the doors are open you pull
that catch out and push the
end down in a slot youw’ll find
there. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Come on up the steps. You
remember how to get to my
door, don’t you?”

“Yes, but won’t Nick—"

“He’ll be there, waiting in
front of the door, For God’s
sake, Johnny, don’t reach for
you gun. Whatever you do,
don’t reach for your gun, do
you hear?”

“I hear.”

“Nick will challenge you.
Tell him that Leo sent for you.
He won’t believe you, of
course, Tell him to knock con
the door and ask Leo himself.
He may give you an argument,
but you can convince him that
he’d better make sure of what
he’s doing before ignoring the
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boss’ orders. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“QOkay, Johnny, that’s all.”

“That’s all? But Vardis,
I__”

“Get here as quick as you
can, but don’t get picked up for
speeding, and don’t rumn any
red lights.”

“But, Vardis...”

It was too late. She had al-
ready hung up.

5.

Nick was there, and he had
the gun in his hand. When I
stepped around the corner his
eyebrows shot up, but the gun
didn’t move because it was
pointed right at my middle.

“Hello, Nick,” I said in a
casual voice.

“What the hell are you doing
here?”

“Leo sent for me.”

“To come here? What are
you trying to sell, me, Johnny?
Nobody meets the boss here.”

“That’s what he said. Isn’t
this Vardis’ apartment?”

“As if you didn’t know.

Hardly the place for a business
meeting, is it?”

“Why don’t you ask Leo?”

“Are you nuts? I can’t butt
In on him now.”

“He said it was urgent,
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Nick, to get here quick.” ,

“He didn’t say anythmg to
me about ‘it.”

“I can’t help that. But you’d
better knock on the door and
tell him I’m here, or you might
have him sore at you.”

“I’ll take a chance on that.
If you’re snowing me and I
knock on the door he’ll be a
hell of a lot sorer.”

“Listen, Nick, you can ig-
nore the boss’ orders if you
want to, but I was told to come
over, and I’m going in.”

I moved toward the door,
but he stepped in front of it.

“Watch it, Johnny. I'd hate
to shoot you without Leo’s say-
so, but I wﬂl if you force me
to.”

“Okay, Nick,” I said. “You
knock on the door. I'll take
the responsibility.”

He hesitated, watching me
uncertainly. At last he said,
“Okay, Johnny, but if there’s
trouble. . .watch out.”

“It'll be my funeral, Nick,
not yours.”

‘He put his left hand behind
him and tapped lightly on the
wood. In a few seconds the
door swung open, and Vardis
looked out.

“Yes?” she said, then seeing
me in the middle of the corri-
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dor she said, “Hello, Johnny.
Leo’s waiting for you.”

Nick stepped to one side,
watching us both, keeping his
gun hand loose and ready to
move in any direction.

“You’d better come in. too,
Nick,” Vardis said. I noticed
that she wore the same yellow
robe. It was tied at the waist
and buttoned all the way up.
Her hands were in the pockets,
and she stood there looking at
us with impassive eyes.

Nick motioned with his gun
that I was to go first. I went
in and he followed and the
three of us stood just inside
the door. With her shoulder,
Vardis pushed the door shut.
“In the bedroom,” she said.

I started walking across the
living room, sensing Nick’s gun
a foot or two away from my
back. This guy didn’t take any
chances. I was about half way
to the bedroom door when I
heard the gun go off behind
me.
I spun around. Nick was
standing perfectly still and he
was still holding the gun. But
there was a surprised look on
his face and as I stared at him
a little trickle of blood started
from his nostril and slanted
down to the corner of his
mouth. Then I saw the red
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bubble on top of his head, and,
as he fell at my feet. the
powder blackened hole behind
the ear. I raised my eyes. Var-
dis was holding a small auto-
matic, and a little smoke was
still drifting out of its muzzle.

“That’s how you shoot a
man with a small caliber gun,
Johnny,” she said. “At close
range, behind the ear.”

She knelt and examined
Nick’s body.

“I see the bullet went all
the way through,” she mut-
tered. “We’ll have to find it
before we leave. I've already
picked up the brass cartridge.”

She tossed the automatic
into a chair and got to her feet.
I suddenly remembered Leo.
Leo! Where the hell was Leo?
Vardis read the frantic question
in my eyes. She tilted her head
toward the bedroom. I charged
through the door, tugging my
gun out as I ran.

That wasn’t necessary. Leo’s
naked body lay on the bed,
partly on his stomach, partly
on his side. And in his back,
sticking straight out, was the
silver handle of the ice pick I'd
used that other night to chip
cubes out of a tray. The shaft
was deep in his body, and I
knew the point had gone
through his heart. There was
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no blood. It was as neat a job
as I had ever seen, |

I looked at Vardis. “You?”
I asked.

She nodded, smiling.

I took my handkerchief out
and wiped the sweat off my
forehead. Vardis lit a cigarette;
then she started talking, the
words tumbling out rapid fire.

“Here’s the deal, Johnny.
I've got two big laundry bags
in the closet. We’ll put these
stiffs in and youw’ll have to
carry them down to my car in
the basement garage. The at-
tendant’s gone for the night.
Put the bags in the trunk. I've
got some concrete blocks and a
roll of baling wire in the back
seat. We’ll drive out to the
river. There’s a motor launch
there that I leased the other
day. We’ll go down the river
to where it’s plenty wide and
plenty deep. You tie on the
blocks and dump the bags over
the side.”

I was only half listening to
her. Because while she talked
she pulled the knot out of the
belt around her waist. The
front of the robe fell open.
Then she began pulling clothes
out of a dresser drawer, and as
she moved the robe swung
around loosely, now wrapping
itself around her legs, now
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falling away from her.

There was another distrac-
tion—one not so pleasant, I
stared at Leo’s body and at the
calm look on his face.

“Vardis?” I said.

“Yes, Johnny-O?”

“It just registered in my
slow brain that Leo didn’t come
up here to sleep.”

“That’s right, Johnny.”

“Then how did you get that
ice pick in his back?”

“I had it hidden under the
pillow, Johnny-boy.” '
“You mean you shivved him
while—?” |

She was smiling that same
old thin smile, that teasing
smile that had always fasci-
nated me. But now it only
made me sick. I had no par-
ticular objection to murder,
when murder was necessary.
But only a completely ruthless
woman could have planned and
executed a booby trap like this
one.

For the first time I saw
what Vardis really was. She
had been the real operator, the
power behind the throne that
Leo sat on. She had manipu-
lated him like a puppet on a
string, and then when he had
had some idea of his own, and
she saw that her hold over him
was beginning to slip, she put
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him out of the picture. Sure,
the Detroit deal was a flop,
but the next one might not be.
Sooner or later, if only by
blind luck, something would
have clicked, and Leo wouldn’t
need her any more. She
couldn’t allow that to happen.

All that crud she’d handed
me about a sheep ranch in
Australia was a lot of stuff. Or
maybe not. The point was, she
had used Leo until she couldn’t
-use him any more and now she
was setting it up to use me.

On some soft Australian
night, would my joyride be
rudely interrupted with an ice
pick in the back? Could I ever
have her with that terrible
question mark between us?
With my face in a pillow, could
I ever feel sure that there
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wasn’t an ice pick under it or
in her hand?

She was reading my
thoughts, because now she
shrugged off the robe com-
pletetely and let it fall around
her feet. She came over very
close to me.

“When we come back, John-
ny-O,” she whispered, “we’ll
have a time of forgetting, It'll
be so nice. . . with you.”

I looked at her a long time in

_silence. I wanted to run, out of

the apartment, out of the build-
ing, out of the city, but know-
ing Vardis as I did now I knew
there was no running from her.
I was trapped. I'd never know
when I was going to get it—in
the back. ..

PAID IN ADVANCE

A man walked into an unguarded Jersey City
trucking concern, opened the unlocked safe, took an
estimated $10,000 payroll from it and ambled out.

As he was leaving, he met a company of ficial who

questioned him.

“Just looking for a job,” he said. When told
there were no vacancies, he left—with the $10,000.
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