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A NEW, COMPLETE SHELL SCOTT NOVEL

1 didn’t know too much about this tomato,

nor the place she took me to. All I knew

. ‘was: one .minute there was girl-talk, the

next———bullet—talk, meant directly for me!

by RICHARD S. PRATHER

ER NAME WAS Jasmine, and she
had asked me to call her Jazz.
The name fitted her well enough,

I gueéss. At least she smelled good, -

and she sure looked jazzy.

I knew quite a bit about how
she looked, since we’d had two
previous dates earlier this week.
And I knew she smelled splendid
because, on two occasions, both of
them at her apartment door, I had

managed to get a sniff of something
wildly seductive—Sortilege, I think

. —which she dabbed behind her

ears. Whether she dabbed it any-
where else I had not the faintest
idea. It may thus be apprehended
by those of keen perception that
shapely "and saucy little- Jazz had
begun to strike me as perhaps a bit
waltzy. - , _ |

This, then, was our third, and

© 1966, by Richard S. Prather
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possibly iast waltz, although she
had given me to understand that
tonight’s expedition into the dizzy
night life-of Hollywood might prove
more charming than the first couple.

At least 1 thought she had.
Hints, anyhow. If you can call un-

believably steamy glances from hot

brown eyes.a-hint. Or the twitchy-
puckery promise of tomato-red lips
clearly on the verge of spontaneous
combustion. Or occasional long
sighs of such magnitude that it had

struck me as at least possible one-

more such would remove entirely
the form-fitting blue-silk strapless
cocktail gown clinging to hér 38-23-
36, which was a lot of numbers for
a kid only five feet, three inches tall.

I thought of Jazz’s long sighs as
passionate, but that’s merely an as-
sumption, because it is pretty hard

to tell when a gal is engrossed in-

putting away a meal suitable for
two famished longshoremen.

This filly ate like a horse. Not
noisily, or whinnying, nothing like
that; it was merely that she could
put away more goose liver and steak
and potatoes and salad and vegeta-
bles and crepes Suzette and cafe
diablo than anybody of her size
that I'd-ever seen. I could under-
. stand how she got that dandy shape;
but how she kept it was a moot
question which I was not equipped
to moot.

She sighed once more. “Oh,
my,” she said, lassooing me with
one of those sexy glances, “that
was good. That was good, Shell.”

We had just had dinner ‘at a
romantically isolated restaurant
called the Hideout, not-far from
downtown Hollywood. It was se-
cluded, dimly-lighted, resting atop
a hill overlooking several million
lights of Hollywood and its suburbs,
like L.A.—and expensive. An ordi-
nary meal would run about fifteen
bucks; Miss Jasmine Porter’s Lu-
cullan repast, complete with odd-
ments a la carte, came to forty-two
sixty, which I had a faint feeling

“was impossible.

Fortunately, I could afford a
little Jazz. Maybe not two or three
times every week, but this week. I
had recently successfully concluded
a six-day job for a wealthy client—

-the “Shell” which Jazz had called

me is from the Sheldon in Sheldon
Scott, . Investigations—and thus
could even have bought myself a
forty-two-sixty meal if I were nuts,
and if it. had been. poss1ble for me

_to cram that much food into my six

feet, two inches and two-hundred
and six pounds, which it wasn’t.
I said, “You want another?”
“Another what?”
“Another meal.”
“Of course not..
plenty.” _
I smiled. “Well, then what would
you like to do-now, Jazz? Take a

' Tliat was

‘nap for a few hours? Drive up into

the hills and snooze on Lover’s
Lane? Run around the block—"
“Goodness, no. No, no, Shell.”
She gave me the eyes, and the
twitchy-pucker of lips, and a gale-
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like undulation of breathing. “I
told you tonight was going to be
different, didn’t I?”

“Yeah,
maybe you wanted another dinner.
‘That would be diff—"

“That’s not 3
what I mean.”

Boy, when she turned it a]l on
like that, the eyes and lips and
Sortilege voice and bazoomy com-
munication, a guy could almost

hear colorful music: babes clacking’

castanets and screaming, gals zith-
ing zithers and waving their plec-
trums—-colorful noises, anyway.

I listened to the crazy noises and
my smile became more smiley, and
I said, “All right, then. What would
you like to do, Jazz?”

“Whatever vﬂu’d like to do,
Shell.”

" - “Then follow me, dear. Out
there—” I pointed toward a tall,
wide window and the brilliant lights
beyond it—*‘is romance, adventure,

danger, even booze. I refer, of
course, to my apartment. And that’s-

where we’re going!”’

“Wonderful!” ;

I got up, dropped approxunately
a pound of money on the waiter’s
tray_and the check, slid the chair
out from under Jazz’'s delectable
thirty-six, let her drape a hand on
my arm, and we started out.

We almost made it.

Just inside the front door and at .
one end of the long view-window
filling one wall of the dining room,
a man and woman were scated at

that's why I thought

. quite ;_. ;

a table for two, drinking some kind
of liqueur from thimble-sized
glasses.

I recognized the guy, a local at-
torney named- Vincent Blaik, but -
since he was merely an acquaint-
ance I nodded and was going to go
right on by.

But Jasmine also recognized the
girl.

“Lynn!” she cried, in the tone
of approachmg ecstasy gals often
use in greeting any female who is
not a total stranger “How nice!”

The lovely called Lynn—and
she was a lovely—looked up and
smiled. But the smile appeared to_
begin and end on her lips. “How
nice,” she echoed. “Jasmine! It’s so

good to see you!” She sounded as

happy as a sore loser halfway
through hari-kari,

Then they went on’ into the
how’ve-you-been? and it’s-been-

- too-long-since, and such.

“Hi,” I said to Blaik.

“’Lo, Scott.” '

He lifted an eyebrow, glanced at
the two girls, lowered the brow and
- looked at me.

“Sit down, Scott,” he said. “Join

"

-

us.
“Well thanks, but we were on

our way out.”

“Yeah, you were,” he said. He
glanced at the girls again.

“—and then Arly—you remem-
ber Arly, don’t you?” Jazz was say-

“ing. “Well, she and Art went out:

on the deck and—"" she leaned over
and whispered something, which try
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as 1 might I couldnt catch into
Lynn’s ear.

“No!” said Lynn.

“Yes!” Jazz cried.

“Hey,” I said. “Jazz. The ro-
mance, and adventure, and danger.
Remember? And—" -

She flipped the burnmg brown
eyes at me.

“Oh, shush,” she sald smlllng

—-and booze Out there in the
wilds—

“It’ll still be there, Shell.”

“Yeah. But maybe we won’t.”

Yacketa, yacketa.

“Or maybe you won’t,” I con-

tinued. “Maybe I won’t.”
"~ Blaik grinned. “Care to join us
for a drink, Scott?”’

“Why, thanks, Blaik. Don’t mind
if I do. Jazz may join us in-a little
- while, I guess.”

" “Fine. What are you drinking?”

I told him, pulled over a couple
of nearby chairs, and sat down.
Blaik captured a waiter’s attention,
gave him the order. When the
drinks came Jazz was seated, lean-
ing forward a bit and saying, “It
was, too, Arly. But you know Art.”

“Just don’t I?”Lynn said, rolling
hereyes. _

- They were very pretty eyes.

Large, wide-set, green. A moist,

dark green, the color of bruised
mint leaves. She was leaning back
in her chair, not saying much, ap-
parently content to let Jazz do'the
talking. The quiet type, I guessed,
though she didn’t look like the
quiet type. I guessed she was no

more than twenty-one or twenty-
two years old, but she looked pretty
ﬂamboyant to me.

Maybe part of it was those eyes
and the sensual, crushed-looking
lips. Probably .part of it was the
dress she wore, some kind of softly-
shimmering cloth as black as her

short-cut and casually-tousled hair, -

the dress which rested so smoothly
against her skin it might almost
have been black dye spilled over
her full body.

It took about five ,mmutes, but
by then the girls had covered all
the essential trivialities and we’d
even had time for introductions.

“The quiet but explosively dressed

lovely was Lynn Duncan, and I al-

ready knew, from listening to =

Jazz’s volubility and Lynn’s almost
monosyllabic comments, that until
six months ago she’d lived in
Miami, Florida, and since moving
to Hollywood ‘'had been working at
the “Skylight,”” whatever that was,
and ‘was single, drank creme de
menthe after dinner and strdight
bourbon the rest of the time, liked
the new hip-length dresses but had-
n’t dared to wear one yet, and was
wild about the latest boy-singer
singing rage, Weenie Latour.

At least, when Jazz informed her
that I was.a private detective, she’d
looked at me long enough to know
I have stick-up-in-the-air hair that
is white, as springy as thin quills,
and just about as long as the equal-
ly-white hair in my peaked eye--
brows; that my eyes are gray, my
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chops deeply tanned, my chin at
least resolute if not ponderous; that
my nose has either been broken
several times and put back where it
was every time but the last, or at
least broken twice and amusingly
set once, which is the fact; that
there’s a small scar over my right
eye and a plece cut or bitten or
sliced or shot—shot’s the one—
from the tip of my left ear; and that
the total conglomeration of my fea-
tures lends credence to belief that
it may have participated in a riot,
or been struck with determination
by a crowd of knuckles.

I looked out at the view. For al-
most half a mile there were only
scattered lights, but then the sparkle
and brilliance of the city below be-
gan, white and frosty and red and
blue and green, individual dots
blending more and more into an
abstract mass of color the farther
the eye reached.

There was only one road up to
the top of the hill where the Hide-
out sat, and the view had been
selected so diners could not only
get the full impact of the city at
night, but see arriving cars come up
the two-lane asphalt to the circle
before the restaurant’s entrance.
The circle where, with military snap
and dispatch, two magnificently-
 attired attendants opened doors,
whisked cars away to the large
parking lot hidden in darkness on
the right.

It was said that many ladies and
- even some of their escorts enjoyed

knowing that numerous curious—
and, hopefully envious—eyes could
note their arrivals. On a good night,
at least. But this was Tuesday, only
a little after seven-thirty, early on
a slow evening in September, and
there weren’t more than a dozen
eyes in the joint.

Another car was now coming up
the road. Its headlights lit the black
asphalt, but at the top swung left
toward the darkened lot, rather
than into the brilliance and uni-
formed-attendant splendor before
the entrance. This one clearly pre-
ferred parking his car himself,
rather than leaving it with the at-
tendants and later buying it back,
like sensible people. It made me a
little curious.

A miser, forced to bring his wife
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to the Hideout? I wondered. Or a
euy with a gal wearing one of the
old-style dresses, with its hem al-
most down to her kneecaps? A guy
with somebody else’s wife? Or
quite possibly; I thought more gen-
erously, ‘a high-school kid with his
sweetie, doing optimistic addition
and substraction in his head.

Jazz appeared to have forgotten
I was only about six inchés from

her ear. I could smell the Sortilege

again. I was like a guy gaining
ground while losing the earth, and
I had to think of something.

Then suddenly the gals stood up

simultaneously and murmured
they’d be “back in a jiffy.” Neither
of them had mentioned it. Neither
said, “Let’s go to the johnny,
honey,” or “Shall we freshen some-
“thing up, dear?”’ Nothing. Just click,
and they were on their way. I pre-
sume it’s telepathy. : -

Blaik said, “Gorgeous httle gal,
that Jasmine.” . -~

- “Yeah. So’s- Lynn And Lynn

doesn’t talk so muc

“She does seem more than usu-
ally quiet tonight.”

“Can’t get a squeal in edgewise,
- maybe.”

“You sound dlsgruntled, Scott,

Should dudgeon continue to gather
in your psyche, you can give .me
the little lady;s number before you
kill yourself. L

g | may give it to you before we
leave.”

He grinned. Vmcent Blaik was a

bachelor like me. Only he was five

A
oo

‘muscular cheeks,’

or six years ove'f'f_"'rily thirty. Blaik

was a solid five-ten, maybe a bit
chunky at a hundred and ninety
pounds or so, with"a square face,
brown hair .sev-
eral inches longer than mine and
wavy, combed straight back from

the slightly-off-center widow’s peak

like a litle comma punctuatmg his
hairline.
I’d been hearing -about Blaik

-and reading of his brilliant court-
room techniques and strategy—he

was a much-sought-after attorney
for the defense, with his own offices
and staff—for several years now.
But this was the first time we’d
actually sat down and talked. He
struck me as a much nicer chap
than I'd assumed he would be, be-
cause among the things I'd heard
were rumors that his ethics and -
morality- were not exact]y above

- reproach.

He had a long string of court-

- room successes, and ‘a few flops,

behind him. I'd heard some - of
those successes might have been
achieved with the aid of such illicit
techniques as jury tampering, brib-
ing, even, perhaps, intimidation of
hostile- witnesses. He was also al-
leged to have an abundance of
political pull which he was not
averse to using, too-close connec-
tions with a couple of Superior
Court judges, and intimate -ac-
quaintance with a number of the
kings and princes. of hoodlumland.

But every defense attorney takes
on clients accused of, or evenipre-
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viously convicted of, crime; that’s
his job, his purpose and function,
And rumors are spread about many
of them, rumors very often com-
pletely groundless. I didn’t know
whether any of the rumors about
Blaik wére true or not; and until I
did, I meant to assume they were
baloney.

So, instead of shop talk, I said,
“You have dinner here, Blaik? Or
just those little dinky drinks?”

“Hell of a dinner. Didn’t have
any idea the food was so good
‘here.”

“First time?”

He nodded. “Yeah, Lynn sug-
sested the place. I'm glad she did.”

“Yeah. Prime ribs were mine.
Jazz had the Chateaubriand It was
only a small one.’

He was silent for a few seconds.
Then he said, “Well, when you
feel like it, I'll take her phone
number anyhow.”

I grinned. “What do you want
Jazz’s number .for, when you’re
with Lynn? Nothing
about your Miss Duncan.”

He shrugged. “Not my Miss
Duncan. She’s just—well, call it
combining business with pleasure.”

I kept grinning. He could call it
business if he wanted to, but it

- looked more like pleasure to me:

“No kidding!” someone said be-
hind me. I lobked around. The gals
were already on their way back
from the powder room. After
maybe two minutes.- Remarkable.

Must have run out of powder. Usu-

'
s

repulsive

* éngine start over there.

ally they’re in.there at least three J
-quarters of an hour.

Blaik had paid his check When

-he ordered the Ilast drinks, and as

the girls arrived and I stood up say-
ing we had to hit the road. |

Blaik said, “Time for us to take
off, too.”

Lynn sat down, saying, “I’d
like another drink, Vince. Let’s
stay -a while.” But Jazz, 1 was
pleased to note, remained standing
and grabbed hold of my arm:.

Blaik was arguing mildly with
Lynn. She said she truly would
prefer to stay a while longer; actu-
ally, she didn’t feel too well. She
did look pale to me. Maybe she
needed oxygen. She couldn’t afford
to breathe very deeply wearing that
black outfit, But finally Blaik grab-
bed Lynn’s hand and hauled her
to her feet.

We all walked out together,
Jazz squeezing my arm. “That
didn’t take long, did it? Now we can
go out into the wildness, or what-
ever you called it. And I’ve already
got part of my dinner digested.”

“Ill bet it’s all digested. You
have a unique metabolism—"

That was the last word for a
while. From any of us.

- We’d gone down the steps, Blaik
and Lynn ahead of us, and he’d

- walked forward tey give one of the

two attendants his parking check.
Just as the gray-tuxedoed youngster
turned and started to trot toward
the darkened lot I heard a car

iy

I.;.' *
(2. -
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The sound stuck oddly in my
brain. At first I thought the other
attendant must be over there, but

both were here, one of them mov-

ing away now. Then I wondered
how many attendants they had at
the Hideout. Another thought was
forming, too, but it had time only
to wiggle.

I’d taken a step toward Blaik,
ready to hand the other parker my
ticket. Blaik was still a few feet
ahead of me, Jazz behind on my
right, Lynn standing back and to
my left, waiting.

As I took another step, with the
hand holding the square cardboard
check I half-consciously tapped my
coat. over the .38 Colt Special al-
- ways there in the clamshell holster.
~ It’s always there, because whenever

~I'm out in the city I know that more-

than one other guy who would like
to see me dead is there too. That
didn’t ‘mean they’d do anything
about it, though it has for sure been

tried before. But, because it might’

be termed an occupational hazard,
I’m always aware of the possibility.

Besides, ‘that thought was just -

starting to w1ggle

" Nobody had left the restaurant
before us. And I was remembering
nobody had come into the Hideout,
either, since Id seen that car come

up the asphalt road. Why would

anybody drive Up and just. sit.out
there? Those high school kldS,
maybe‘? Or maybe—

That was it.

The sound, even out in the open

without walls and ceiling to bounce
from, was helhshly loud. Gunshots

——ﬁve maybe six of them, -fast—
-one isolated shot, followed by a

second, and then three or four more

one after the other, almost blend-

ing into one. Before the second
shot sounded T'd hit the cement

parking circle and was rolling,

snub-nosed Colt coming out of the
holster, and my brain tagging the
sournd as the heavy, full bodied

- boom of a .45.
I saw Blaik flop, heard screams.
. from the girls behind me. A gray

blur was the second attendant spin-
ning around and starting to run.
The car’s engine was racing and
over its sound was the screech of

_ tires spinning. On- both skinned

knees and with one hand on the
cement, steadying me, I saw the
car jumping forward, sliding, head-
ing- down the road. :

I slapped the revolver toward the

. fast-moving car and squeezed off a

shot, followed it with two more. I
heard at least one slug hit some-
thing. But the car leaped forward
and down the hill, picking up speed
fast.

I got to my feet, crammed the
Colt into its Holster, turned back
toward the restaurant’s steps. The
back of my left hand was stinging

and there was a red streak on the -
skin. One of those flying slugs had ‘

barely nicked it.

Jazz was straightening up, rub-

bing one knee.

Her "eyes were blank, staring,
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glazed with shock. She straightened
up and let both arms fall to her
sides, breathing
mouth staring. Her face was chalk-
white.

Lynn was lymg half on her back,
one leg flopped awkwardly over
the other. The small irregularly
shaped dark pool near her head

- was blood. There was a cough and

groan from behind me.

I turned around. Blaik was on
his knees, sitting on the back of his
heels, bending forward with both
arms pressed against his mid-
section. I jumped toward “him,
squatted next to him.

“Blaik,” I said,
right? You get hit?”

He pulled his head up, looked at
me. Blood was on his mouth. His
lips stretched as he tried to smile.

“It’s . . . nothing,” he
and died. '

“are you all

2
A' WAITER HAD already phoned
for the police and an ambu-
lance by the time I got inside. As

he hung up the phone I grabbed
it, dialed the LAPD and got trans-

ferred to Homicide. In a minute I

had Phil Samson, Captain of Cen-

tral Homicide, and my very good =

and longtime friend, on the other

end of the line.

* “Sam,” 1 said, “Shell. Shooting

" here at the Hideout just now, Vin-

cent Blaik killed. Somebody else
already called it in, so cars should

through = her

said,

be on their way from the Holly-
wood Division.”
“You all right?” |
“Yeah. Scratch on my hand, but
Blaik’s dead and a girl named

- Lynn Duncan got one along the

side of her head. She’s still breath-
ing but that’s all I know.”

“Scratch on your hand? Stray
bullet? Or was the guy aiming at
youf)ﬂ

“That’s what I'd hke to find out.
Sam—main reason I called. Dig up
whatever you have on Blaik, will
you? If you come up with anything
to indicate some gun might have
been after him, it would help my
peace of mind.”

“Nothing’s going to help your
peace of mind. But okay. You see
anything might help us?” |

“Just the car. Can’t even tell you
the make. Dark sedan, new one.
Didn’t get even a glimpse at the
guy. It happened all of a sudden,
and I was moving pretty fast once
it started happening.”

“You coming downtown?”

“Soon as I can. One thing, Sam.
I took three shots at the car and
hit it at least once. Left side some-
where.”

We talked another minute, then
I went out front again.

Right after the shootmg four or
five people had come charging out
to see what was going on, scream-
ing and yelling and pointing. The
usual gathering, brilliant as lem-
mings heading for the sea. I left one
of the attendants near Lynn $ un-
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conscious body, with instructions to
‘keep people away from her. She
lay just as she’d been before, still
breathing.

Jazz was sitting on one of the

steps, arms crossed in front of her,

shivering a little. I draped my coat
over her shoulders, asked her if
she’d seen anything that might help
identify the killer.. She hadn’t.
Neither had either of the gray-
- uniformed attendants.

The one who’d been waiting to
take my car check had simply run
about a block, then finally come
back. When I talked to the young
guy who’d been trotting toward the
lot he said, “I heard the shooting
and plain hit the deck.” He’d hit it
pretty hard, too; his chin was skin-
ned and a little blood had dripped
on to his shirt and tie.

“How about the car?” I asked.

him. “He must have been parked
in the lot for several minutes. In

fact, I'm pretty sure Isaw h1m drive -

_up and turn in there.”
“Sure, so did 1,” he said. “But

the kids. come up here to neck

sometimes, Usually after closmg,
but not always. It’s a great view.’

He shrugged. “I figured that’s all’

it was. What the hell? Why would
I worry about it? Some guys like to
park their own cars. Who'd think

some crazy guy’d start shooting?”

Hé "was right, of course. Who
would? More important too, who’d
been the target? Blaik—or me?

Those slugs had covered a
pretty wide area. The bullet which,

nicked my left hand had either,

been fired at me, or the gunman

had missed Blaik by at least four
or five feet. Another slug had whis- -

tled past close to my head, too.
Judging by the spot from which

the shots had been fired, it must .
. have been one of those bullets go-

ing past me which had hit Lynn.

She was lucky not to be dead right:

now. For that matter, so was I.

The whole thing puzzled me |

more than a little. If the guy had
been aiming. for me, that also
meant he’d missed me by four or
five feet with at least one slug. I
could think of several reasons why
guys with guns might want to knock
me off; and it was of course possi-
ble somebody had a motive for

killing Vincent. Blaik. But I could-

n’t think of a single reason under
the sun why any man would want
to kill both of us.

I was sure of only two thmgs
Blaik was dead; and if the gunman

had killed him by niistake, he knew

he’d missed me—and still had to
get me.

3

Y THE TIME ' I'd finished ‘talking

to officers at the scene and
~driven "tothe 'police building in

downtown L.A., it was after nine
and the story was on all the news
broadcasts and telecasts. The bare
facts were covered: Blaik killed;

his companion Lynn Duncan shot

and taken to the Emergency Re-
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ceiving Hospital with a possible

skull fracture and a concussion;.

Shell Scott and Miss Jasmine Porter
escaped serious injury.

But there was a good deal of
conjecture, too; in part because
Blaik had been a well-known at-
.torney, but mainly because I'd
been involved, not for the first
time, in a shooting. At least one
commentator wondered audibly
.why I had been with Blaik, and

covered the same point which was

in my mind by saying, “It is not
yet known whether the fusillade of
bullets was intended for Vincent
Blaik or for Shell Scott, who was
wounded in the hand. But the
police are confident—"" and so on.

I hadn’t exactly been wounded

in the hand, but more like in a
thirty-second of an mmch of skin;
also, he made it sound as if a whole
gang of hoodlums had been shoot-
ing up the place. For all I knew

there could have been two, or even

several, men in the car at that.
Women, even. I hadn’t really seen
anything except a muzzle blast and
a glimpse of the car itself.

I took the elevator up to the
third floor and walked down the
hall to the Homicide squadroom.-

Samson was in his office, his big,

solid jaw wiggling as he chewed on
one of his stinking—but fortunate-

.1y, unllghted——black cigars. As I-

walked in he flicked the sharp
brown eyes at me, then continued
growling into the phone.

In a few seconds he hung up.
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He. took the well-chewed cigar
from his mouth and gazed upon me
as if noting that I had just broken-
out in a mass of livid pustules.

“You’re a hell of a lot of trou-
ble,” he said gruffly. -

“Sam, I'm wounded. It said so
on the broadcasts Is that any way
to talk to—

He swore for no more than
three seconds, a remarkable three
seconds admirable both for its pith
and richness, then added, “Un-

doubtedly some would-be bene-

factor of all mankind was trying to .
kill you, yet managed to shoot
Blaik. Shoot him dead. But you’re
wounded,” He stuck the cigar
back into his mouth, -

“You took your time getting
here,” he said.

“Well, first I had to staunch the
flow of my hot, red blood,” I said.
“And then I was out there at the
scene of the crime, Sam, cooper-
ating with the forces of law, order,
decency, and justice. Namely, the
fuzz. Then I had to see that my
girl got home—

“Ahk,” he ejaculated. “You and
your girls. Girls, girls, always—"

“What’s wrong with girls?”

“It’s not them, it’s you.”

Sam, I know for a fact, would
haul me from the path of a speeding
steam-roller, even if fairly certain
to get squashed in the process, as
for that matter I imagine I'd do
for him; but only on extraordinarily
rare occasions would he indicate by
a single word that I was other than
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a disreputable ne’er—do’—weﬂ up to

no good.

At length he sand “All right; tell

- me what you think happened. And

how you’ve managed to solve ithe .

. crime already.”

“Well, I haven’t solved it yet,
Sam. Not quite. In fact, I am all
at sea, would you believe it? But
here are the facts.” I told him
what had happened.

“Jazz hadn’t met Blaik.” I finish-.

ed, “and I didn’t know the girl
Blaik was with. But Jazz had met
her—” :

“Jazz?”

“Jasmine Porter. My girl.”

(GAhk »”

“Seems the Duncan gal works at
a bar and restaurant called the Sky-
light Lounge. Part of a private
country club and estates, homes
~on the golf course and such. Wait-
ress out there.”

“Where’d she meet Blaik?”

“Beats me. I talked to Jazz after
" the shooting, but she didn’t know
much about her. Met Lynn when
she was at the Lounge for-dinner a
couple of times, that’s all. So she
told me.”

Samson ran a hand over the

iron-gray hair on his scalp. “That’s
~all you got?”
“R:ght You dig up anythmg on
Blaik since I phoned?” -
“Not exactly. But—well, I’ll give

it to you the way I got it. About six-"

thirty this evening a lady phoned
the Hollywood division to ask

| about her husband. She’d been ex-

pecting him all afternoon, but he .
hadn’t shown up and she was pretty

~ worried about him. Far as we .

know, he still hasn’t shown up.”
“So tell ‘Missing Persons. Why

“tell me, Sam?”

“The lady’s name was Mrs.
Moulder. Georgina Moulder.”

I kept on looking blank.

“That’s wonderful,” I said.

“Wife of Leslie Moulder.”

- “Well, good old Leslie Moulder.
Not the Les—” 1 stopped “Wait a
minute.”

“l see you’ re getting it. Slow,
very slow, but—

“He’s the boy fell for theft, or
embezzlement or something? Went
to Q a year orso ago?”

“You got it. Grand theft, sen-
tenced to San Quentin little over a

“year back.”

It was the kind of case I don’t
pay any special attention to ordi-
narily, and it had been in the news-
papers last summer. But I remem-
bered a little about it. Leslie
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Moulder had been tried on the
* charge that he’d stolen something
like twenty or thirty thousand
bucks from a safe to which only he
and one other man had the combi-
nation. _

The other man was out of town
during the period when the theft
~must have occurred, and was able
to prove it.. Other details were
brought out at the trial, but Mould-
er’s defense, I recalled, had been
very little defense at all. Anyhow,
he’d been convicted and jugged.

So far, so’'good. But I knew Sam
- wouldn’t be gassing without a
point. So I probed in memory some
more! I remembered Moulder and
the other man had been partners.
Moulder and . . . Gordon. Rob-
ert Gordon. |

Gordon was much the wealthier

of the two. Moulder, though not

exactly out of the chips, was a con-
tractor, a builder and developer,
but on a much smaller scale than
Gordon, who had hotels and coun-

“ try-club estates all over the land-

scape.

_ That jiggled one of the facts
loose! Gordon and Moulder had
cooperated in buﬂdmg one of those
“country-club” developments here

in Southern California. The Holly-'

wood Hills Estates in Hollywood,
in fact. Nine-hole golf course, club-
house, homes on the fairways and
such. Plus hotel-type accommoda-
. tions, and a luxurious restaurant
and bar. The Skylight Lounge.

“Oh, ho,” I said: “Now I've made -

-
/

him.- But wasn’t there something
else? End of the trial—"

Sam nodded. “When the verdlct
was read he raised a little hell.”

“Yeah, only the little- was a lot.
Took a swing at his attorney, didn’t
he? Yelled the s.o0.b. had sold him
out, Hell, his attorney was Vincent
Blaik.”

“The late.”

“Interesting.” .

“Gets more interesting. Moulder

‘took a swing at Blaik, yes, right

there in the cBﬂrtroom.”
Sam stopped, letting me fill it in
if T could. And finally the whole

story of ‘that late-afternoon scene

.came back to me. “Also swore he

would kill the s.o.b.—Moulder’s
words. Yelled it about three or four
times, with some vehemence, if I
recall the reports correctly.”

“Youdo.”

“So what? Moulder’s in durance
vile, languishing in Q. Wait a min-
ute! Mrs. Moulder called the
Hollywood boys? She was expect-
ing her husband to show up this
afternoon?”

“You do get there in tune don’t
you, Shell?” Samson sighed, rubbed
his eyes.for a moment. “That’s it.
Moulder did his bit. He’s out.”

“When? How long ago—today?”

He nodded ‘again. “Only a few
hours ago. Not so few he couldn’t
have made it to L.A. with some
hours to spare, though.”

I thought about it. “Well, I still
say, so what? You don’t expect me
to think you’d pay any attention to-
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" a threat made in anger a year and
‘more ago, do you?”’ .

Sam shrugged. “0rd1nar11y, no.
But we don’t have much else to go
on. Not yet.”

Which was true. But that old
“P’I1 kill you” line has been tossed
at just about half the attorneys,
policemen, D.A.s and private de-
tectives, for that matter, in the
country. And ninety-nine times out
of a hundred it’s no more than hot

air leaking out with an excess of

gripe and exasperation.

Still, I thought, there’s always
that one other time out of the hun-
dred.

“Something else interesting,” I
said. “Moulder was one of the

owners of the Hollywood. Hills ",

Estates, wherein is the Skylight
Lounge, wherein it seems our Miss
Lynn Duncan works. And the chap
she was dining with tonight is the
attorney who -defended Moulder.”
" “Who got sprung today. Yeah,
we're Working on all of it.”

“How is the girl?”

“In Emergency, last I checked.

They're working on her head, but .

it’s nothing serious. She’ll be O.K.”
“That’s good. Moulder hasn’t

shown up yet?”

“Not the last I heard I called 5 o
fingers, you know,” I said. “Just

Mrs. ‘Moulder myself -a couple

times. Couldn’t reach her about an
hour ago, but talked to her at eight=

thirty. No husband yet. Told me
she was taking a shower when I
called before. Now why would she
tell me she was taking a shower?”’

-~

I grinned. “Why, Sam?” I knew
what was coming.

“You, now, I could understand
that. Even if she doesn’t know you,
she must have heard about you.
Aren’t you always talkmg to babes
in showers?” ’

“Well, when they’re roomy
enough for both of us. And if the
lady is willing, of course—

I cut it off because Sam had dug
out a big wooden match and was
preparing to light his cigar. He
knew I gagged on the effusion from
those unbelievably redolent smokes

of his, which was why he lit them.
. When he wanted to get rid of me,

he simply started puffing, knowing
I ' would—even when I didn’t want

‘to—Tretreat shamelessly.

“Sam,” I asked him, “what are
those thmgs made out of" Poison-
ivy leaves?”

He’d got the end glowing. “They

‘are manufactured from pure horse

manure,” he said complacently,
puffing some of the gaseous excre-
tion at me.

“Damn sick horses,” I said.

He puffed some more, an ex-
pression of quiet contentment -
spreading over his clean-shaven'
pink face.

“You could get cancer in-your,

from holding those things.” But by
then I was out of my seat and at
the open door. |

- Usually Sam just let me go,

- probably feeling mild pleasure at
~ his victory. But this time as I started -
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out he said, “I guess there’s no
need for you to meddle in the case
now. Right, Shell? I won’t have to
worry about you in my hair?”

“Well, if it was that hundred-to-

one chance, and Moulder did the
shooting, I suppose I can relax and
forget about it. But what if it wasn’t
Moulder, old buddy? Besides, no
matter who it was, I do not take
kindly to fellows tossing pills so
close to me as those pills were
tossed tonight.”

“I was afraid of that,” he said.

I went out.

Home is a comfortable three-
rooms-and-bath in Hollywood’s
Spartan Apartment Hotel, on
North Rossmore opposite the

grounds of the Wilshire Country

Club. At ten minutes to ten I was
- unlocking the door cf 212.
The living-room phone was ring-

ing, but by the time I got inside, .

walked over the yellow-gold carpet
and flopped on the low chocolate-
brown divan, and grabbed the
phone, nobody was on the other
end of the line.

So I mixed a healthy bourbon
and water in the kitchenette, took
it into the bathroom, and drank it
- before, during, and after a quick
shower. I was half dressed, up to
and including trousers with no rips
in the knees, when the phone rang
again. This time I got to it on the
second ring.

“Mr. Scott?”’ It was a feminine
voice. . b

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, good. I've been trying to
reach you for over an hour. Could
you please come to see me? It’s
dreadfully important.”

“Well, I suppose so. I’ve, uh, a
little something I'd planned to

.check up on, but it can wait. What’s

it about?””

“It’s—it concerns my husband.
My name is Mrs. Moulder, and I
have the most ghastly apprehen-
sion—"

“What? I mean, you’re who?”

“Mrs. Moulder.”

“Mrs. Leslie Moulder?” _

There was a brief silence. Then
she said, “Oh. You know about
him, then.” ,

“Know what about him?”

“Well, he— It’s very embarrass~
ing. I'd much prefer to tell you
about this in person. Would you
come to my home, Mr. Scott?”

“Right away.”

She gave me her address, one of
the homes along the first fairway of
the golf course at Hollywood Hills
Estates. 1 finished dressing in a
hurry, including my re-loaded Colt,
A strange but ridiculous thought”
occurred to me as I pushed the re-
volver into its holster. Wouldn’t it
be funny if Leslie Moulder had in
fact been the chap who’d shot at
me earlier, and was now enlisting
the aide of his freshly-showered
wife to lure me out onto the fair-
ways, where with a double-barreled
shotgun—

Ahk, I thought, like Sam. This

‘was a fine example of where an un~ -
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bridled imagination could take a.

guy.

I was right about that, anyway.

T found the front door of the
Moulder -residence with.ease, de-
- spite skulking over closely-mowed
grass, darting from bush to palm to
palm tree and such, eyes dancing
and gun ready, and with no. greater
shock than the sight of Mrs. ‘Geor-
+ gina Moulder when she opened the
door. ;
Only seconds after I rang she
_threw the door wide, and light
spilled over me, and all around her
as well, and though she was clad,
- she was not clad in enough to keep
her warm if the temperature fell
below eighty degrees. .-

“Oh,” she said, as though dis-

appointed. “Are you Mr. Scott?”
" “Yeah. You called me, remem-
ber? I'm sorry, but if you were ex-
pecting somebody who looks like
Lord Byron, or even Sherlock
Holmes—"

“I thought perhaps it would be .

Leslie.”

“I see. No word from your hus-

band yet?” .
’ “No nothing.” She squinted at

e. “How did you know I was ex-

pectmg him?”
“I just finished talklng to the
police, Mrs. Moulder. I.had a

rather, um, interesting experience:

- earlier.” _
“You mean getting shot at?”
“Yeah. You know what hap-

pened, huh?” -

“I heard it on several news pro-

grams. In fact, that’s why I called
you. Because your name was men-
tioned. But you say you talked to -

‘the -police, and that’s how you

know I was expecting Leslie? But
that means—the police don’t sus-
pect Leslie, do they? They can’t
suspect Leslie!”

She was stretching her features
and wiggling them around, her
voice going way up into the upper
octaves. I was beginning to believe
Mrs. Moulder might be a, highly
emotional tomato.

I said, Do you mind if I come
inside? I feel a little—I know it’s .
silly, .really, but I’d rather not stand
here in the doorway.” | |

“Oh, of course:” She stepped
back and I went in.

A television set was glowing in
the corner, four boys or'girls play-
ing guitars and apparently singing
in a brand-new key, and Mus.
Moulder walked to the set and
turned down the volume.

Standing there for a moment, she
said, “I presume you know that my
husband was sent to prison, and

.that he was released today?”

“Yes. I've a general idea of the

background.”

“I’ve visited him every week or -
two during this past year,” she

- said, turning to face me. “We plan-

ned to meet here this afternoon.
He distinctly did not want me to
meet him at the prison. You under-
stand?” :
“Of course.”
She was a big, good—lookmg
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woman, about thirty or possibly a
couple of years older. She had a
pretty face. Not beautiful, but
pretty, with very large w1de-set
eyes, long-lashed and dark, as her
most striking feature. Most striking
feature of her face, at least. Good
nose, warm-looking mouth. She was
made up, with rouge and lipstick
and whatever women put on their
kissers, as though ready to go out
on the town. Not dressed to go
out on the town, however.

“We agreed he would fly from
San Francisco to International Air-
port, and take a taxicab from there.
I arranged for him to have suffi-
cient money. I was to be here, wait-
ing for him, with everything ready

for him.”
" She waved a hand toward a
long, low, black divan. Before it, on
the antique-gold-mirrored top of
a wide table sat a silver bucket in
which was a bottle of champagne.
~ Three vases of cut flowers added
brightness and color to the room.
The top of an intricately carved
stereo set was raised and I could

see a stack or records resting on

the spindle. After a year in stir, a
man would greatly enjoy a drink,
some champagne, music, even
. fresh flowers. Then there was, of
course, Mrs. Moulder.

She asked me to sit down, so I
plunked onto the black divan. The
ice in the champagne bucket had
melted, I noticed.

. As Mrs. Moulder continued
talking she began pacing the floor,

which was rather an interesting oc-
cupation, even though I knew she’d
not been waiting for me, because
she was wearing a pale-blue negli-
gee and thin robe, or peignoir,

- which did not entirely conceal the

outlines, and even some of the in- -
lines, of her undeniably Iush and
lovely figure.

She had heavy breasts, high and
pouter-pigeon plump, and now ex-
ceeding active, as though endowed
with a vigorous life of their own; a
strong but not thick waist; full hips
and long legs. As she paced back
and forth she said, “It’s simply
ghastly. I don’t know what to do.
He isn’t here, and there’s been no
word at all from him.” .

She clutched the front of her
peignoir, squeezed it, then released

-it. “He hasn’t even phoned me.”

I didn’t say anything. It often
takes even calm and collected
women quite a while to .get to the
point. So I simply waited.

She went on for another minute:
possibly Leslie had been hurt; kill-

ed in an accident; everything but

eaten by sharks.

Then she stopped pacing sud-
denly, close in front of me, and-
said out of the blue, “Did you see
the man who shot at you?”

I blinked. Then I said, “No, I
didn’t. But—are you intimating
that—"

“Pm not intimating anything,”
she interrupted me. “I just wanted
to know if you saw hnn the man
who shot—" :
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“Mrs.
easy, huh?”

Women who get all squeaky-
-voiced give me a perhaps unreason-
able feeling of apprehension.

“I think we’ll reach rational con-
clusions - more quickly,” I con-
tinued, “if we don’t get hyster—if
we remain more rational . . . ah,
- calm, relaxed. Subdued.”
~ “I am quite relaxed,” she cried.
“Naturally I'm concerned—"

“Of course!” I said.

She was getting to me. The truth
is, I figured it would be easier to
stay relaxed and subdued, if she’d
go put a brassiere and some other
things on. But I could hardly tell
Mrs. Moulder that. -

. “All right,” I said finally, “let’s
get to it. What do you-want? Want
me to look for your husband, try

to find him? Is it anything more

than that?”
- “Well, in a way, yes.”

“In a way. Look, we both know
of the threat your husband made
against Vincent Blaik..We know
your husband got out of prison to-
day. We know Vincent Blaik was
killed this evening. But I assume
you do not really believe Mr. Moul-
der fired those shots at us. Or do
your?n '

“Of course not—"

“Okay. You don’t think so. I
don’t really think so either. So what
am I doing here? If there’s nothing
else you want to talk about, I'll
leave. That will be—oh, call it
twenty bucks for my time.,” -,

Moulder, just take it

It shook her up a. little. Which
was the idea. I’'ve had distraught

lady clients before, and often it ap-

pears to pain them to tell you what

they’re ‘talking about, until they

think they may not get to talk about
it. - ‘
She moistened her lips. A calcu-

lating look grew in her large eyes..

Her nostrils pinched in a little”
Then she said, “The truth is, I'm
a little afraid it might have been

- Leslie.”

“Uh-huh.” :

“You see; he was really innocent
of the crime he was charged with.
He was sent to pnson an mnocent
man.”

I tried to keep my features pleas-

antly vacuous.

“Isee,” Isaid.

“It was that Blaik—that rotten,
stinking .lawyer . . .” She let it

trail off, as if realizing she was talk-

ing about -a man recently dead.
Then she went on, “Leslie told me
so many times, every time I visited
him in prison, that by the time he
realized Mr. Blaik was absolutely
incompetent, it was too late. By the
time he knew he wanted another
attorney, he was convicted. There

was nothing he could do.”

“Well, leaving that for a mo-
ment, you were saying you’re a

. little afraid it might have been

Leslle Who shot at ‘me,

mean?”’

“Not at you. At Blaik. Why
would he shoot at you?” _

“Beats me.”

' you
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Georgina Moulder turned and
began pacing again.

“I don’t really think it could
have been Leslie,” she said quietly.
But—if I'd only hear from him.
It’s just that, while he was in
prison, he couldn’t seem to forget if
it hadn’t been for Blaik he wouldn’t
have been there. The last few
months he was even saying he
thought Blaik must have lost the
case deliberately. Lesliec kept, oh,
brooding about it.”

“Why would his éttorney have .

done that?”

“It was just an idea in Leslie’s
mind,” she said. “I couldn’t talk
him out of it.” -

“You know your husband was
innocent of the theft, Mrs,
Moulder?”

“Of course.”

“Pardon the question, but how?
If you've g‘ot any evidence which
would be—"

“Why, he’s my husband' I just
know.”

Well, I’'m a great one for loyalty,
myself. But I couldn’t help wishing
I also had Mrs. Moulder’s intuition.

Probably I should hire a gal to

work with me in the office. Prefer-
ably one with a shape like Mrs.
Moulder’s. _

My thoughts were going a bit

astray because Mrs. Moulder had’

turned .around before the television

set and was standing there with the

light from that big TV eye squarely
behind her.

- “Well,” I said, “I get the picture.

As long as there’s even a little
chance that Mr. Moulder fired
those shots at the Hideout, I sup-

pose you want me to do-what I can

to find him?”

“Yes, and help him. If he needs
help, of course.’ '

“Help him how? To be frank,
there’s probably little I can do that
the police can’t do better.”

“But that’s the whole point, Mr,
Scott.” She left the set and walked
over to me. “The police are proba-
bly already looking for Leslie, but
I don’t want them to find him now.
I want you to find him before they
do.”

She wasn’t quite getting through
to me yet. “Let me- get this
straight.” I began.

She interrupted me again. “You
see, I called the police station earli-
er this evening. About six-thirty or
seven, when it was getting dark, I
started getting—a little frantic. I'd
been waiting here, waiting, since
noon. Like this. Champagne ready,
charcoal in the broiler, steaks mari-

‘nating. And in my brand-new

neglig—" |
She cut it off, eyes widening sud-
denly. “Oh, good grief,” she said.

“Don’t look at me.”

“Hmm?” .
“I didn’t realize—" She looked
down at herself, undoubtedly get-
ting a tremendous view from where
she was, let out a little gasp and
cried, “You must think—" and
then scurried into an adjacent

room. After a minute or so she
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came back, but wearing a thick,
quilted white housecoat.

Her face was as pink as if she’d
slapped it several times, but she
didn’t mention her former semi-
nudity again. Instead she continued
briskly with what she’d been saying
before.

“I phoned the police, partly be-
cause I was worried about Leslie,
but also to find out if he had actual-
ly been released from prison. For
all I knew, he might have had to
stay there another day for some

reason. They were able to tell me
he had been released, and when I
told them he was supposed to be
home but hadn’t arrived they said
something about my coming in and
filling out a—Missing Person re-
port?” -

I nodded.

She moistened her lips, frowning
slightly. “But that was before the—
the shooting, before I heard about
it. Don’t you understand?”

I thought 1 did. At six-thirty
Leslie was just a hubby who hadn’t
come home when he was supposed
to. But by seven-forty-five he was a
man who might have murdered
Vincent Blaik.

Consequently I could understand
her desire—now—to have the
police forget about Leslie entirely.
But I got the impression she hoped
I could find her husband and, in-
nocent or guilty, keep him from the
clutches of the law, hide him out,
spirit him to South America or
something. Which, of course, I was
not about to do.

And I told her so.

She started flapping her arms
again.

I said, “Mrs. Moulder, I simply
can’t work for you on those terms.
Only on my terms, which include
complete cooperation with the
police.”

“Bllt—-—-“

“Wait a minute. If your hus-
band is innocent, which we pre-
sume him to be, cooperating with
the police is actually the best way



THE CAUTIOUS KILLERS 23

to help prove it. You don’t really
think he killed Blaik, do you?”

“Of course not. But the police
might. After that threat Leslie
made against Blaik, and then me
like a damned fool phoning them
and asking if he’d actually been
released from prison—"

“Don’t worry about that. The
police are a little smarter than most
people think. After all, they’re the
ones who put the crooks in jail.
Just in case your husband is guilty,
neither the police nor I would help
him get away with it. But assuming
he’s innocent,- we’ll also do our
best to prove it.”

: She was reluctant still, but she

finally agreed I could do it my way.
I was-hired; we settled my fee; I
agreed to keep her informed of
anything I learned which might be
of importance to her or Leslie
whether I managed to find out
" where he was or not, and then
asked her for more details about
the original theft, for which Mould-
er had been sent to the clink.

There wasn’t a lot more than I
already vaguely remembered. The
sum had been an even twenty-eight
thousand dollars, not much when
. compared
value of the Hollywood Hills Es-
tates, but a fairly sizeable chunk
nonetheless. The money -had been
taken from the main safe in the
hotel office, after the day’s receipts,

including those from the Skylight

Lounge, had been placed in it. Mrs.
Moulder admitted. that only her

to the multi-million

husband and Mr. Gordon knew
the safe’s com’bmatlon She didn’t
even know-what.it was herself

“It was brought ‘out/in court, I
recall,. that'your husband did need
money. Desplte the: fact that he
had maybe: two. or three hundred_
thousand her;e in’ the development

She pulled ‘her brows down and
her dark eyes “got .a little colder.
“It’s true we" dldnt have A graat
deal of ready’t:ash M. Scott ‘We
put everythmg we ‘had or could
scrape; 'up. ifito Hollywood Hills. |
But it’s rldICUIOUS to thmk Leslie
would have: taken money out of hlS
ownsafe.” T 2

“His, and his partners LA

“Be&des ‘he-would have' kn@wn
somebody would surely find. out.”

“What about’ your.and your hus- -
band’s 1nvestment in " the.. Holly-
wood Hills? Did Mr. Moulder
mtend to come back and reshme his -
workhere or what"” ,?‘f

“He“wa$ ‘coming back: Every-
thing would be like it was before.”

“How come, if Mr. Gordon was
convinced your husband stole the
money?”

“Oh, that was all settled before
Leslie went to prison. And I’'ve
talked to Bob a lot about it since
then. He feels that even if Leslie
did make a—a mistake, it must
have been more like borrowing for
a little while, not really stealing.
Leslie’s not a thief. He’s an honest,
wonderful man! And Bob said
when he came back we’d all just
try to pretend it never happened.”
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“Quite a .fellow, this Bob
Gordon.” .

She shrugged. “He- really hadn’t
lost anything, especially since
Leslie made restitution, as they
called it.”, '

“e gave the money back?”

Her eyes cooled a few degrees
again. “He didn’t give it back. He
“never stole it in the first place. But
we managed to sell some things,
scrape up the money.” She wound
her fingers together. “He’s not only
went to prison for something he
“didn’t do, but he had to pay eigh-
* teen thousand dollars for the pr1v1-

ledge.” '

Mrs. Moulder sat on the couch
idly twirling a champagne bottle in
the warm water in the bucket,
while I phoned through to Homi-
cide, and then Samson.

I told him I was officially on the .

case, working for Mrs. Moulder,
and he said, “I suppose she wants
you to pursue and capture her hus-
band, assuming six thousand po-
licemen find themselves incapable
of coping with the problem.”.
“Something like that.”
- “Well, maybe I can help you,
Shell. To make up a little for all

the favors you’ve done the depart- .

. ment.”
“Oh? How?” |
“We'’ve got Leslie Moulder down
here now,.in an ‘I’ room. He was
brought in about ten minutes ago.”
“You’ve found him already‘?” I
said.
'Mrs. Moulder stopped twirling

but

the champagne- bottle and looked
toward me, raising one hand to the
hollow of her throat. ©

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Parked half

upona curb in his car, passed out.

Still drunk. Bullet hole in the left-
rear door of the sedan, by the way.”

“Ill be damned,” I said. “I
guess there’s no doubt that he—"

I cut it off, realizing Mrs. Moulder

was naturally hanging on every
word. I finished by saying, “I guess
that about wraps it up, then.”
“You haven’t heard the half of
it, Shell. You’re at Mrs. Moulder’s
now?”
“Yeah.” .

- “Well, here’s what we’ve got.
We’ll send a team out to talk to her,
you can tell her we’ve got
Moulder if you want to.”

“What’s the rest of it?”

“What is it?” That was Mrs.
Moulder, rising to her feet now.

I shook my head at her, l1sten1ng
to Samson. |

“Looks like the damn fool must
have started drinking right after he

. got sprung. Nearly empty bottle of

bourbon on the car seat. He was
out cold, down on the floorboards.
Officers who found him had a hell
of a time getting him awake. We’re
pouring strong coffee into him now
and trying to make sense of what
he says. So far he Wont admit he
did it.

"No,” Sam went on. “We’ve got
enough without it. No gun in the
car, but one cartridge case was on
the floorboards in back. From a
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- forty-five automatic, same as ‘the
-ones scattered in the lot.at the
Hideout. SID’s doing the compari-
son now, but they’re the same.”

“The booze. That could explain
the way the slugs were sprayed
around.”

- Sam grunted. “Amount of sauce
he must’ve put away, .I’'m sur-
prised he didn’t hit somebody in
the rest room. One other bit, we
already had a report on the car.”

“Hot?”

““Right, stolen shortly after two.
We’ve got Moulder placed ' on
the plane that got in from San
Francisco just before that. He did-
n’'t stop at the gate to pdy any
parking fee, just roared out past the
gateman. Man got the registration
and reported it to the local police.
Well, that’s it. You coming down
here now?”

“Maybe later. Doesn’t
much reason to now.”

“Doesn’t, does there? Tell Mrs.
Moulder two detectives will be out
in about twenty minutes.”

“Right. Thanks, Sam.” I hung
up: . ‘
p“‘What is- it?” Mrs. Moulder
said again, but not with such vehe-
mence this time. ‘

“It’s not good,” 1 said. “Maybe
you should -sit down, Mrs.
Moulder.” '

“Im all right.” Her voice was
low, but squeezed tight in her
throat. “That was about Leslie,
wasn’t it?”

“Yes. The pohce found him in

seem

his—that is, a stolen—car. He'd
obviously been drinking, and—

It isn’t ever easy to tell a woman
her husband has been arrested for
murder. Even if she already knows .
the truth. I fumbled for a cigarette

“and started to light it, hnmg up the

right words.

“Don’t try to spare my feelings,
Mr. Scott. At least I know where
he is. Anything’s better than not
knowing. At least I'll be able to
see him, talk to him agam I can
stand it.”

Well, if that was the way she
wanted it, okay. Sometimes that’s
the best way, quick and over with.
So I gave it to her. “All right. It’s
really pretty much open-and-shut.
There’s been no confession, but the
police are convinced he did kill
Blaik. There was a cartridge case,

from the gun he used, in the car.

Mr. Moulder came in on the plane,
all right, but apparently he started
drinking, stole a car and—well,
the police have him in an interro- .
gation room trying to get the-story
out of him, but he’s still so drunk,
frankly, they haven’t got much out
of him. But take it from me, they

~will. So face it, the simple fact is,

Leslie Moulder murdered—"

I was looking right at her from a
foot away, and even before I com-
pleted my last sentence, or part of
a sentence, her eyes changed, lost
their brightness; the lids drooped
visibly and began instantly to trem-
ble. And then it was as though a

huge invisible squeegee started
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moving downward from her head,
pressmg the blood toward her feet.
Between one .second and the
next her complexion changed from
almost healthy pink to a gray

nearly the color of death. Even her .

throat got a kind of dirty white.
Her eyes rolled up. She swayed
ever so slightly.

- Then she let out.one soft sigh

and fell, silently, like a bird dead

in the air.

She crumpled soundlessly on the
carpet at my feet. I wasn’t fast
enough to catch her. She could
stand it, she’d said. Well, she
- couldn’t. Probably I should have
known better.

When she came out of the faint
‘in a minute or two, I helped her to
the divan. We sat there quietly for
another minute, then haltingly she
asked a few questions. There
wasn’t much more to tell her, but 1

did say a couple of plain-clothes -

officers would soon be here from
- Homicide. Just routine, to téll her
what she alréeady knew. But she

might have a little difficulty getting

. to.see Leslie tonight, assuming she
wanted to go down to the police
building.”

She could speak clearly enough
now, though she was still some-
whatrocky.

“I want to go, down there,” she
said. “But I don’t think I could

. bear it tonight/ I’'m just drained.

Oh, poor Leslie. He never could

drink worth a damn!”’ She tried to -

smile, and almost made it.

“I’ve seen him Ppass out sober,”
she said. _ | |

In. a little while, after she as-
sured me she was truly all right, I
left.

- Funny. Shortly after J'd come
inside she’d been my client; but
she was no longer my client when
I left. Quickest case in my career.

Or so I thought then.

4 1

!’STOOD ON the spongy green grass
of the fairway for a few sec-
onds, gazing up at the stars. Then
I lowered my gaze to the darkened
clubhouse on my left, and the pale
gleam of lights lining its second
story. Behind each of a dozen win-
dows, twice as tall as they were
wide, was a blue glow, soft as the
dust from a butterfly’s wing, the
pale blue lights of the Skylight
Lounge.

- T walked toward it. _

It wasn’t merely that I felt like
having a cool drink, though I did.
—But even though Moulder was
in the jug and the real work of the
case was donme, there were ques-
tions, little questions, in my mind.

Or maybe it was that something
which had begun wiggling in my
head shortly after seven—forty-ﬁve,-
had not yet totally stopped .

The | Skylight Lounge was a
membership club—the whole of
Hollywood Hills Estates was ex-
clusively for the membership, .for
that matter. But by producing my
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private investigator’s wallet card
and holding it casually before me

as I walked in, I was admitted"

without difficulty by an exception-
ally strong but not very bright-
looking individual clothed in
black-satin shirt with high collar
buttoned around the neck, Russian
style, black-satin trousers, and
black shoes curving up and to a
point in front, as if he had two
- small gondolas on his feet.

He was something, all right; but
the hat-chick in the small booth
beyond him on my right was some-
thing else. She looked like a taller,
slightly plumper edition of Jazz.

It wasn’t exactly a negligee; it
was a costume, which, I quickly
noted, was echoed on all the other
girls in view, meaning one . . .
two . . . three other girls.
costumes, of black-satin, were:
bra, with bulge of cloth at bottom
and bulge of girl at top, bare mid-
riff of girl at midriff, huggy short-
shorts appropriately positioned,
net stockings, and black high-
heeled slippers.

I noted all this on my way to the
bar, which was around the corner
of the wall and to my left. It was
. ten stools long, facing the windows
I’d -been- eyeing from the fairway a
minute or two ago.

_Two couples and a lone man oc-
cupled the seats at this end of the

bar, so I walked past them and slid .

on to an empty stool near the other
end.

As I sat down, a tall, broad-_

The -

shouldered bartender in a white
jacket with gold piping on the la-

‘pels hung up the bar phone and

turned. He was a good-looking
sonofagun, dark, with black Sultan-
in-the-Harem eyes,“one of those
proddy Latins, I figured.

At the moment, though he ap-
peared to be about half as cracked
up as Georgina had been not long
ago. He glanced at me, and let his
eyes hang on my face for a second,
then stepped to the bar and looked
past me, as if searching for some-
body in the crowded room.

“Bourbon and water,” I said,

“when you get a chance. If you’re
up to it.” -

He turned his head toward me.

“Uptoit?” .
“You look a little rocky You all
right?”
He glanced past me again.

“Yeah. I just had some bad news.
About a friend of mine.”
“Leslie Moulder?” '
“Yeah.” He stopped and jerked
his head to look at me again, more
intently this itme. “Who the hell
are you? I don’t remember seeing

you here before. You're not a

member.” |

“Can’t T be a guest?”

- He scowled but didn’t answer..
After a moment he said, “What
was that crack you made about
Leslie Moulder?”

“No crack, just a question. I
thmk I know what the bad news
was.”

He kept scowling, but said, ®I
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guess it isn’t a secret.‘f If it is, it
won’t be foriong.”

I nodded- toward the phone.
“That call from the cops?”? -~ -

He didn’t answer for a while.
Then he said, “I'm not. sure it’s
your busmess, ‘mister, but it was
- from Moulder’s w:fe I've got to
tell a few people we’re in for some
~ more sweat.” He paused. “Where
do you get” your information, if
you've really got any?” |

“Oh, I know he’s jugged, all

‘tight. ’'m a private detective. Fact,

is, Mrs. Moulder was about to hire
me to try locating her husband
when we found out he’d been
pickedup.” -

He nodded slowly, then smiled-
kind of half-heartedly and stuck:

out his hand. “That’s different.
Sorry if I barked a little. That call

‘kind of shook me. I'm Falcon.” '

He pronounced it Fahlcone. “Ra-
fael Falcon.”

“Shell Scott.” I shook his- hand.
“I no more than got hired than
Mrs. Moulder fired me. Well, not
- actually. There just wasn’t any-
- thing left for me to do.” I grinned.
“So I thought I'd crash the Lounge
for a drink; if there weren’t any
objéctions.” |

“No objections.” He flashed me
a grin. “Now.”

He’d been good Iookmg even
when resembling a guy having a
severe attack of gall stones, but
more relaxed at the moment, and
smiling, he was handsome enough
to cause normal men to feel life

- fore me.
Mr. Scott.”

had been unfair to them, and to
make estrogenic tomatoes swoon
from a distance of ten yards, or
possibly even furlongs. Despite the
dimness here in the Lounge, his
even white teeth looked like cubes
of argent neon, and it pained me
to note his black hair had more
smooth waves in it than four acres

- of sexy sand dunes.

He was well beyond adoles-
cence, maybe five or six years past
my thirty, but he possessed the al-
most-boyish look of some guys

-who seem not really to begin aging
until they get one foot and three

toes in the grave. It was my guess
he had a long lusty life. ahead of
him if he didn’t kill himself, in the
most probable and enjoyable fash-

-jon, in, say, the next year and a

half

Of course, WhO wants to live
forever?

“Bourbon and water, was 1t'7”

he said.

“Right. How do 1 pay for it? Do
you use money here, or do I have
to produce a gold key or some-
thing?”’

“Money will do.” The drink was
already made and he placed it be- -
“Excuse me a minute,

He ducked under the bar’s end
and walked to a table against the
far wall, leaned over and spoke to
a woman with blond hair intri-
cately piled atop her head, then
pulled out a chair and sat down. .

I carried my drink to the hat-
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check booth and talked to the girl
there for a couple minutes.

She was a cute young creature
about old enough to vote, with
poochy raspberry-colored lips and
big crinkly-cornered eyes very
bright and shiny, as if she’d just
finished laughing till she cried. But
she seemed not totally aware of
every little thing that went on
around her.

Leslic Moulder? Who was he?
Any relation to Mrs. Moulder?

Sort of, I said. Didn’t Mrs.
Moulder act married?

She acted like a boss. She was
one of the bosses. How do you act
married, anyway? She knew some
married people, and they didn’t
act married.

She was Ruthie Barrows, but
everyone called her Sweetie, I dis-
‘covered. ’

Well, there was one of the other
bosses, Mrs. Gordon. Sweetie
pointed her out. It was the blonde
with hair atop her head, to whom
Falcon was still talking. Then
there was Rafe, of course. Mr.
Falcon. Rafael.

Tell me about Rafe,

He was too good looking.
Dreamy. He could dance all the
new steps, and even some of the
old steps. He’d taught her some of
the old steps. They were almost
better than the new steps. She’d
danced with him? Lots of times;
she’d been out with him a couple
of times.

But it didn’t really mean any-

thing, darn it. Not to him. He went
out with all the girls.

All the girls? How about Geor-
gina Moulder?

She wasn’t a girl, she was a boss.
Maybe Mrs. Gordon?

She was boss, too. Besides, she
was married to Mr. Gordon. What
was the matter with me; was I
some kind of buzzard?

I ignored that question, what-
ever it meant, and asked Sweetie,
“How about Lynn Duncan? Her,
too?”

She hadn’t heard the news.

“Oh, sure,” she said with a sigh.
“Her more than most, I guess. Es-
pecially lately. But Lynn’s really a
dove.”

“Is that good?”

“She’s beautiful, simply gor-
geous! Haven’t you seen her?”

“Yeah, once. For a little while.
Big thing between her and Rafe?”

She pooched her lips out a little
more. “Right now, I suppose. But
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Rafe—he turns. you on, and then

- heturnsyouoff.” . |

“Is that good?”’

She rolled her eyes toward the
ceiling. “It is for a little while.”

“What’s Mr Gordon hke‘?”

“He’sa—

“I know, he’s a- ‘boss.
that, what’s he like?”

- Besides

“He’s gone a lot of the time, so

I don’t know him too well. But he’s
nice. Handsome, and tall, and with
awfully pretty white. hair—"" she
glanced at my head. ‘“Not like
. your. But white from—well, he’s
about fifty or sixty. You know, a
hundred years old.”

“Ah, then I presume he remains
aloof from all the girls, the cocktail
waitresses and such.” :

“Aloof?” -

“He doesn’t creep up behind
you, and give you a qulck pinch or
anything sly like that.”

She laughed, dehghted *No, but
he’s got something in him. Mem-
ories, maybe.” She laughed some
more. “I mean, he gives you that

. look. Like—"" She paused, chewed °
the side of her lip. “The way you’re_

looking at me, right now.’

I wondered if we should carry
this conversation any further. It
was no way to get the work dore.
~ So I told Sweetic she was a
sweetie, and carried my drink
away. The ice cubes had melted

in it. I-imagined Sweetic melted a’
.. lot of ice cubes.

I finished my drink and left it
on the bar, noting that Rafe was

no longer seated with Mrs, Gor-
don. She was alone at the moment,
so I-walked over, introduced my-
self, and asked if T could join her

“briefly.

She was quite ch arming. |
. “Of course, Mr. Scott,” she said.
“Rafe just finished t’elling me who

‘you are. I have, of course, heard

of you And some of your ex-
ploits.”

Mrs. Gordon was in her late
thirties, I guessed. Aimed toward
forty, but still going uphill and not
down. She had the look of a high-
fashion model who had quit the
racket, stopped crash-dieting, and

put some healthy meat on her skel-

eton. The cheekbones were high
and quite prominent, giving her

- cool blue eyes a slightly Eurasian
‘cast. And it was a sweet,

soft
mouth, which must have run
through a lot more smiles than
frowns.

We talked casually for a minute
or two. She already knew, from
Falcon, about Moulder’s arrest.
Rafe was bar manager of Holly-
wood Hills Estates, she told me,
and worked the Skyhght bar dur-
ing the week..

Since we were talking about
him, I took the opportunity to say,
“Rafe’s quite a hit with the girls, I

‘gather. I can understand why.”
is devilishly handsome, -

“He
isn’t he? But he, ‘like nearly all
bachelors—you are a bachelor,
aren’t you, Mr.’ Scott?——plays the
field, as men say.”
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“Is that what they say——do'? Xes,
I’'m a bachelor.”

“He even made a play for me,
at one time,” she continued. “Can
you imagine that?”

“I can imagme it. You mean
since you married Mr. Gordon?”

She smiled. “It could hardly
have been before. We've been
married for ninecteen years, Mr.
Scott. And it’s a good marriage.”
She paused. “I told Rafe I was mar-
velously comphmented but he re-
ally should play in his own back
yard. He’s wonderfully amusmg
when he wants tobe.”

“I imagine there must be some

husbands who miss the joke. Well,
if Rafe doesn’t mind jumping
fences, I wonder if he ever tried—

well, making a play, as you put it,
- for Mrs. Moulder.”

She had been quite frank untll '

that point but I guess 1 started
overstaying my welcome right
then.

Mrs. Gordon chilled.

“I’'m sure I wouldn’t know any-
thing about that,” she said icily.
“And even if I did, 'm equally
sure it would be none of my busi-
ness.’

She didn’t exactly tell me to
leave, but the conversation from
then on was brisk and without any

more of her sweet, soft smiles. I

did determine that her husband
was once more out of town, as he
often was. In San Francisco—he
owned the Southbay Apartment
complex there. He’d been gone for

three days and wouldn’t be back:
until tomorrow. Mrs. Gordon
didn’t know the slightest thing
about Vincent Blaik, except; of
course, that he had defended Les-
lie Moulder.

We talked .a little about Leslie,
but I learned no more than I al-
ready knew or had heard from
Georgina, except that, clearly, Mrs.
Gordon felt Leslie had been guilty
of the theft as charged, justly con-
victed and sentenced. But she felt
no real animus toward him. And
he was a murderer now, wasn’t
he? And one doesn’t welcome back
murderers, does one?

- She had a point. And at that
point, I excused myself and re-
moved myself: -

Not entirely from the Skylight
Lounge, however. Not at first.

The thought had been creeping
up on me that I was engaged in an
_exceptionally fruitless operation,
“that T was no closer to the meat of
the matter than when I’d first come-
in' and cast appreciative eyes upon
Ruthie and -the other black-satin
and net-stocking clad tomatoes
here. Thus musing, my thoughts
turned to Miss Jasmine Porter.

-And so, into the wilds I would
go, I continued thinking, and with
luck Jazz would still be up and
about—it was not yet eleven. If I
were persistent enough we might
still ‘be able to take up about where
we’d left: off. I intended to be
plenty persistent.

There was a pay-phone in the
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cubbyhole at the end of the bar
opposite the club’s entrance, so I
walked to it, digging change -from
my pocket. I'd" already dropped
my dime into the slot when I-de-

cided that, before calling Jazz I'd

give Samson one last call and get
up-to-date. That done, I could turn
from the mundane to the ethereal,
from digging into death to the pur-
suit of life, conscience clear and a
long lovely night ahead of me.

So I called Sam.

And that is when things began
getting gummy.

.-“Shell,” he said, “I tried to reach "

you but you’d left Mrs. Moulder’s.”

“I came up to the Skylight
Lounge out here, Sam. For a look,
and—well, just to nose around a
little. How'd the boys do with
Georgina?”’ ;

“Routine. Rawlins and Kidd
went out, gave her the story, asked
a few questioqs Rawlins tells me
she was in pretty bad shape half—
way in shock.” |
- “Yeah, I saw her start coming
apart at the seams. True love, 1
guess.”

“Never mind that. We can’t get
a damn thing out of Moulder.”

“You mean he’s stxll too sauced
l‘p‘?,,

“Not that.——He’s plenty groggy,r

yeah but we’re keeping his eyes
open, .at least. I - mean he’s
clammed. Doesn’t want a lawyer
. —in fact, refuses to see one.” Sam
paused.
puts us.”

"“You know where that

- “Yeah, Well, he’s been in Q a
year., You can bet he talked to
some of those smart stir-lawyers

~ they’ve got up there.”

“Yeah. I told you on the phone
what we’ve got on this bum. It’s a
good case.”

. “Cold, Sam But-you don’t need

| to tell me—

He told me anyway. “Suppose

‘He absolutely refuses to accept

counsel? Tonight, tomorrow, cou-
ple days. Then—when he gets into
court, he says, ‘I didn’t know what
I was doing. They cursed at me, I
got confused. I didn’t even have an
attorney.” Hell, the court kicks the
case out. And we’re stuck can’t
try him again.”

Sam kept going but I only halif
listened. I’d. heart it all before,
many times. I couldn’t blame Sam-,
the old war-horse. He’d given most
of his life to clean, honest,
damned-hard-working law-en-
forcement, and now "he was seeing
the edifice built over years, by him
and ‘men like him, crumble into
chaos, undermined from the top.
Cases cold, cut-and-dried, some
built up over months by dozens
and scores of policemen, some of
them caught-in-the-act classics of
incontrovertible guilt, were being
tossed out of court, either because
of US. and State Supreme court
decisions, by some called whims,
or on technicalities, by some called -
trivialities. :

Sam was going on, “next thing,
we-won’t be able to arrest a hood
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unless we’ve got a lawyer along
with us. We don’t have to lick the

blood off their hands or kiss their

feet yet, but who knows when
they’ll tell us to pucker up?”

I let him run down, then asked
him, “Moulder’s not saying. any-
thing at all?”

“Yeah, he’s saying something.
The guy’s a nut. I think he really
is. People talk about stir-crazy.
Maybe it’s not in the books, but
it’sreal—"

“I know, Sam. What’s Moulder
saying? He didn’t kill Blaik? Is that
what he’s saying?”

“Hell, he’s been saying that ever
since he could talk clear enough
for us to understand him ten per-
cent of the time. He says he couldn’t
have Kkilled him; couldn’t have
killed anybody. He was in a motel
all afternoon. Get this—with his
wife!”

“With his—Georgina?”

“He’s got some more wives?”

“Why the hell would he claim

something like that?”

“Will you quit asking stupid
questions and get down here right
away?”’

- “You want me to come down
now? I was about to call Jazz-—"

“Jazz—damn you! Get down
, here, will you?”

“Sam, if you really want me, if
you truly need me—"

" SArrgh. ‘T wish I’d never see you
thiem for me, won't you?”

again. He wants you,”
‘iWhOQ!’
“Moulder. Leslic Moulder. The

killer, the suspect. Who in hell do
you think I have been talking
about?”

“Why would Moulder want to

see me? I never even met the guy.
Are you nuts?”

. Silence for several seconds. I'd
better watch it, I thought. Sam is
big and hard and tough, and usu-

ally can bear the weight of moun- .-

tains. But I could tell. He was ex-
periencing one of his rare, very

rare, about-to-flip times. This °

Moulder must really be a cutey, I
thought.
He said, “No, Sheldon, dear boy,

I am not nuts. He is nuts, he is a

very clever monster.” Sam paused

again. “Fact is, I think he might be

working up to a not guilty by rea-
son of insanity. Whatever he’s pull-
ing, you’re part of it. He insists on
seeing you.” "

- “He insists, huh? It gets cuter.
Why does he want to see me, for
gosh sakes?”

“He doesn’t say.” Sam’s voice,

was weary. And no wonder. Ignor-
ing Moulder, I knew he’d been on
the job since at least eight this
morning. “He just says-you’re the
only one he’ll talk to.”

“Well, some of us. have got 1t
and some of us—

“If you're not here in half an
hour—"

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,
Sam. If I get any tickets, you’ll ﬁx

I hung up while he was swear-
ing.
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KAY, CAPTAIN,” I said to Sam as

I walked in, “where is the cul-
prit? Lead me to him. I’'ll show you
fuzz how- to handle' a creep.
Where’s my billy? Where’s my rub-

ber hose? Man, give me that old

police brutallty"’ , -
Beheve it or not, he. grmned He
-must have recovered somewhat in

the twenty—one minutes: it had'

taken me to- get here. ‘
“Lovely,” he -said. “He s all

'yours. Do'you: mmd if 1 watch‘?”
Oh-oh; T thought.: . This: 1s -clearly

not going:'to be a. plpe“ But I

couldn’t afford to let Sam'isee any -

signs of weakness in. me. He had a
memory ' ilike: a . Taurean' elephant
So I said>*You didn’t think T was
going to lét: such a splendld oppor-
tunity. to mfunate you: sl1p through
my fingers, dldyeu‘7” ,‘ K

He got up’ and walked ‘around
his desk.
-~ “Let me,” he said,
way "

On the way ‘he told me what
they had got from Moulder so far
—what little they’d got. We went

“lead the

-into an interrogation room in which .

stood Sergeant’ Kidd, whom Sam
had mentioned to me earlier, and
in which sat in a wooden chair on
the other side of the long table,
Leslie Moulder.

He was a mess.

It was obvious he’d been qulte
ill not long before—within recent
memory, at least. The police had

apparently tried to clean him up

‘but hadn’t done a really samtary
.jobofit. '

I couldn’t refrain from saying,'
very softly, to Sam, “Look at the
guy.- What’s got into you? All by
itself that’s enough for a smart law-
yer to get him turned out.”

Same spoke in a normal tone. “I
keep forgetting you just got here.
He declined to let us help him tidy
up. We can’t force the gentleman,
now, can we? He. said if we
touched him he’d hitus.” ~

I looked at the gentleman. Some
gentleman. .

I had no clear idea of what

Moulder had looked like before

doing his time in the state prison,
but I did know he was now forty-
eight years old. Maybe he’d looked
forty-seven when he went in; I
didn’t know that, either. But he’d
come’ out looking ﬁfty-seven at
least.

. He was a tall, lean man with a
thin and slightly lop-sided face,
very pale, prison-pallor pale, bald-
ing, with a fringe of brownish-red

-hair extending an inch or two up

from his ears. The ears were just
the right size for his head, if he
wanted to hear faint whispers from
forty ‘paces; otherwise they were a

“bit large. His lips were very thick.

His eyes were the color of roses,
but not nearly as pretty. He did not
smell like a rose, either.

One of his front teeth was miss-
ing—knocked out by ‘a fellow con -
at Q, I learned later, too near his
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release date for expert repair un-
less Moulder wished to stay over
for the friendly dentist, which he
did not wish to do.

He was a real unpleasant speci-
men of humanity, and knowing
he’d flicked a .45 caliber slug close
enough to burn skin from my hand
didn’t make him look better to me.

“Theeyzz,” he said.

I looked at Sam, who looked in-
nocent, but not back at me.

A little later I started to deci-
pher the code. Moulder’s missing
tooth didn’t help, but the main
thing was that Moulder was drunk.
He was still as drunk and dopey
as an alcoholic somnambulist go-
ing down for the third time in
gremlins. He was staying awake,
it seemed, partly because he’d
wanted to see me, and partly be-
cause the cops kept joggling him

to rouse him from approaching

stuporousness; but not because he
himself thought it a marvelous
idea.
“Theeyzz,”
“Yazr, izzim.”
“Well, I couldn’t understand it
all until a minute or two later, but
by thinking back to how it had be-
gun 1 was able to put almost the
entire sequence together. It would
be futile to report the weird dia-
logue either verbatim or as it
buzzed on the ear. Let it be enough
to say his last comment had been,
“There he is. Yes, sir, That’s him.”
Even allowing for the tooth and
lips and booze and possible de-

Moulder said.

mentia, the statement rang a bit
oddly, because he was looking
straight at me when he said, as
though to several other people,
“There heis.”

“You're Scott, right? Couldn’t
be anybody else. You're Scott?”

“That’s right. What’d you want
to see me about, Moulder?”’

“You got shot at tonight. Right?
That’s what the fuzz tell me. They
act like I'm supposed to know
it.”

“Yeah, I gotshotat.”
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- His voice actually got a little -

more distinct when he next-spoke.
He leaned forward and fixed the
rosy eyes on me and said, “You
see who it was shot at you? See

. anything, anything at all?”’

It gave me a definite ripple and

chill over all the vertebrae of my -

spine. It was the same question, in
almost the -same words, that his
wife had asked me. What the hell
was this? -

I hesitated, then said, “N 0.”

“Nothing?”

- “Only the car. And not much of
that ”

He said a foul four-letter word.
Then, “Go way.” He had with-
drawn his attention from me. His
eyes were closed now. His puffed
lips flapped gently, as if he was
beginning to work up a snore.

“Hey,” I said sharply. ,

His wrinkled lids slid up like
puffy Venetian blmds

“Yeah?” '

“Is that all, Moulder" I thought
you wanted to see me.’

“I've seen you.” I was dismissed.

Maybe that’s what he thought.
But right then the insolence of him,
~ and the sight and smell of h1m rose
in my gorge.

“Listen, saphead,” I said.. “Keep.

those goddamn glimmers open
and—"

- He bounced a little on his chair;
\ maybe an:.eighth of an inch, when
- he heard the entirely different tone
of my voice. But Sam had a hand
on my arm, -

~amused,

- “Moulder.

“Can it,” he said. “I know it’s a
world we never made as they say,
tiger, but—"’

“Can it yourself, Sam. I'm not a
cop. No police brutality here, just
one dumb private  citizen talking
to another. Okay?”

“Just take it easy.”

“I won’t lay a hand on him. But
‘he asked for me, dldnt he? Okay,
he’s got me.’

Sam raised one shoulder an
inch, let it drop. '
- I stepped closer to the table, put
my hands flat on its top, and bent
“over it toward Moulder. I stuck my
face about two inches from his, and
since I have been told it is a face
which, when I am not myself
1s not an exceptionally. -
amusing .congregation of features
to behold—his - glimmers were
open wide now.

The reek of him oozed into my
nostrils and burned. But I kept
looking down at him and said,
Leslie Moulder, you
hear me; they could hear me in the
Homicide squadroom. “If you .
can’t, sweetheart, start shoveling
the moss out of your ears, because
you’re going to' be listening for a
while, and my words may pound
dlnglebemes clear into your blS-
cuit.” ; '
It wouldn’t happen agam most
likely, but for those few seconds
he was almost hypnotlzed ‘blood-
stained eyes fixed on the brldge of
my nose.

I cut the two inches between
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our chops to one and gave him a
- half minute of words, then finished
it up with, “So we’re friends now,
right? Friend. And we’re going to
~ have afriendly conversation.”
Well, in a way we did.

Moulder didn’t dummy up on

me again, but his cooperation

wasn’t a hell of a lot of help. As
Pve indicated, it took
twenty-five minutes to “decipher
and interpret a five-minute dia-
logue. At first I wondered how the

guy could still be so plastered after’

all this time, but then I realized it
hadn’t been time, only my sense of

time. He hadn’t really been in the

can long at all.
When I'd talked to Samson from

" . Mrs. Moulder’s he told me they’d

had Leslie for about ten minutes.
Add half- an hour for me with
Georgina and in the Skylight
Lounge, a shade over -twenty min-
utes to reach the police building,
. plus about -another ten minutes till
* now. Moulder had been in cus-
tody for only a little more than an
hour. :

At any rate, the friendly con-

‘versation—deciphered, and with
obscenities  diminished, went
about like thls : -

“Now we’re such good frlends

Moulder, tell me why you tossed

those friendly pills at me.”
“I didn’t shoot at anybody.”
“Where were you about quar-
ter of eight tonight?”
“With my wife.”
“Georgina?”

about

“Georgina.”
- “At quarter to eight?”
“Well, sure. All the time. All
day. All night.
“Sure. Even last night.”
“Tonight This afternoon.: All

" the time.”

“Chop it, Moulder. I already
know you’ve admitted not remem-
bering a damn thing for hours, not
even driving the heap you stole.
You remember driving the car
now?”

“No. T—how could I remember?
I'was asleep.”

“You were passed out, yeah ik

- “Passed out, asleep, what differ-
ence? I wasn’t even in a car.”
~ “The fuzz found you in the car.”

“That’s what you tell me. I don’t
remember it. Just the police car.”

“Yeah. You were with your wife
forever. Where?”

“Motel.”

“A motel. With your wife. You

' can do better than that.”

“She met me at the airport. We
went to a motel.”

“Why? Why not to your own
home?”

“Georgina wanted it like a pic-
nic. I mean, a vacation. Where no-
body’d know we were there and
bustinonus.”

“Sure. Tell me aboutit.” .

“Well, that’s it. I was with her.
We drank a lot. Drank. I'd been
inside for a year, no drinks. Hit me
harder than I thought it would.”

“Uh-huh. So?”

“I fell asleep, that’s all. There 1
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in the motel. I didn’t kill anybody.”
“Of course not. You didn’t

threaten to kill Blaik when you

fell from here, either.”

“So I threatened. What’s threat-
ened? That was just—he got me
bugged up.” | _

“Looks like you got more
bugged up in stir, Moulder.”

“No, I let it go out of my mind.
But the bastard sold me down the
river. He didn’t have to lose the
case. He wouldn’t even put me on
the stand. Make him tell, give him
a lie test or somethmg and it'll
prove—"

“You conveniently forget a lot
of things. Like he’s dead.”

He blinked slowly and mois-
tened his fat dry lips. “That’s right.
I did forget. Well, it’s a mess.” -

“Did killing him slip your mind

before or after you killed him?”

“It didn’t happen.”

“Nothing happened. Nothing at
all. You drank with your wife, had
- a couple too many, and now. you
can’t remember a thing. Every-
thing went black. And while every-
thing was black you of course did

not drive around and kill Blaik '

3

and maybe let fly a few at me . . .
I stopped. Nobody had been shoot-
ing at me. I'd gone over that in my
thoughts with some care already.
. So I continued, “Skip the shoot-
‘ing at me. Make it shooting . at
Blaik—and-Lynn.” -
“Who??
-“Lynn Duncan.”
- “Who’s she?”

¢

“You never heard of het,”
. “Never heard of her.” :

“Don’t tell me the police haven’t
mentioned her name to you, Moul-
der.”

“I—yes: Think they d1d Don’t

_ really remember But I don’t know

who she is.’

“Where’s this dandy motel you
stayed in?”

“I, hell, I don’t remember.
Somewhere near Hollywood. I was
a little drunk when we got there.” |

“Forgot that, too, huh? You've
got a damned good forgetter Even
forgot your wife was home all
afternoon,.waiting for you to show.
Slinky and frilly, rouged and per-
fumed and lipsticked, in-a brand-
new negligee;waiting for hubby.”

1 “Ne.” .,
“What do you mean, no?” :
““‘She was with me. In the motel.

‘Drank and drank.”

And that’s the way it went.

Back in Samson’s office he sat
behind his desk and I straddled a
wooden chair and leaned on its
back. Sam said, “You did very
well. You got almost as.much noth-
ing out of the man as we did.” = -

He got out his -stinking black
cigar. And a match. ‘

Well, I couldn’t have that

If 1 have not before this made
it clear, it should be emphasized
that Sam and I wage a continual

.war. It is the friendliest war im-

almost bloodless—the
of Central Homicide,

aginable,
captain

- L.AP.D,, versus one L.A. private
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eye—a kind of adult foolishness
which adds zest to our joustings.
And, maybe more important, of-
ten makes each of us reach farther
than otherwise we would. And you
never grab anything you believe
beyond your reach.

So I reached. I went out on a
limb. But it was, I felt, a sturdy
limb; and the more I thought about
it the more I began to believe 1
might not be on a limb at all but
standing firmly on fact.

“Sam,” 1 said, making my voice
as unctuously patronizing as 1
could, “your trouble is that you're
bound—hidebound—by routine,
the book, stupifying convention.
Actually, you were listening with
your ears instead of your liver.”

“Liver, huh?” he said, wearing
his long-suffering expression.

“Yes, liver. Very important.
And since I have a most liverish
liver, I learned quite a lot from the
interrogation of Leslie Moulder re
the murder of Vincent Blaik.”

“How nice,” he said. “Like
what?”’

“Like he didn’t do it.”

“Of course, you can prove it.”

“Well, um, not this instant.” I
paused. “But I'll tell you how we
can prove it.”

6

UR OF Us walked down the
hospital corridor, headed for
room 411, in which lay abed Lynn
Duncan, under some sedation and

with her head somewhat ravaged,
but alive, recuperating, and even
conscious. Conscious enough to
talk if she wanted to; and we had
the doctors’ okay for a brief talk
with her, if Lynn didn’t object too
strenuously. I didn’t think she
would.

The four of us were: Samson,
Sergeant Kidd, Leslie Moulder,
and me. Half an hour had passed
since I'd told Sam what I wanted

" to do, whereupon he’d thought a

while, put away his wooden match,
clamped the cigar in his teeth, and
started making arrangements.
Arrangements, including the
timing, had now been completed.
I glanced at my watch. Eleven-
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thlrty on the tick. We could hear

the girl’s voice coming faint from
inside 411 as we approached the
door.

When we stopped out31de it the

- words were clear, “I did it for Les-.

lie! I’ve told you and told you, I d1d
1t for Leslie!”

" Sam opened the door and we
went in. Me, first, so I could turn
and keep an eye on Moulder. Then
Moulder with Kidd, followed by
Samson.

Lynn Duncan sat pro.pped up
against pillows behind her on -the
bed, naturally looking toward us
as we entered. A uniformed offi-
cer and a-doctor stood near her

before a white folding hospital

screen.

Moulder looked at Lynn. She
looked at him. Moulder looked at
me, Kidd, Samson, back at Lynn
again.
 The first one to speak was Lynn.
She looked at me and sald quietly,
“Hello, Shell =

Big deal. B1g nothing. That was
fine.

“Hi, Lynn,” I said.

. Sam took over, threw a few fast
questions at Moulder, a couple at

Lynn. Only half-heartedly. I think’

he was just about convinced. Then
he nodded._ at Kidd and the ser-

geant took Moulder away. Back to -

the cell block this time,

The policewoman, who’d been
behind the screen crying, “I did it
for Leslie,” came out, spoke to
Samson, and left. The rest was my

~

baby, so I sat down on a wooden
chair by the bed close to Lynn Dun-
can.

“This won’t take long,” I sald
to her. “Mostly, you'll just have to
listen, maybe answer a couple of
questions. Right?”

“All right.” She looked scared.
But it had been quite a night for
Lynn. She had plenty to be scared
about.

I said, “Let’s go back. to when
we met tomght Lynn. At the Hide-
out, After we joined you .and
Blaik, I was looking out the win-
dow and saw a car come. up the
road, but it didn’t continue on to
the entrance. The driver pulled
into the lot., That was a little be-
fore seven-forty-five. A little be-
fore the shootmg Get that clear.
He just came up, parked, - and
waited there. Got it?” :

“Yes.” Very soft.

“When we all went out, it was
just about quarter of eight. You
didn’t want to leave right then re-
member? You‘wanted to stay.”

- She didn’t say anything.

I went on, “Then the shooting.
Blaik was farthest from the club’s
steps and I was a few feet from
him, moving toward him. Jazz was
behind me on my right. More im-

portant, you were over my left,

about the same distance from the
steps as Jazz was. So you were a
long way from Blaik, a long way.
Clear?” .

She mmstened her llps, and
swallowed. She moved one hand
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from her side and let it rest on her
left breast “1 remember now. Yes
Iwas.”

“Uh-huh One final thing. The

killer had plenty of time to aim
" that first shot. He was ready, and
waiting; he’d started the car’s en-
gine. So, fiist one shot, then a short
pause—call it the time required
for a man in a hurry to aim again
- in a hurry—and the second shot.
Another brief pause, and then
three or four shots all at once, the
guy yanking, not squeezing, the
trigger for those last ones. But we
know he aimed at least two, maybe
three of those shots, with some
care.”

I paused. “I realize you haven’t
had much time to think about these
things since it happened, Lynn.
Maybe just during the Iast half
hour or so. But if you hadn’t al-
ready figured it out for yourself,
are you starting to get the picture
now?”

She didn’t speak, but I saw her
Adam’s apple move as she swal-
lowed again.

“Remember where -you were?
Put it this way: draw a line on the
ground from the car to you, and I
was standing just about on that
line. A man shooting at me might

miss and hit you by accident. Only

that’s not what happened. Instead,
a man shooting at you came close
to hitting me. A man taking time to
aim, wanting to be sure he hit you,
killed you. Want to tell us about it
now, Lynn?”

“Tell what" I don’t know what
you mean.’

I sighed. “Okay. Here’s a little
more. Some of us, for a while,
thought those slugs might have
been sprayed all over the land-
scape because ‘the gunman was
drunk.- But the gunman wasn’t
drunk. He was cold sober. He shot
and killed Blaik. And he intended
to kill Blaik, not me. He knew
Blaik was at the Hideout, knew
the where and at least approxi-

- mately the when.”

I got out cigarettes, looked at the
doctor, who nodded. Then I lit a
smoke and had a long drag before
continuing. “Blaik wasn’t tailed to
the Hideout; the killer didn’t arrive
until shortly before we all left, and
you and Vince must have been
there for at least an hour then. If
we wanted to grab at straws we
could say maybe a waiter or guest
at the restaurant called the gunman
and said Blaik was there, to come
over and kill him, but I think we
can ignore that little beauty. So
what’s left? Well, we know, don’t
we?”

I paused and looked at her. She
stared straight back at me, silently,
those moist, wide-set eyes, eyes the
shade of bruised mint leaves, un-
wavering on my own. But now the
hand resting on her breast rose and
fell more rapidly, testimony to her
accelerated breathing. Her hand

.tose and fell, rose and fell, on her

sweet young breast
I felt a little sorry for Lynn, Just
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a little. She was so young and
scared. And such-a damned fool.
“There’s only one thing left,
since Blaik himself hadn’t known
where he was going for dinner,
hadn’t known in advance. that he

was. going to take you to the Hide- -

out. That, dear, was your idea. He
told me, while you and Jazz were in
the john, that you’d suggested the
place. Which explains how the
killer knew where Blaik would be
and approximately when he’d be
leaving. Because, you set him up,
or at least, helped with part of the
set-up. Because, .Lynn, the killer

~asked you, or told you, to make

sure Blaik took you to the Hndc-
out.”

Her hand stopped moving as she
held- her breath. I counted the
seconds. One, tweo,; three, four;
then the sudden movement again,
more rapid even than before.

“We don’t need to go into what
you told Blaik to arrange for the
meeting in the first place. That’s
not important, it could have been
almost anything. We needn’t even
wonder, right now, about what Mr.
—call him the killer—told you, or
promised you that made you will-
ing to take a man to a remote,
carefully selected spot Where he

could be murdered.”
- I paused. “Hell, Lynn, I'll give
you this—there’s a good chance
you didn’t think Blaik would be
killed, maybe didn’t even think

he’d be hurt. But I know for damn -

sure you didn’t think you were sup-

posed to be murdered nght along
with him.”

“That’s crazy. It’s all crazy You
don’t make any sense, not any.”

“Come on. Why do you think we
brought Moulder in here and had
a policewoman pretending to be -
you spilling your guts? Whoever

- tried to kill you must have heard

by now that he only wounded you,
but he’s hoping you won’t pull

~through, that you’ll still die. You

can bet on it. Because he knows as
long as you’re alive you might start
spilling. Moulder didn’t react and
neither -did you—hell, you’re
strangers; you were still -living in
Florida when he was sent up.

“But you can take my word for

.it;, when the real killer walks ,
through that door he’ll be sweating’ .

blood, or you will, one of you or
both of you. And the harder you
try to keep it from showing the
more it’ll show.”

- “Stop it; you're crazy! What are
you trying to do to me?” Lynn’s
eyes rolled from side to side. “My
head. Oh, my head—" )

. I got 'to my feet.

“You’re lucky yourthead’s just

“banged up, baby. I’'ve seen men—

women, too, if you’re interested—
after a forty-five slug slammed into
their skulls. It’s like setting off a
little - dynamite inside the brain,
really like an explosionh. That old
gray matter isn’t gray, it’s quite
colorful, even pinks and whites,
and there’s more wet blood in it
than you’d suppose—" |



“Stop it!”
I raised my voice, let the words
come out faster. “Look, you know
he tried to kill you. It wasn’t a

drunk. You know that more than -

. the rest of us do, Lynn. He was

taking dead aim, as carefully as he

could in the cramped time he had.
You were clear the hell out of the
line of fire, if Blaik was the only
target.

“He couldn’t leave you ahve to
tell us why you did it, to tell us his
name. You know he killed Blaik.
And you know he tried to kill you.
He sure meant to kill you. So now
it’s your turn, Lynn. Tell us who it
was; tell us his name.’

For a few moments I thought it

had worked. It hadn’t.
I knew she must have other

~ reasons for not wanting to spill, but -

little Lynn certainly was also aware
that telling us the tale would make
_her part of it, make her, in the dry
phrase, ‘“accessory before the fact”
of murder.

She did react, though It was
qulte a reaction. She sat straight up
in bed, her back leaving the pillows,
flinging an arm out, fingers clawing
the air. She waggled that one claw-

fingered hand back and forth as if
she were rattling a doorknob, while

crying, “No! I can’t stand it! No!

. No—"" And then she fainted.

Some faint. She must have seen

a movie where the Doctor says,.

“That’s a bad cough, lady, no more
smokes for you.” It was a far, far
cry from the true, authentic, no-
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way-to-say-it faint, the honest-to-
goodness faint, of Mrs. Moulder.
Lynn  merely let her last word

~trail off in a kind of cooing 00-aaa,

like a quail calling across a canyon,
then flopped back onto the pillows.
There was still color in her cheeks.
She was breathing pretty well. But
she must have figured she had to do
something.
- If T knew it was a fake faint,
surely the doctor did too. But he
said, “I think that’s enough for
now.”

Sam- opened the door for me,
bowing and sweeping his arm to-
ward the hall like a lowly vassal,

but I ignored him, stepped to the

door and. dropped the last small

bomb of this particular raid.
“All right, doctor. For now. But

we’ll be back—with the next guy.”
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 There was no visible indication
that the bomb had hit its target.
Lynn didn’t twitch, or go oo-aaa.
She lay as one dead.
But I knew very well the little
dear was listening.

7

N THE HALLWAY I said to Samson,
L “How long do you think it’ll
take to get word back from. San
Francisco on Robert Gordon.”
~ “If he’s there—and has been
there all .the time, no conspicuous
absences, that is—word might be

waiting at the office right now. If

not, who knows? Two three hours

" more, maybe a day.”

“Actually, I don’t think it’s too
‘important. But there’s no point in
leaving it danglmg Everything
Setf)” i

“All set.”

“Okay. See you later, Sam.”

It was fifteen minutes after mid-
-night when I phoned Mrs. Geor-
gina Moulder. She answered right
away, so either she had a phone by
the bed, or hadn’t been in bed.
Anyway, she didn’t sound sleepy.
- “Mrs.-Moulder?” I said. “Hope

I didn’t wake you up.”

“No, I—simply can’t sleep. Not
after all that’s happened.”

I'll bet, I thought.

. “Is this Mr. Scott?”

“Yeah, Shell Scott.”

Her voice grew a bit thinner. “s

anything wrong?”’
“Wrong? . I should say - not.

Everything’s wonderful! I've got
wonderful news!”

“Oh? What is it, Mr. Scott?”

“You know the police hauled
Mr. Moulder in, arrested him for
Vincent Blaik’s murder. But what
you. don’t know is that your hus- -
band didn’tdo it.” - :

I wish I could have seen her
face, There was an unduly pro-
longed silence.

Finally she said, “Why, that’s un-
believably good news. I can hardly
believe it, although of course I
knew he didn’t do it. I just knew
it. But are you absolutely certain?”

“Well, not absolutely. But I will
be before long.”

- “How do you mean?” |

“It’s clear that Mr. Moulder
didn’t do the shooting. But we’re
not. sure yet who did. There’s an-
other man involved, apparently.
Somebody who killed Blaik, at any
rate. We’re working on that angle
now. When I say we, I mean the
police and me. I know I haven’t
been working for you, at least not
officially.. But I simply had to tell
you the splendid news myself.”

Short silence this time. “Yes, it’s
so good of you, Mr Scott. I'll be
able to sleep now.’ ,

“Well, then I'll leave you to

pleasant dr—

“Mr. Scott, don’t hang up!”
“No, I’'m here.”
“ThlS is such fantastic—I'm so

“happy. But this has been such a

trying day, waiting and waiting for
Leslie, you know.”
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“Iknow.”

“And I still don’t know where he
was. Why didn’t he come home to
~ me?”’

“Oh, ‘he got drunk. He’s still
drunk, if you don’t mind my saying
so. He even tried—this would
probably amuse you, Mrs. Moul-

der, if it wasn’t such a serious mat-

ter—he tried to tell us he was with
you. In a motel of all things. Of
course, we slapped that out of
him." Incidentally, while stagger-
ing drunk, he fell and injured his
face slightly. And his arms and
legs. But it’s nothing serious.”

. “Just so he’s alive and can come
home to me.” |

“He probably won’t be released
until morning. Considering his con-
dition, you understand.”

“1’1l be waiting for him.”

I smiled, shaking my head.
. Words, they can mean so many
" things.

“I wonder where Leslie was all
afternoon,” Mrs. Moulder said.
“Do you know?” |

“Frankly, we never did find out
precisely. But, since we know he
didn’t do the shooting, his where-
abouts is of little moment now. As
long as he didn’t commit.a crime,
the police have no interest—"

“You still haven’t told me how
you—the police—know it wasn’t
Leslie.” :

“Oh, that. Simple, really.” I
_hated to tell another lie. But I was
going to haveto doit.

“You may or may not know,

‘police building downtown,

Mrs. Moulder, that the Los
Angeles Police Department is one
of the finest organizations of its
kind in the world. Moreoveér it has
a criminalistics department second
to none. In SID—that’s the Scien-
tific Investigations Division in the -
they
have instruments so up-to-date they
haven’t even .been invented yet—
ah, that is, most people don’t know
they've been invented.
“To make a long story short, by
certain scientific techniques and
processes, involving X-rays, quan-
titative diffraction, and molecular
precipitation, SID has been able to
prove conclusively that, for at least
a week past, Leslie Moulder, your
husband, was never closer than two
metres to the locus of a gunpowder
explosion, such as that required to
propel a bullet from the muzzle of -
a gun.” :
“Two metres,” she mused. “How
far is that?” |
" Actually, I wasn’t sure myself. -
“Quite a ways,” I said. “The

. vital fact is that Leslie could not

possibly have held a pistol in his

.hand and fired it. In fact, he hasn’t

been within two metres of anybody
who did fire a pistol.”

“I see. Like the new paraffin test
to find out if someone shot off a
gun¢)!i .

“Ho-ho,” I hoed, “that’s for
writers of fiction, and old wives who
tell tales.” I liked that. “You can
merely wear gloves and foil theso-
called -paraffin test. We’re much
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beyond that now.” 1 paused. “In-
cidentally, this is still supposed to
be secret, Mrs. Moulder. I've per-
mission to tell you this much, but
no more.” ‘
. “Mr. Scott, I'm so—so excited,
1 know I won’t be able to sleep.
You must come out and tell me
everything. I simply must know all
about Leslie.”
“Now? But it’s so late. It’s after
midnight.”
“To me, it's—1 feel it’s the dawn
of anew day
- “Yes, I guess 1t IS, at that.”
“Please come.” '

“I'll be there as fast as I can,

" Mrs. Moulder.
" “Call me Georgina.” she said.

8

HEN GEORGINA opened- the

doer I won another bet with
myself. I had figured it was at least
ten to one she’d still be wearing her
brand-new negligee. She was. I
think she’d also turned on three or
four more lights inside the house,
including some ‘of those real hot
-kinds. There was a hell of a lot
more illumination than she’d got
from her TV set, that was certain.

She stood aside in the doorway,

just enough so I had to brush
rather vigorously against her to get
through, but I managed to getin.

She closed the door, took my

“hand and pulled me to the low

" divan. The colorful flowers were -
still in the same places, but looking

- but ‘you are quxte blunt
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a little wilted now.. That’s life; inevi-
tably the bloom fades. The silver
bucket was on the table where it
had been before, in it the bottle of
champagne. And I noticed, not with
astonishment, that there was fresh
ice in the bucket. |

Mrs. Moulder—Georgina to
me—got me -seated, then leaned
back ‘against some throw-pillows at
the divan’s end, and crossed her’
legs. Damn good legs, -I had to
admit it. In fact, practically every-
thing I could see on and about Mrs.
Moulder was first-class, and that
included practically everything on
and about Mrs. Moulder.

It became evident to me that I’d
not quite won my bet with myself,
after all. Georgina was in sheer
negligee and peignoir, but it wasn’t
the same outfit in which she’d
greeted me before. That had been
blue; this one was pale lavender. It
looked even thinner than the blue
one. Yes, no doubt about it. Lots
thinner.

“Now, Shcll tell me—" she be-
gan. .
- This had taken enough time al-
ready, so I interrupted her, “You’ve
got an exceptionally fine body,
Mrs. Moulder,” I said. .

“Call me Georgina—What?”. .
She blinked, then smiled, almost
drippingly. “Not that I really mind,
aren’t
youf’!’

“You haven’t heard anything
yet.” -
‘Maybe she really was a_highly
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intuitive tomato. Not quite intuitive
eénough, of course, because I think

she knew right then, that the jig

was up. But she wasn’t going to let
me guess that, no sir.

I said, “It is a fine, a very lovely
body, Georgina. I hate to think of
it shriveling up like a sea anemone
ln__??

“Shriveling?”’

“Yeah. Getting dry and droopy,
less fire and more ashes. But it hap-
pens. The bloom fades. Why, I've
seen gals come out of Tehachapi
after only half a dozen years—"

“Tehachapi. Isn’t Tehachapi a
prison?”

“—looking like they’d been
there since the Coolidge Adminis-
tration. Looking like Coolidge.
Yeah, Tehachapi’s a prison. But,
damn it, you and your lover should-
n’t have tried to stab Leslie the
second time. You’ll have to tell me
part of how you rigged that twenty-
eight-G dandy and stuck Leslie
with it in the beginning, but you
will, Georgina. The idea of Leslie’s
heisting cash from the development
of which he was co-owner might
not have been strong enough that
you could be sure he’d go to the jug,
so you must have enlisted Blaik
somehow, for insurance.

“I suppose you had something
on him, or got something, or maybe
just paid him off. That’ll keep. But
I can tell you the finish of the
Blaik caper. That’s enough by it-
self, and it’s wrapped up.”

She laughed. “This is preposter-

ous. What in the world are you
talking about?”

“You and Lover, what else? 1
suppose it was the same old story,
Adam and Eve and them big
apples, but however it started,
Georgina, it is now ended.”

“You must be ill. [I—I'm going
to call the police.”

I grinned, for two or three rea-
sons, and said, “Let me finish first,
will you? There’s more. Some of it
will interest you. Some of it will
really interest you.”

“Well, all right. Try me.”

She had assumed a most perplex-
ing posture for one presumably re-
laxing. I looked at her, then turned .
to peek at the partly-open door of
the bedroom. The bedroom, in
which was a fine bouncy bed, of
which, it could be assumed, I was
supposed to be thinking,

But I was thinking of the guy
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there. 1 knew there must be one
guy in there, maybe two.

I turned my head back toward
her, saying, “I guess I'm all busi-

ness tonight, Mrs. Moulder. First,

I really should apologize for lying
to you on the phone- a little while
ago. But you lied quite a lot to me
today.” I got out cigarettes. “Mind
if I smoke?” :

“Go ahead and smoke.” She
wasn’t exactly smiling drippingly
any more.

I had a puff. “In fact,” I went on,
“that’s one of the things—but only
one—that cinched the affair. You
- told me one story and your hubby
told me another. Unless you were
in. some kind of nutty cahoots to

beat the rap or set up some kind .

of plea, one of you was lying. If
you were telling the truth, Leslie
of course was lying. But if Leslie’s
tale was true, it was vice versa.

And the vice versa became in-

‘creasingly interesting.” .

“Have you got anything impor-
tant to say? None of this is inter-
esting to me yet.”

“T'll be more specific. The fact
is that Leslie told the truth. You
did meet him: you did take him to a
‘vacation’ motel. Which one isn’t

important. There you dallied, and .

drank—and drank, and drank.
“You called-the Hollywood po-
lice at six-thirty P.M., knowing the

kill of- Blaik was set for seven-.

forty-five or eight, so ‘the name
Leslie Moulder-and the fact of his

release from’ prison would be fresh -
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in" the official mind when  word

came in about Blaik’s murder.’

Georgina, am I boring you?”

She didn’t say anything. But she
didn’t look bored.

“Understand, ‘- during none of
this time were you home waiting
for your big moment. You were in-
the motel with your increasingly
stewed husband. You couldn’t go

home and scoot inside until after

dark, not merely to avoid being
seen, but because Blaik wouldn’t
be dead until then. Until a quarter
of eight, as it turned out. A friend
of - mine named Samson. tried to
reach you at about eight but had.-
no luck until eight-thirty. By then
you and Lover had met, put Les-

lie’s frazzled form in the murder

car, planted the cartridge case and
such, and scooted your separate
ways—Ileaving Leslie to be found,
and the sooner the better.

“That, of course, depended on
making sure the police were look-
ing for him. Which was part of your
reason for calling me, Georgina,
after you heard my name on the
news programs, just in case the
Missing-Person bit didn’t do the
job all by itself.”

I stopped, lookmg down at the
table before us. “I-hope I’'m not
out of line, Georgina, but were you
planning to drink this champagne?”

- The word she said wasn’t a very

thrilling - one. Maybe Leslie had

picked -up some of his lingo at
home, before going off to college.
“Well, you don’t have to bite my
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head-off,” 1 said. “You were much
nicer this afternoon. But this after-
noon, of course, you wanted to
know if I'd gotten a look, any kind
of a look, at—Lover. That was
vital, I wasn’t supposed to be—""

“Quit calling him Lover!”

. “Not quite yet. I-will, at the
- right-time.” I smiled. “I’'m funny,
I have a certain delicacy of feeling
about how things.should be—"
- “You clown! Say the rest of it!”

“Okay.” 1 dropped the light
tone. “It’s murder, and it’s murder
one. And more. Murder in fact,
accomplished; murder attempted,
and missed; and conspiracy to com-
mit murder. There’s a hint of
what’s coming. Interested now,
Georgina?

“Back to Leslle Oddly, he asked

me the very same question you did.

if I'd seen the gunman. But for an
exactly opposite reason. He hoped
I had:got a glimpse of the man,

because then I might know it hadn’t -

been him. His drunken story was
true. When I started wondering
about that I wondered about some-
thing else.
¢ couldn’t understand why you
and your co-killer would take a
chance . somebody - might believe
Leslie’s story, even crazy as it
sounded, and drunk as he was,
plus no alibi, fat motive, public
threat to kill Blaik and the rest of
it. That puzzled me, however, only
until I realized you wouldn’t have
taken- that chance. Not the way
you'd planned everything else.

When the cops found poor:Leslie -
he was supposed to be dead.”™

- “You’re a liar!”

“Not any more. That was only

~ on the phone. I rarely—

She called me a couple of un-

-thrilling names.

I said flatly, “He was supposed
to die, supposed to be dead when
the police found him. I'm not

- guessing, Georgina. I don’t know

yet whether you fed him some kind
of poison or sleeping - pills in his
drinks, or just- poured more: booze
down him after he passed out—
SID -can check that out—but I
know you thought Leslie was dead.
Funny thing, he would have been
except that after you left him the
police fed him enough - coffee to
save his life.”

“That’s ridiculous. Even if it
were true you'd just be guess-
ing—

“’m not guessing. Georgma,
you’re going to hate yourself, but I -
knew, knew for sure, that Leslie
was set up for the second murder—
the third if Lynn hadn’t been missed
—and that you knew it, you were
in on the planning of it, you in fact
thought Leslie was dead, the very
moment I remembered something
that you, yourself, told me.”

She was interested enough now.
But all she said was, “Go on.”

“Well, you keeled over in a
faint earlier this evening, you re-

-call. More recently another lady

pulled a fake faint on me, but yours
was ‘the real. thing. -You  really
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fainted. And the interesting thing,
Georgina, is that it was something
_you not only hadn’t planned, but
that you couldn’t possibly have
prevented.” -1 pulled the last drag

from my cigarette and stubbed it

out in an ashtray.

“And that’s what .cooked your
goose. Murder will out, and all
that, I suppose.™

“You arent makmg any sense
with this yet.”

- “T will. Let me set the stage,
Georgina. Me on the phone, you
twirling a prop -champagne bottle,
llstenmg, oh how carefully llsten-
-ing. Waiting for Leslie to be found,
hoping, hoping he’d been found.
And on the phone to -Samson I
said, ‘you’ve found him already"’ or
something like that. Even in the
middle of your act-—‘What is it?’—
and all that, you must have been
dancing inside. It was working
beautifully, exactly according to
plan—even better, dumb old Shell
Scott was right by your’side to
help out, proof of the widow’s de-
votion.”

I grinned at Georgina. “Yeah,
widow’s the word. But, to continue,
You knew I was talking to the law,
-you heard me mention there’d been
no confession, heard my end of the
- conversation. All of it fitted the pic-
ture in your mind of a dead man

found in a parked car. Then you let -

me tell you the police had found
Leslie. In a stolen car. That he'd
been drinking. The case was open-
and-shut the pohce were con-

vinced you husband had kllled
Blaik.”

I looked at her appraisingly. She
was interested, intensely interested,
but that was all. No real reaction
yet. “You don’t get it yet, do you?
Up till then, Georgma you’d been
a woman of steel, but still a woman.
Facing tragedy bravely and un-
afraid. There was still a glow of
color in your cheeks—by golly,
probably you did slap your face in
the bedroom—and your eyes were
bright. You wanted me to tell you
everything, not spare your feelings.

“Well, I didn’t. I gave you some
odds and ends, explained that the -
police had Leslie in an interroga- -
tion room, that he hadn’t confessed
yet but would. And I wound it up
by saying something to the effect
that sure as hell Leslie Moulder
had . murdered Blaik. At least L
started to say it. But by then you
were on your way; you were gone.’

Comprehensmn was beginning to
dawn, slowly, in her eyes. '

~ “Uh-huh,” T said. “Here your
world was crashing about your
head. Beloved husband was indeed -
a killer; he’d been- caught, only a
day out of prison and here he was
on his way back—and for murder
this time. Still, you stood up to all
that. You didn’t come apart at the
seams, ‘didn’t feel the hellish shock
that stunned you and drained the
blood from your face and sent you
into that faint until. the moment
when - you suddenly realized your
husband wasn’t dead.”
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Georgina looked a bit fishy.
around the gills right then.
. But she was silent for only a
second or two. Then she cried out,
in quite a loud voice, “All right!”

It was pretty loud if she was
talking to me. But I didn’t really

think she was talking to me. She .

wasn’t. ,

He came out of the bedroom.
I’d had that figured, too, fortunate-
ly. The room he’d probably be in,
I mean. It's a good thing I feel

there’s a time and place for every-

thing, and despite Georgina’s im-
plicit, and even explicit, invitations,
had not felt that this was either the
place or-the time.
- Anyway, handsome,
toothed Rafael Falcon came out of
the bedroom, with a .45 caliber
Colt automatic in one brown hand,
and at last I felt, for this at least,
it was the time.

“Hi, Lover,” I said. -

“Up,” he said, very nasty “Get
‘emup.’

“Oh, -come on. You can’t go
around knocking off . everybody
who peeves you, Rafe. You’ll run
out of bullets.”

He got a certain look on his face,

and without even examining it
closely I decided to do what he’d
said.

I climbed to my feet and raised
my hands over my head.

“Take it easy,” I told him. “A
bottle of booze—or pills, or what-
ever you stuffed into Leslie so he

wouldn’t wake up  again—that’s

pretty-

one thing. It doesn’t make any
noise. But if you set that banger
off - there’ll be eighteen people
charging in here from all over the
fairways, not to mention cops—"

“Shut up.”

“Look, you’ve had it. Lynn’s
still alive and sure to spill soon—"

“If I have to, I'll kill you, Scott.
Noise or no noise.”

“I suppose you would, at that.
Just think about it a little, will you?

Keep thinking about it, while I

finish what I was saying. I was
about to tell you that cops would
also bust in’ here. Cops, fuzz,
police officers—"’

Everybody I'd run into lately
was foul-mouthed as could be.
What was happening to civiliza-
tion? Or maybe it was just the
people I'd run into. At any rate,
Rafael Falcon was the most ac-
complished curser of them all, ap-
parently in English, Spanish, and
what sounded like Norwegian.

I really did wish he’d let me
finish, because I was more than a
little worried, to tell the truth. As
I'd told Lynn, I have seen skulls -
hit by .45’s flung open as though
exploded, and he was holding the
big automatic steady on my head.

“Rafe—Mr. Falcon,” I said.
“Easy. You probably won’t believe
this, and I guess I wouldn’t blame
you, but it’s the truth. The captain
of the L.A.P.D. Homicide Division .
is somewhere behind. you there in -
that bedroom. I can’t see him, but
I know damn well he’s there—he’s
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been in there all the time.”
He was off again. |
I looked at Georgina,.and I said
it as fast as I could, “Will you
calm this creep of yours down? You
didn’t realize it until I got here, but
on the phone I was giving you a lot

of jazz. I knew then what I was-
going to do and going to say to you, -

and you should sure as hell realize
it now.

“Do. you think I'd have come .

alone, knowing that, and knowing
you’d call Rafe over here as soon
as I hung up?” |
~ Rafe was listening, too, but it
was obvious he didn’t believe a
word of my fantasy. Georgina,
though, wasn’t so sure. “You could-
n’t have known 1t was Rafe &
- said.

“The hell 1T couldn’t. Not to
mention Lynn Duncan and a

couple of other items, you phoned

him, bing, the last time I left here.
He’d just finished taking the call

when I went into the Skylight

Lounge. Sure, you're both pretty
good actors, and Rafe didn’t do
“badly ad-lib when he lamped me
sitting at the bar behind him. But
he still told me too much, more
than he should have spilled to any
‘stranger, even though’' he might
have thought I'd heard part of his
conversation” with you. Of course,

- I 'wasn’t exactly a stranger by then,.

was I?”

“That’s enough, you-——” Rafe.

said, followed by some of the

Enghsh and Norwegian. “Out the

she

front door. Georgina, kill some of
the lights.”.
“Wait a minute.” I Jlooked at

Falcon, facing him, and the gun

was more ugly to me than you

- might believe, but I didn’t move. If

I moved, Rafe would follow me,
and I wanted him to stay where he

was, with those wide shoulders al-
most filling the doorway of the

bedroom right behind him. _

“Sam,” I said, not softly. “Sam.
What the hell,
you? Do something!

{2

Rafe leaned forward, peeling his |

lips back and sticking the gun out

a little farther. I"'wasn’t sure, but
- he acted like he was going to shoot

me.

“Rafe, there’s something you've
simply got to believe, for both our
sakes. I swear, Sam’s somewhere
in there behind you. Phil Samson
himself, the old fuddy-duddy of
Homicide. He’s there.”

I wasn’t certain that Rafe was

quite sane. His lips were going in -

and out from both sides and he was
getting an expression in his eyes
that I didn’t like at all.

“Rafe,” I said. “Old buddy. Mr.
Falcon. The hell with that damned

fuddy-duddy in there. Why didn’t -

I think of this before? I'll go out-
side with you, sure. Fll go outside
and watch.you get your brisket
shot off. Rafe, watch it! I didn’t

~mean it. ‘Well, yes I did, but—ah,

why do I haveto be so confounded

honest?

“Rafael Falcon, let my last

man! Move, wﬂl.
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words be, ‘You’re like every killer
1 ever met, you dumb bastard—’

Possibly I was never closer to
Shell Scott heaven. It’s at least true
that I would not care to be that
close very often.

When Sam did move, however,
it was a beautiful movement.

Of course, he was an old pro.
He knew it all. I'd seen him in
action before, but never with such
smooth ease and grace. One mo-
ment the bedroom doorway was
empty. Then Sam was in the door-
way.

Two seconds after that, maybe
a second and a half, and it was
over. He moved Falcon’s body and
arm at the same time, so if the gun
went off I wouldn’t get hit in the
head, but Sam didn’t move him
more than four inches, and the gun
did not go off. I knew Samson was
strong, but I’d forgotten how strong.

When he slapped Rafe’s wrist
with his right hand, left hand still
guiding the movement of Falcon’s
body, and twisted, cranking the
arm around and up behind Fal-
con’s back, he broke that arm at
the elbow.

I heard the pop, and Falcon’s
agonized scream. Sam hadn’t in-
tended to break it, I'm sure. That
would have been brutal. Of course,
he could have shot him in the back
of the head, from the bedroom.
The thing most certainly broke,
however, and seemed to keep on
breaking for a while, and that was
all, end of the line, for Falcon.

Then there were lots of cops.

I said, “I hope I didn’t disturb
your sleep, gentlemen.” A bit icy,
Iwas. '

Sweat was pouring off Sam as if
he was outside, and it was raining,
and he was too bemused to come
in out of it. But did he tell me he
was sorry for the delay? Sure, in a
pig’s eye, he told me.

I stalked over to him and said,
“What were you doing, out on the
golf course looking at divots?

It took him a while to smile, and
he looked around a bit, making
sure everything was under control.
Then he smiled. .

“I wanted to see if you could talk
your way out of it,” he said.

“Yeah. And on my headstone
you’d engrave, ‘He couldn’t.” ”

“That will teach you,” he said,
“to call me a fuddy-duddy.”
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. Ilaughed.
And Captain Phil Samson haul-

ed off and socked me a tremendous

one in the belly. He was actually
glad to know I was still alive. -

9

IT TOOK NO time at all to get the
story out of them. Most of it was
. spilled before we left the house. and
headed downtown.

Some of it—the complex moti-
vations, the sex,.the lust not only
for flesh but for money, the desire
twisted into greed and the lies on
lies compounded—might never- be
_fully told. But we got all we needed.
Most ‘of it-was contained in what
I'd told Lynn and Georgma Es-
pecially Georgina.

We picked up a few interesting
items. - Like Rafe’'s having been
smart enough not to leave the
murder gun in the car, reasoning

that even a drunken Moulder would’

probably have thrown it away
right after the crime. The cartridge
case had been a rather nice touch,
since ballistics could match it to

. the other cases, or to the gun, for .

positive identification.

Only Rafe hadn’t been smart
enough to get rid of the gun itself.
It was the same .45 he’d been aim-
ing at-my head. As I'd told the
man, he -was a dumb. you know
what. _

Another somewhat
item was the fact that the twenty-
five thousand clams, Falcon - had

-intriguing
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personally paid to Vincent Blaik,
to make sure he blew Moulder’s
defense, was the. bulk of the
twenty-eight thousand which Rafe
and Georgina had themselves ex-

tracted from the Hollywood Hills

Estates safe,-back in the beginning.
It -had not been difficult for Geor-
gina to loiter near hubby enough
times to memorize the ‘combina- -
tion. |

Twice in_the year since Falcon
paid Blaik off with the twenty-five
G’s, Blaik, knowing, or at least
thinking—erroneously as it turned
out—that Falcon couldnt do any-
thing about it, had hit Falcon up for

a “loan.” Another five thousand
each time. So in addition to the
fact that Blaik was the natural vic-
tim in the plan to frame Moulder
for murder, and the further uncom-
fortable fact that Blaik knew all

about the orlgmal frame, Falcon

thus had one more reason for kill-
ing him. '
As for- Lynn, handhng her had
almost literally been child’s play
for Falcon. Handsome, glamorous,
nearly old enough to be her father,
he’d sold her a bill of shoddy

 goods, made her believe he intend,

ed to marry her, though he actually
planned, of course, to marry the
well-to-do widow, Georgina. May-
be Lynn had suspected the real
reason why Falcon wanted her to
lead Blaik to the Hideout, but
she’d believed what she wanted to
believe, and she had wanted to be-
lieve Rafael Falcon. -
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From Rafe’s point of view it
made little difference what he told
Lynn as long as she did what he
wanted, because he expected her
to die along with Blaik. It very
nearly worked out as planned—
and almost surely would have, ex-
~ cept that Rafe didn’t anticipate my
~ running into Blaik and Lynn, and
leaving the Hideout with them. He
couldn’t possibly have antlmpated
that.

Even before framing Leslie the
first time, - Rafael and Georgina
had been cavorting, planning; may-
be even then, in the beginning,
thinking ahead to Moulder’s re-
lease, especially after Leslie con-
veniently blew up in court. I never
did know if the real core of it all was
lust, or sex, or love,” or mainly
Falcon’s greed for money, for a
slice of the Hollywood Hills pie
with Georgina on the side.

I don’t know what it was in the
beginning, but at the end it was
murder—and they wound up hat-
ing each other, which to me some-
" how seemed rather nice. The whole
thing can’t be put.in a nutshell, but
I suppose there’s a word for it. And
at the end, Georglna had a last
word for me.

With everything wrapped up,
just before she turned and walked
out through the door of her house
for the last time, the very last time,
I spoke to her briefly.

She didn’t say anything while I
spoke, finishing with, *“As for
Blaik, I don’t know, these things

happen. And they’re paid for one
way or another, one time or an-
other. Maybe Blaik got what was
coming to him. But I've at least a
little idea what Leslie was like be-
fore he went—an innocent man—
to prison. And I know damn well
what came out of that college. I've
a hunch you’ll pay more for that
than for Blaik.”

She stood before. me, looking
coldly at me, ice in her eyes.

“Well, that’s it,” I said: “Believe
it or not, I wish it hadn’t turned out
like this, Georgina.”

She turned on her heel and
started out the door, flinging back
over one shoulder her exit line.
“Call me,” she said, “Mrs.

" Moulder.”

I GUESS YOU could class me as

an optimist. In fact, at certamn

times, ‘like this time, maybe, it
might even be considered pessi-
mistic to call me merely an optimist.

Because I was in a phone booth,
dialing the number of Miss Jasmine
Porter." ,

And it was three o’clock in the
morning.

The phone rang once, twice. Ah,
she’s there, I thought optimistically.
She’ll be glad to hear from me,
She’ll be real hungry again by this
time. -

I should have been conked out,

1 suppose. But I felt surpnsmgly

good.” Part of the reason is that
laughter, lusty, healthy laughter,
is. plasma for the blood; tonic for-
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the spirit. And I’d had a fine, lusty
laugh. .

'Y had’ learned what .delayed
‘Samson so long in the bedroom.
Not from Sam—never, never
would he have told me. I got it
from Sergeant Kidd. Samson had

 no sooner managed to open a win-

dow, climb into the bedroom, and
close the window again, than re-
cently-arrived Rafe had, booming-
ly, told Georgina, “I’ll wait in the
bedroom, baby.”

Sam had sped into the closet so
hastily that he’d knocked a pile of
clothing, some on metal hangars,
down upon him. Then Rafe.was
only feet away and Sam couldn’t
- move. When the action started,
Sam had to untangle himself from
hangers without clanging them to-
- gether, none of this made easier by
his working in darkness.

When he finally got untane]ed—
after an episode with a brassiere
which I found wvery funny—the

closet door squeaked, and he had-

to open it slowly and with care.

‘With care—as I well knew—

not because he feared that Falcon
“might hear a soft sound and shoot
him;. but that Falcon mlght mstead
shoot me.-

Samson would " never tell me

himself. But I would always- know..
And he would never ‘know—not;
for sure—that I knew. I must have’
a savage streak in mée somewhere.

‘Four rings so far. Hell, just get-
ting warmed up. Boy, she was go-
ing to be crazy to hear from me.

_She might be starving at this hour.

-Well, T was prepared, even for
starvation.

Six rings? I must have miscount-
ed. I'll start over again; that’s what
I'll do.

Then sweetness in my ear.

“Hello? Hello?”

“Jazz?”

" “Yes. You sound llke---Shell?”'

“Of course I sound like him.
Who would you expect me to sound
like? Hey, did I wake yo‘u up?”’

- “No. I was reading.”

~ “No kidding. Well. Thats good.

Reading a lot, I mean:’

“Well, I’m like that Whenever
I do anything, I do it a lot.”

.“Fascinating. I should have’
guessed, havmg seen you eat—
and I'll bet you’re famished, what?
But never fear. I have-a. whole
packing-box full of goodies.”

“I’'m not hungry.” |

“What?”.

“I already had a snack.”

“Uh. Oh?”

- “Yes, about an hour ago
“You mean—you don’t want
my goodies?” |

G‘N0.3! _ ' .

“You mean we’re through?”

“Oh, I 'mean, don’t worry about
food, Shell. Just come on up.”

I hurried. You can bet I hurried.
I guess you could say I'm an opti-
mist. Gaily on my way I went,
headed for Jazz.,

But optimist. or not; you can
also damn well bet, I did not leave
that food behind.
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The Coffin Maker

Deep and dark and hidden was the grave he had

dug in the night. It was, I saw—just my size!

W Il g

{5
. 3

JONATHAN CRAIG

EN HE SAW what Adam
Hines was building down
there in the shade of the grove be-
tween Adam’s farmhouse and the
back road, he stopped his pickup
on the shoulder and sat for fully

iy s
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half a minute, wondering whether
the-long yellow-pine box was really
what it appeared to be.

‘It . was, he decided. It could
hardly be anything else. Adam
Hines was building a coffin. And
not just-a plain, ordinary coffin,
but one with a top part-that sloped

out to where a corpse’s shouldess -

would be and then tapered gradu-
ally down to the other end where
its feet would be.

He got out of the pickup and
walked  down thé incline to the
grove- and stood watching while
Adam exchanged the drill in his
brace for a countersink and bent
over his work again.

-Odd old cuss, he thought. He .

‘knows I’'m here but he wonit speak
_ to me or even look my way. He
hasn’t been right in the head since
- Lucille left, and that’s a fact. He’s
touched. If he knew about me and
Lucille, though, he’d look at me
fast enough, and that’s even more
of a fact.
“Afternoon, Adam;”‘ he said,
smiling.

Adam paused and turned his

face slowly toward him, a.stooped,
graying man with haunted, deep-
set eyes and a stick-thin body in
frayed bib overalls much too large
for him.
“Cal,” he said shortly.
thing you wanted?”
“No,” Cal Munger said. “Noth-
ing special. Just’ stopped by to say
"howdy.” |
© Adam studied hlm for: a- long

“Some-

moment, and then turned back to
his work.
“What I do, I do right,” he sald

his voice almost inaudible, as if he

were speaking to hirnself. “I use.

screws, not nails. And I counter-
sink the holes, every one.”

“Looks like a coffin,” Cal said..

“It ought to,” Adam said. “I

reckon you won’t ever see a better
one. Better made, anyhow.”
“A good job,” Cal said. “Real

- good, Adam.” He let a few seconds
- go by. “Who's it for??

The circular motion of Adam’s
right hand on the brace stopped
for a moment, then resumed.

- “Somebody,” he said.’

Cal laughed. -

“I figured as much,” he said.
“But who,” Adam?” =~

Something touched the corners
of Adam’s mouth. It was as close

to a smile as Cal had seen on the - .
older ‘'man’s face since Lucille had |

left, two months ago.

“Just somebody,” he sald “I’d
as leave not say.” -

“Anybody I know?” Cal said.

Adam nodded. “Somebody you

know real good,” he said.
Cal laughed. “Not me, I hope.”
- The ghostlike smile
Adam’s lips again. He picked up
the board-he had been working on,
sighted along the edge of it, and
lowered it carefully to .another
position on the sawhorses.
“Been hopmg to finish this be-
fore.dark,” he said absently. “T:me
was I could of done it easy.”

touched .
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Cal wet his lips. Was it possible
the old fool did know about him
and Lucille? Was he crazy enough
to try to do something about it—
something that required a coffin?

“I've been meaning to bring
. your wire cutters back,” he said,

-because he couldn’t think of.any-
thlng else to say. “I'll do it tomor-
row.’

“Looks like it’s fixing to come up
a rain,” Adam said, glancing in the
direction of Cal’s pickup. “Best get
on with my work, I reckon.”

Cal hesitated for a moment,
then turned and started back up
the slope to the road.

“See you, Adam,” he called
over his shoulder.

*Adam said nothing. -

By the time he reached his own
farm, Cal was able to laugh at the
idea of Adam Hines having found

out about him and Lucille, much -

less doing anything so ridiculous

as building a coffin for him. But -

late that night, alone in the second-
floor bedroom of the ramshackle
farmhouse, he could not sleep.
After all, Adam wasn’t right in
the head, hadn’t been for two
months. It was always possible

that someone had seen Cal and

Lucille together on those week-
ends they’d spent at that tourist
- court just outside Gardsville, when
Adam had thought she was visit-
ing her married sister there.

At four in the morning, he went
down to the kitchen and got one
of the pint fruitjars of moonshine

from beneath and sink: and took it
back up to the bedroom with him.
He drank half of it, sitting up in
bed in the dark, thinking, and yet
trying not to think, about how it
had been the last time he saw

Lucille.

About the argument, and the

beating he had given her, and the
way she had ran out of the motel
room, crying, swearing. that neither
he nor Adam would ever see her
again. - -
Could it be that Adam knew
about that night, as well as the
others? If anyone had seen Cal
and Lucille, he would have told
Adam, not because they cared
about him but because they hated
Cal. He was, he knew, the most
disliked man in the county, a toe-
handsome bachelor with a liking
for women—all women, marrled
or not.

He finished the moonshme and
sat staring into the darkness. When
the roosters crowed with the false

‘dawn, he still had not slept. Adam

Hines was a touched man, and a
touched man would do anythmg,
including building a coffin for the
man he was planning to kill.

THAT AFTERNOON, after an
hour’s losing battle against his bet-
ter judgment, Cal Munger put the
wire cutters on the seat of -the
pickup and drove over.to Adam
Hines’ farm.

The coffin was finished, he saw
as_he passed it on his way to the



60 -
small clearing where Adam was
digging in the ground, and he
paused for a moment tostare at it.
For what it was, it was a beautiful
piece .of work. Adam had been
right: he’d never seen a better one.
He felt a shiver start through him,
and he forced himself to turn his
back on the coffin and walk the

remaining distance to the clearing.
- Once again Adam gave no sign
that he had seen or heard Cal’s ap-
proach. He ‘was standing knee-
deep in the middle of a large ree-

tangular hole, marked. out with

pegs and white string, his shirt off,
deep-set eyes chill and remote,
spading earth out of the hole with
- the easy, rhythmic sweeps of long
practice.

Cal stood gazing at the shape of
the hole, while the sweat that lathed
his shoulders and ribs grew chill. A
hole of that particular size and
shape could be only one thing, and
it was growing deeper with every

~ “spadeful of dirt Adam Hines was

throwing so effortlessly to the side.
“I. brought your wire cutters

back, Adam,” Cal said. “Where’d

you want me to put them?”
Adam’s eyes remained fixed on

the black earth at his feet while the

spade arced upward and eut, up-
ward and out. |
“Adam?” Cal said.
“Put
said,
- Cal dropped the cutters to the
grass beside Adam’s faded denim
shirt.

‘’em anywheres,” Adam
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“Doing a little digging, I see,”
he .said.

- “A little,” Adam sald stﬂl not:

looking at him.
“Storm cellar, maybe?”’
“Got a storm cellar already,”
Adam said.
“What, then?” Cal asked
“Grave ” Adam. said.

“Grave?”
“For that- coffin I made. yester-
day : v

Cal took a deep breath.

“I see,” he said.

“What I do, I do rlght,” Adam
said. “This here hole’s as near per-

fect as I can make it. And it ain’t

going to be none of your five-foot
graveyard -holes, either. It’s going

down a full six foot, to the last

hair of an inch.”
Cal watched four more spade-

fuls of earth arc from the hole and

scatter on the grass beside it.

“This is some kind of joke

you’re playing, isn’t it, Adam?” he

said. “It has to. be, doesn’t it?”
For the first time, the spade

stopped moving,

Cal along his eyes.:
“This here’s a grave, -and- that
yellow box over there is a coffin,”

he said tonelessly. “There ain’t no.
joke about them, Cal, neither one

of them.”

“But .who?” Cal said. “I mean,
who’re they for, Adam?”

Adam looked at him, eyes ex-
pressionless, and once again that
ghost smile of yesterday touched

and Adam.
straightened up a little, looking at

@
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the corners of his mouth. The sec-
onds went by, a dozen of them.

"~ “I reckon you’ll find that out
soon enough, Cal,” Adam said at
last, turning his back to him.
“Sooner than you think.” The
spade bit into the dirt savagely and
swung up and out. “You’ll see then

whether I’'m playing jokes or not.”

It was a long afternoon, and a
longer evening. Just after dark, Cal
put his revolver in his pocket, took
the blanket from his bed, got two
of the pint jars of moonshine from
beneath the sink, and went out to
the barn.

In the hayloft he pulled the lad-
der up on its counterweight, spread
the blanket on the hay, and got to
work on one of the jars. When he
had finished it, he lay back and
tried to sleep.

An hour went by, and then an-
other.

And then, finally, he dozed, only
to wake with his shirt cold with
sweat and a cry on his lips, shaking

_with the memory of a dream in-

which he had been sealed alive
into a coffin but could somehow
hear the voices of the people
around him as they lowered him
into - the grave he had watched
Adam Hines digging in the clear-
ing.

There’d be no more sleep for him
this night, he knew. He couldn’t go
on this way, just waiting hour by
hour for Adam Hines to kill him.
Something- had to be done. But

He reached for the second jar.

‘what? If he beat Adam to it and

killed him, he’d hang.

The sheriff, like everybody else
in the county, despised him; noth-
ing would make the county hap-
pier than for Cal Munger to die on
the end of a rope. And telling the
sheriff or anybody else what Adam

was going to do would be a waste
of time. It’d get him a horse laugh
that would still be going on when
Adam killed him. _

He took off his wet, clammy
shirt and sat down in the hay far
back from the edge of the loft, his
body tense, ears straining for the
slightest sound, waiting for morn-
ing. |

And with morning came the -

cold certainty that he had no choice
but to ’kill Adam Hines. Kill him
today, within the hour. It was kill
or be killed, and the only question
was how to do it without dying for
it on the gallows. And suddenly
an idea came to him of a way it
might be done. |

Not might be done, he reflected
as he lowered the ladder and
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climbed down. to the barn floor.
Could be done. It -had te work. K
it didn’t, he’d be.as good as dead.

Faint from lack of sleep and
food, he forced himself to cook and

eat a large breakfast. Then he held -

his head undcr the pump for al-
~ most a mmute, made sure his re-
volver was in good order aad went
out to the pickup.

This time, he turned off the back
road half a mile from Adam’s

farm, drove down  an abandoned .

wagon road to a thick stand of

trees where he could hide the pick- .

- up, and then set off at an angle
across the fields, taking whatever
cover he could find, to the back
yard of Adam’s house. Long before
he reached it, he heard the sharp
ring of a hammer on a chisel, and
knew that Adam was once again
working on something in the grove.

Just before he ran across the
back yard to the door, he caught
sight of Adam in the clearing, carv-
ing something onto the face of a
large square slab of woed with a
rounded top.

The crazy fool’s made me a
grave ‘marker, Cal thought grimly
as .he sprinted for the back door.
A headboard. And now he’s carving
my name on it. He was meaning to
bury me, and bury me go.ed and
proper: -

In-the house, Cal went. directly’

~ to the closet where he knéew Adam

kept his double-barreled shotgun.
The case and four boxes of shells
were there; but the gun itself was

not. Frowning, Cal walked quickly’
through the house, eyes searching
for places the gun might be. .

He found it in the parlor, lying
on the sagging old davenport, new-
ly cleaned and fully loaded. The
fool had it ready and waiting for
me, hé thought as he picked it up.
He was ready to come after me,
just as soon as he got through chls-'
eling my name on that headboard.

He left the house-by the back.
door, bent-low, and ran to the
grove. Then, moving cautiously
from tree to tree, he approached
Adam from behind. Adam had the
headboard propped against the
trunk of a tree, working with quick,
short chops of the hammer.

Cal moved to within ten feet of
him, put the shotgun down care-
fully in the tall grass, where it
would be hidden from Adam if he
happened to turn around too soon,

and then,* whistling softly, strode

out into the clearing.
This time, Adam Hines did look

at him. He paused in his work,

hammer raised above the chisel,
the sunken eyes locked reproach-
fully with Cal’s.

“You got a habit of sneakmg up
on folks, ain’t you?” he said tight-
ly. “You ask me, it’d be a good
habit to get rid of.” :

Cal smiled and" bent over the
headboard, as if to see what Adam
had been carving there. Then,
whirling suddenly, he brought his
fist- crashing against Adam’s jaw
with -all the power of his strength
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and weight behind it. The older
man’s body jerked backward and

sprawled full length a dozen feet

away. He lay on his back, com-
pletely still, a trickle of blood seep-
ing from one corner of his mouth.

Calmly, -now that "the riskiest
part was over, Cal got the shotgun
from the edge of the clearing,
- wiped it carefully to remove his
fingerprints, and placed it length-
wise on Adam’s body, the muzzle
pressing beneath his chin. Then,
closing Adam’s left hand over the
stock, he pushed the unconscious
man’s right forefinger through the
trigger guard and, looking away,
pressed Adam’s finger against the
right trigger.

The roar in his ears was deafen-
ing. The shotgun, kicking free of
Adam’s hands, skidded across the
grass almost to the edge of the
clearing.

It was all going to WOI‘k out
beautifully, Cal saw as he walked
after the gun. When the sheriff got
here, he would see Adam lying
dead, obviously the victim of his
_ own hand, a suicide, a man known
to have been broken and strange
ever since his wife had 1eft him, a
man who had slowly_become so
crazed that he had dug his own
grave, built his own coffin, carved
his own headboard, and then taken
his life with his own shotgun.

But the gun would have to be
nearer Adam’s body, with the
muzzle nearly in line with the hor-
ror it had wrought. Then he’d take

the headboard home with him,
burn it, and wait for someone to’
discover that Adami Hines had

. killed himself.

Grasping the ‘shotgun with his
handkerchief, he carried it back to’

Adam’s body. And then, as he
leaned over to put the gun in posi-

. tion, his heel pressed down on the

round handle of Adam’s chisel and
he slipped; dropped the gun, and
fell.

The gun roared a second time,
and suddenly Cal felt a strange
nothingness in his legs. There was
no pain. He forced himself up on
an elbow and looked down at his
legs. Both his trouser legs were al-
ready black with blood, and his
right leg was bent sharply at mid-
thigh, where the bone had been
shredded by the shotgun blast. ’

He was bleeding his life away,
he knew, unable to move, with no

" one to hear him call for help.

And then the pain came, sharp
and terrible, and he cried out with
it and twisted over on his side, try-
ing to get away from the pain, try-
ing to get away from his own legs.

A scant foot from his face stood
the headboard Adam Hines had
been carving moments before Cal
had hit him. — '

And now, as the carved letters
blurred before his fading eyesight,
he knew why Adam had dug the
grave and made the coffin and had
his shotgun ready foruse. .

The letters on the headboard

read: Here Lies ADAM HINES
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THE CROOKED WINDOW

Some things no man can take and stay sane.

Like pain—or fear—or murder in the night.

-

N\

by HARRY WHITTINGTON

HE LAST THING she ever said to

him was, “I'll hurry, darling.
I’ll be right back.” -

Bill wasn’t disturbed and was

only slightly impatient when she

didn’t return in fifteen minutes.
Even after forty slow minutes rust-
ed away, he merely inched in from
the sun, just touched by the claws
of panic.

- He checked hlS watch again.

Any man who’d ever waited for his
wife outside a department store
knew few women had any concep-

bl g

tion of time. The fact Marge wasn’t
his wife didn’t alter the way he felt

~ except to sharpen the urgency of

his impatience.

High pressure tensions seethed
inside them from the mOment
they’d met at eight this morning.
Everything added to it, their know-
ing they had the whole day to-
gether, the end of an enforced
separation, inner excitement after
a long melancholy time apart.

He’d driven without looking at
her, not needing to look at her to

65
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see her: the old-coin perfection of
profile, chin just a shade too stub-
born, squared jaw, ripe-wheat color
of her body; the way her grape-
brown eyes were charged with
shadows, so you were never really
content about what went on behmd
them.

After two hours with her, he d

parked outside Gracey’s depart-
ment store in the forty-acre shop-
ping center. Through the glass
windows he saw. women stirring,
the restless way ants churned in a
distubed way.

Marge had gotten out of his car,
taking her large white sling pocket-
book. He’d growled low in approv-
al. He said, *"Wow.”

She turned, smiled over her
shoulder. She pushed open the glass
door, entered the store. He watched
her go along the first alsle and sud-
denly he lost her.

One of the windows was set at an
angle, or was flawed; perhaps the

sun reflected from the pavement .

obscured his vision, something—he
“could see no one beyond that par-
ticular window. Everything looked
distorted through it. It was as if
Marge simply dlsappeared beyond
that glass.

Bill blotted perspiration from hlS~

forehead, got out of the car. He
glanced toward that distorting win-
dow. In it he saw' enlongated re-
flections of parked cars and a
stringy character ten feet tall that
he recognized as a caricature of
himself. :

At the package store, he stood
near the door, watching his car.
Two customers dallied ahead of
him. Bill bought a fifth of. Scotch,
hurried back to his car, carrying the

 bottle under his arm.

He got into the front seat, and
sweated and waited. Somehow he
felt an added uneasiness everytlme
his gaze struck that distorted win-
dow. This was ridiculous, but there-
it was.

- He’d met Marge at somebody’s
cocktail party at the beach. He’d
not wanted to go. He’d sat alone
with a martini. It had been a rugged -
year since Rosemary died, her
death something impossible to re-
cover from easily. Someone intro-

duced him to “Marge mumble” and

disappeared.
She’d smiled at him. He glowed

‘back at her, and it wasn't entirely

the drink. She was double-distilled
loveliness in flesh-colored bikini
and the ultimate in golden sun-tan.

They sat in deck chairs overlook-
ing the gulf and sipped drinks and

talked. She’d once played trom-

bone in an all-girl orchestra.

They’d talked-for a long time,
but when he looked back, he saw
she hadn’t said much about herself,
and she’d neglected to mentlon she
was married.

They met again accidentally. She

'was friendly and just oddly re--

strained enough to bewitch him.
“Yes, I'm married,” she said. “I
thought you knew, that night at the

party. My husband nibbled at the
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hostess the whole evenmg Gordon
Cronin.”

He felt unaccountably empty.

It was another week before he
saw her again, and saw those faint
bitter unhappy depths of her eyes.

“Im so glad to see you, Bill,”
she said. “I’ve thought about you
often.” .

He felt the sharp prickling of a
new kind of emptiness. No matter
what sort of man Cronin was, or
how unhappy he made her, he was
her husband. He said,
Gordon?” « '

The smile faded. She withdrew,

remote, polite and distant again.
. He saw her a couple of times at
a distance. He wanted to invite her
to have a drink with him, but he
let her go away from him.

But as though it were the work-
ings of some destiny he couldn’t
even quarrel with, they ran into
each other constantly.

He had a martini and she had a
daiquiri in a dim-lit cocktail lounge.
Other couples whispered in shad-
~owed booths.

“I’'ve thought about you,” he
said. “Lord, how I’ve thought about
you.”

“One night I almost called you.”

He felt the impact in the pit of

his 'stomach. He stared across the

table. Whatever it was to be, it had

started between them. It had begun
that afternoon at the beach, the
moment they met, and it had been
stock-piling ever since, no matter
how they tried to deny it.

“How’s .

_ nails into him.
about you, he'll never give me a

“Just this day,” she said. “We
can have this day, can’t we?”

‘““Maybe then we can go back to
living according to the rules.”

Three days later she-called him
because he had not called her. She
said, “I know we had our day to-
gether, Bill. Things aren’t better. I
need you s0.”

Holding her in his arms, he said,
“Why don’t you divorce Gordon,
Marge? That’s what you’ve got to
do.” -

She burst into tears. “Don’t you
think that’s what I want?” *

“I don’t want to wreck your

- marriage—"’

“Oh, darling, that was a sham-
bles before you came along. I've
begged Gordon for a divorce. He
said hed kill me first.” She dug her
“If he finds out

divorce. It would give him a twisted
kind of pleasure, denying me the

. chance to be happy.”

It was impossible, going on meet-
ing secretly. Once she met him
with bruised face, eye blackened.

They parted.

Bill tried drinking, and this was
not the answer. He tried other
women and found them thin com-
fort. He worked harder, he swam.
alone, saw movies alone, and she
was in all his thoughts close beside
him.'

When he couldn’t be casual
about it any more, he -reached for
the phone to call her. At that in-
stant it rang, .




68 SHELL SCOTT MYSTERY MAGAZINE

“Bill,” Marge said. “We’ve tried.
As Iong as we can. I've got to see
you.’ -
Sitting in Ihe-s,un-basted car, Bill
checked his watch. She’d been in
~ that store almost an hour. He stared
at that flawed window. Everything
was out of focus.

It was.cooler msnde the store, but
crowded. Once he thought he saw
Marge. He called- out. Every-
one else looked at him and he over-
took the woman at the lingerie
counter.

He was unable to think why
he’d believed she resembled Marge.

He moved away, going to the sport- .

ing goods  area, seeing. hunting
jackets stacked on glass cases.
A clerk looked at him tiredly.
“I'm looking for—my wife,” Bill
said. “She came in about an hour
ago to buy a hunting jacket.”

Her brow tilted. You met all.

kinds on sales days.
“I know it’s a mob scene. But

maybe if I described her? She’s

-about your height, has dark hair, a
deep tan. In her twenties, a green

~and white sheath dress.” His voice -

wavered. ‘

~ The clerk watched him with an
odd intentness. “I remember a
young woman,-about an hour ago.
Bought a hunting jacket. Sheep-
lined. Ordered it gift wrapped.”

He returned to his car. He step-
ped off the curb and leaned inside.
There was.no longer even the.trace
of her perfume. There was nothing
except the Scotch bottle wrapped in

brown paper and lying on the back -
seat, waltmg

The sporting goods clerk ]ocated
the store detective.

“Mr. Hankins,” she said.
young man needs your help.”

Hankins was lean, with gray-
streaked hair combed in neat waves
across the bald spot on his crown.
His lips were tightly compressed in
a faint smile.

“We’re having a sale,” the de-
tective said. “Maybe your wife
wanted to look at some of the other
bargains.” - 4

“She said she didn’ t We were in

“This

‘a hurry.”

“The detective glanced at him, led
him to the telephone offices. After

. a moment Bill heard a modulated

voice on the public address: “Will
Mrs. Cronin please return to her-

‘car at the front entrance of the
- store, please? Mrs. Cronin.”

The detective walked out front.
with Bill. ‘He seemed astonished
that Marge was.not there ahead of
them. - :

“She’ll be along in a minute,” he
said. |

“That’s what I told myself_ an -

hour and a half ago.” _
Hankins shruoged “Things like
this happen all the time. A woman
goes in a store, forgets where she
parked her car.” He laughed.
“Even forgets where she left her

~ husband.”

Bill stared at that distorted win-
dow, did not answer, ~
After ten minutes, the detectwe
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said. “Maybe your wife felt faint,
dropped into the dispensary.”

The store nurse, a tall woman in
her early thirties, shook her head.
“No. - Funny, big sale like this,
there’s usually a dozen frail women
to be carried out. Not today. Got a
hardy bunch today. Your wife has-
n’t been in here, Mr. Cronin.”

Bill gazed over Hankin’s head at
the crowded store. Until this mo-
ment he’d been. restrained by a
sense of his being impelled by un-
. founded fear. He’d been self-con-
-scious, stalking the huge store, ap-
pearing mildly hysterical.

All that was gone now. He
thought about the way he and
Marge had met this morning, hands
clinging, fingers entwined. A long,

melancholy parting was over tem-

porarily, .they were together, with
plans for a long day together.

He looked at the nurse and the .

detective. It was clear enough in
their faces what they believed.
They thought it was all very simple.
She had walked out on him.

He walked back through the

store alone, looking for her dark
hair, the golden tan, the green and
whlte dress. He heard the modu-
lated voice again requesting Mrs.

Cronin to return to the front en-

trance of the store. He scarcely lis-
tened. She wasn’t going to answer
that thing, either. .

Why would she walk out on him?
And how much sense did the alter-
native make, that something had

happened to her against her will?

Somebody openly overpowered
her in a crowded store? Somebody
forced her agamst her will to leave‘I'-
How? With a gun in her back?

She was not in the car. He got
in, backed out of the parking space.
A car horn barked at him.. He
slammed on brakes. He drove slow-
ly around the store, pausing at all
four glass exits. |

Deeply troubled, he stepped on
the gas, reached the area exit,
turned: downtown. One smart
thing to do, enlist the aid of the
police. -

His mind sped ahead to the mo-
ment when he arrived at the police
station. The faster his thoughts rac-
ed, the slower the car traveled.

He reached Bay Shore drive,
parked beside the-sea wall. The
sunlit - bay’ sparkled with metallic-
sequins.
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If he reported Marge missing,
this meant giving her name, his own
name. Nothing mattered except
~ finding her. Yet the thought that
something vielent or -mysterious
had befallen her was unreal. Per-

haps she’d met friends in the store

~whom she could not escape without
revealing she was with him. She

_strove desperately to keep Gordon

from learning about him. But would
she have left the store with them?

This wouldn’t stand close scru-

tiny, but he could stir trouble for
her if she were not lost.

The more he delayed, the worse
he made it if Marge had run into
trouble. Still he had to consider
what would happen when he
brought in the police. Gordon

would be notified; he’d learn Marge

‘had been spending the day with

‘Bill Wisdell. He would wreck every-

thing.
Bill tightened his hands .on the

steering wheel. Marge wanted to es--

cape Gordon Had she decided to
run?
This angle was riddled with
- holes. Her only hope to escape
‘would be in securing his promise
~ not to report her- disappearance,
give her a head start.
.- This brought him back where he
started. Something had hap-
pened to Marge. Nobody ever just

walked away and disappeared into -

thin air. -

Still, the moment he reported her
'd1sappea_rance to the police, all that
had been between them would be-

come public knowledge, and Gor-

don was part of that public.

Marge was .smart, self-reliant.
Would she permit herself to be
taken from that store by force or
coercion? . 7

He started the car, returned to
the shopping center. He cruised
around Gracey’s building one more -
time. He drove across town to the
place where they’d left her car. It
sat locked, baking in the sun.

He parked on Cherry, entered
the four—stoned’apartment building
where he’d lived since Rosemary’s
death. He had great luck™ with
women. Love him and die—love
him and disappear.

He shoved open the door, re-
minding himself there was a simple"
explanation. His getting snarled up
in superstition wasn’t going to help.

He hurried up the steps, came
out of the stairwell on the second
floor, went swiftly along the corri-
dor. Subdued noises, laughter, a ’
voice abruptly high, suddenly quiet,

~ had nothing familiar in them. He

glanced around, everything seemed

changed, alien in a way he couldn’t

explain.
He found his key ring, shook it

, out, chose a key. It did not fit the

lock He brushed away the flaring-
of panic. His mind was playlng
tricks.

He heard the telephone ringing

‘beyond his locked door. This added

to his sense of frustration and im-

“patience. He found the right key,
fought it into the lock. ‘

-
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He shoved the door open, went

directly to the phone. He lifted the

receiver, breathless. “Yes.”

“Bill. Ted Wyatt. Where you
been? We've been calling ever since
you reported in sick this morning.”

Bill sagged against the couch
arm. “I wentout.” |

“That’s for sure. Where’s the
copy on the Golden Citrus Ac-
count?”’

“God knows, Ted o

Wyatt’s voice chilled. “God and
you better know, Bill. We need it,
and now. We've ripped this place
apart.”

Bill could not thlnk He’d spent
hours polishing the fifty words that
would accompany the display of a
bikined-girl and a giant orange in a

national campaign. “Right now, T

don’t know where it is, Ted.”

“What’s the matter with you?”

“I’m sick. I don’t.feel like argu-
ing it.”

“Neither do I. But I’'ve got to
have that copy. I’ll call you back
in five minutes.”

“No. If I find it, Il call you.”

“You better come in tomorrow,
Bill. We can’t fluff this account.
Meantime, find that copy. You
read me?” d

Bill replaced the receiver, unable

.to concentrate on the missing copy.
Worse than that, he could not care.

He walked across the room,
closed the door. He sat down on the
divan, stared at the phone. He’d
never realized how dead and use-
less the instrument could be.

A knock on the door brought
him to his feet.
- He openéd the door. It was not
Marge. His neighbor from across
the hall stood there as if somehow
loosely suspended from the ceiling.
His hair was rumpled and combed
across his eyebrows. He wore tight
black slacks low on his hips, shirt
tail hanging out. His. shirt was
sweated.

“Came over to borrow some-
thing.”

Bill exhaled. “All right, Marlm, _
what is it?”

Marlin shrugged and walked past
him into the room. He said, “She

.ain’t here, huh_?.’.’

“Who‘)”

““She walked out on you, huh‘?”

“Who?”

“Is that it, friend? Man, that’s
tough. That cripples. A .doll like
that. You don’t hardly find that
kind on every street corner.”

“Why don’t you go home,
Marlin?”

“I hate seeing you hke this, man.
I've got addicted to that doll. What
she’s got, they got laws against, I
have stood behind that door of mine
with the door slit open just enough -
to watch you two coming along the
hall.” Marlin smacked his lips.:
“Man, does she have what it takes!”

Marlin Dix did a modified

‘Watusi about the room. He flopped

into a club chair, his chin slumped
against his chest.

““How about I borrow a fifth of
something? I'll repay you next time
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I hit at the races. Got a friend over
there. She wants a drink first, you
know?”

Marlin took the fifth of Scotch
Bill had bought earlier at the pack-
age store. He went out and closed
the door behind him.

Minutes dragged slowly. Bill
went into the kitchen, made a sand-
“wich, listening for the phone bell.
He brewed coffee and then walked
out without eating anything.

He heard the stereo blasting
_ through the walls from Marlin
Dix’s apartment. He’d never heard
it so loud before.

He dialed Marge’s number He
listened to the phone ringing, heard -
the receiver lifted. He held his
breath, waiting.

“Hello.” It was Gordon.

Heart sinking, Bill covered, the
mouthpiece with his band. Holding-
the receiver tightly against his ear,
he strained to hear Marge’s voicé
in the background.

There was only the singing vi-
bration of the wires. Gordon said,
“‘Hello: Hello.”

Bill replaced the receiver.

The music blared through the
walls from Marlin Dix’s apartment.
He smelled the coffee. Thirty min-
utes- passed and he went on sitting
there. .

He could not buy any answer ex-
. cept that Marge was at home.
Something was wrong and she.could
. not call him back. He dialed her
number again.

e e —

This time it.was answered be-
fore the first ring died.

“Hello,” Gordon Cronin * said.
(‘Hello 3

Bill sat with the receiver against
his ear. Gordon’s voice rasped. “All
- right! Who are you? What do you
want?”’

When Bill remembered to look,

-night had closed out the world be-
‘yond his windows.. His apartment

was as dead and silent as the tele-
phone. |

Bill waited. Across the hall
Mariin Dix and friend had the

stereo louder than éver. The noises

accented his own aloneness..Other
nights he’d sat alone and lonely.

+ He’d waited for her before. It
was never easy for her to get away

to him. How much he’d taken from.

her, how much he’d expected, how
little he’d given in return!

He walked out of his apartment
Anything improved’ on 51tt1ng in
there waiting.

He paused outside his door. For

that brief moment there was silence
across the hall, as though Marlin
held his breath over there, waiting.

He shook thlS thought from his
mind..

He. glanced at his watch, sur-
prised to see it was past seven. At
eight this morning, he and Marge
had met, brimming with desire and
longing and pleasure because they
were together. Eleven hours. -

He got into his car and drove
across. town. The street where
Marge lived was quiet. He drove
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slowly past her house. Cars lined
the curbs. Old trees shaded the
parkways.

He stared at her windows as he
cruised past. Her house sat back on
a deep lawn. One light burned
downstairs. A late model hardtop
“convertible was parked in the drive.
He did not see Marge’s car.

In the next block he parked at a
vacant lot, returned along the walk
toward Marge s house. Somebody
‘steppéd suddenly from the shadows
of a pepperhedge and he stopped,
rigid.

It was an elderly man, leading a
small dog on a leash.

Bill felt weak in the backs of his
legs.

The man jerked on the leash and

= the black Cocker strained against

it. - 8 .
Wearing brightly flowered sport
-hirt, slacks, the man stared at Bill

~ as he passed. : _ =

Bill walked toward Marge’s
house, unable to shake the feeling
that the old fellow had been stand-
ing in those shadows a long time,
staring from the hedge into Marge’s
windows.

Bill paused in front of the Cronin
home. A shadow moved within the
lighted room and his heart lurched.
Then a man walked past the win-
dow. It was Gordon. .

He walked to the end of the
block, turned left and went into the
alley.

Almost to the garage behind the
Cronin house, he saw the man and

the dog again. He stepped into

shadows, waited.

He entered the Cronin yard
through the gate. He felt like a
thief, prowling the yard. He'd
taken the man’s wife, lost her. What
more harm could he cause Cronin?

He went cautiously to the lighted
window, peered inside.

- Gordon was alone in the house.

He sat on a straight chair beside
the telephone table. The way Gor-
don sat was clear, ‘he was, waltmg
for that phone to ring. -

Bill felt all the good drain out of

everything he’d had with Marge.

Gordon looked ill with worry. He'd.
done serious hurt to that man in
there, no matter what excuses he’d
made ~

He’d always considered himself
an ordinary, decent guy. When
Marge came along, he told himself
she was bitterly unhappy and he
was lonely.

None of this was reason-enough
any more. Whatever else he was,
he was an instrument for terrible -
wrong.

- Gordon poured himself a drink
of straight whisky, tossed it off.

- Staring at him, Bill wanted to
make it up to him..He had to find
Marge. He had to go to the police.

The sound of a speeding car on
the street brought him up, tense.
Tires squealed as the car rounded
the corner. Headlights ﬂicked across
dark trees.

Bill pressed into the shadow.

The car skidded into the drive-
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top convertible: Doors were opened

on both sides; lights and engine
were killed. The doors slammed.

It was a gray police cruiser. Bill

crouched in the shadows. He heard

the doorbell. The cops were not*

looking for him, and he had waited
too long. He did not have to report

Marge Cronin ‘missing. Her hus-.

band had already done it.

He- walked back to his -car,
shaken. No, sense pretending there
was an easy explanation for what
had happened at the shoppmg
center this morning.

Women disappeared. But not in

a crowded store, not a woman like

Marge. He admu'ed Gordon for
calling in the police. He should
have done it this morning.

He started- the car, drove back
across town. He parked outside his
apartment building, entered, climb-
ed the stairs. Music from Marlin’s
apartment blasted at him as he
emerged from the stairwell.

He knocked on Marlin’s door.
Again he had the strange sense. of
tension beyond that door. The mu-
sic continued. He knocked again.

Marlin yelled through the door
facing. “You selling something, we
don’t need nothing.”

“It’s Bill Wisdell.”

The door was cracked open.
Marlin showed his nose and one
eye. “Yeah, friend? Music too live-

o ly? Too loud‘? I'll cut it nght down, N

old friend.”
He saw Marlin leaned against
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the door, barring it. “I’d ask you in,
old friend, but my friend’s not feel-
ing well. Okay? You forgive me?”

Marlin closed the door. T he key
turned in the lock.

Bill entered his own apartment.’

Everything was as he’d left it. He
went -into his bedroom, sprawled
across the bed. He lay there sleep-
less the rest of the night. At day-
break he got up, undressed and
showered.

He snapped on 'the radio whlle
he brewed fresh coffee. It was on
the newscast. Local woman_miss-
ing. Mrs. Marge Cronin, wife of
prominent local real estate broker.

~Car found parked on downtown

street. Husband unable to actount
for wife’s disappearance. Home re-
lations the best, the husband said.
Wifte planned to shop at Gracey’s

department store, did not return

home. Husband notified police =
eight o’clock last night. Police lo-
cated Mrs. Cronin’s car an hour

- later, leading them to suspect foul

play. Mrs. Cronin last seen wearing
green and white sheath dress. State-
wide bulletin released at midnight.

.

At .an early hour this morning -

there was no word on Mrs Cromn S
whereabouts.

Bill snapped off.the radio. He

went downstairs, got into his car.
He drove into town, slowed down
outside - the police station, but did
not stop.

- He parked near his ofﬁce, walk-
ed the rest of the way to work.

‘People passed him. Their faces
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were’ blurred, unreal, the way the
bright morning itself was unreal..

He entered the advertising agen-
‘cy office, spoke to the receptionist
without looking at her. Sitting at his
desk, he stared out the window.
There was a reasonable answer. He
had to find it.

- “BilL.” He jerked his head up.

‘Ted Wyatt had been standing
for some minutes across his desk.
In his-early thirties, Ted was im-
peccably ' groomed, with a hard
look of success about him. He
asked about the copy and Bill
looked up, face blank. “My God,
haven’t you given it a thought?”

Bill located the copy in his-brief
case. Ted took it, glanced through

it. “Did you make the changes?”

“What?”

Ted’s gaze was cold. He tapped
the copy with his fingers. “I'll turn
this over to Halsey. You better take
the day off. Your eyes are bleeding

all over the rug.” )

Bill sweated, drlvmg slowly in
the sun. The shopping center was

. as crowded as it had been yester-
day. It was a bright day, fat clouds
puffing across a faded sky.

He circled the big store, not
really looking for anything. He felt
like a man possessed drawn back
to this place against his will.

Not allowing himself to think, he
drove back into town. He parked‘

near the. police station, walked to-
ward it in the sweated sunlight.

- Cluttered desks were lined in
rows,

-else until right now?”

most of them unoccupied °

in the detective burcau. Windows
opened on the blind wall of an ad-
joining building.

At a desk near the rear of the
room, a detective stared up at Bill,
then jerked his head toward a chair
facing him.

- Bill sat down. The detective was

stocky, looking like an ex-football
linesman. His bullet-shaped head
sat rammed upon his shoulders as
if he had no neck at all. He wore a
dark suit of lightweight material.
He was sweating. A name plate on
his desk read: Sergeant Elwood
Cardiac.

“The woman missing your
wife?” Cardiac said.

Bill chewed at his lip, shook his
head. “No. But I was with her.”

He told Cardiac how he’d met
Marge, driven her to the shopping
center. He did not mention their
stopping for two hours at a motel,
their plans to return there.

“Why didn’t you report it yester—
dayf)”

- Bill looked at his hands. “I told

the store detective. He dldnt take -

it very seriously.”

“And you called her house?”

“Twice. There was no answer—
I mean, her husband answered.”

“Did you talk to him?”

“NO b}

“And you dldn t tell anybody
Cardiac
shook his head. “You just went
back home?”

“I didn’t know what else to do.”

- “You heard the radio report this
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morning that Mrs.- Cronin was
‘missing? That when you decided
to come in?” ; _ _

“I want to find her,” Bill said.

“You’ve put yourself in a bad
position, Wisdell. She left home to
meet you. And you just about ad-
mit you’re the last person to see
Mrs. Cronin alive.”

Bill sat forward on his chair.
Those small eyes in their fat sock-
ets ate into him like an acid. For
the first time he admitted con-
sciously that Marge might be dead.
He shook his head. “Who’d want
to kill her?” |

In a gray police cruiser, . they
broke every traffic ordinance on
the drive to the shopping center.
Cardiac did not even slow down
for stop streets. Tires screamed at
every corner.

. Hankins sat with his feet up on a
packing crate in a supply room at
" Gracey’s.

Cardiac greeted the store detec-
tive coldly.

Hankins stiffened slightly when
he saw Bill. He said, *“Oh, hello,
‘Mr. Cronin.”

-“The guy’s name is Wisdell,”
Cardiac said. -

. Hankins shook his head. “But I
helped -Mr. Cronin find his wife
: yesterday.”

“You helped him find her.” Car-
diac’s eyes narrowed.

I supposed he found her,
Hankins said. “He left,”> .

- “Her name is Cronin. She’s

missing. Wisdell said he never saw

 for the store,”

her agam after she came in the
store.”

They ‘rounded up the sportmg- .
goods clerk on the way to the dis-
pensary. The nurse said, “I told

you people yesterday, I hadn’t seen
- the woman.”

Hankins shrugged. “As far as
that goes, I never saw her, either.
I just took this man’s word that she

" .was in here.”

A man entered the dispensary
and the store employees practically
genuflected. Hankins introduced
him as Mr. French, store manager.
French asked for a briefing on the
matter and Cardiac went-over it for
him. :
“This could prove embarrassmg
> French said. In his
early fifties, he wore a continual,
meaningless smile. “I dislike hav-

“ing the store 1nvolved in matters

like this.”

“I'd say the store is not in-
volved,” Hankins said.

French loocked hopeful.
deed?” o

“As far as we know,” Hankins
said, “Mrs. Cronin was never in
this store. We have only this man’s
word. And yesterday he said his.
name was Cronin. Now his name’s
not Cronin. Maybe the woman’s
not even mlssmg -

“She’s missing, all rlght » Car-

. “In_- "

diac said. “But I-agree, we’ve no -

proof she was ever in this store.”

. Bill “stared -helplessly at the
stocky detective. Cardiac met his
gaze, expressionless. Bill reminded
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the clerk that she had remembeied

Marge’s dress, the sheeplined hunt--

ing jacket Marge had bought.

‘The clerk’s face was ashen.
French said,
dreds of customers in a day. They
often resemble one another. I see
no cause for this store to be in-
volved in this matter at all.”

Bill. stared at Cardiac. “This
clerk saw her. She’s afraid to say
So ”

“Let me handle this, Wlsdell,” )

Cardiac said.

“Where are you going to start
looking for her? You've got to be-
gin here. This is where she got
lost.” |

Cardiac’s mouth twisted. “Don’t
tell me how to be a cop, Wisdell.
You got anybody else can prove
that you were out here yesterday?”

The packagé store clerk
frowned, studying Bill.

“I was in here about ten, yester-

day,” Bill said. “I bought a bottle
of Scotch.” |

‘The clerk flushed slightly. “I
may have seen you. I get rushed in
here. About ten? Yeah. You stood
near the door. I remember because
you never did come all the way in.
You acted nervous, said it didn’t
matter what brand of Scotch. I re-
~member now. You acted jumpy.”

The clerk stopped talking. Car-
diac leaned against the counter, his
gaze on Bill, but nothing showing
in his heavy jowled face. -

Bill said, “I thought she might
come out of the store before I got

“A clerk sees hun-

back I was watching for her, that’s
al. I—"

'~ He stopped talking.
them-staring at him.

He felt

THE CELL was hot. Bill loosened
his collar, drew his hand across his
face, feeling helpless, frustrated.

Men talked in low tones in
nearby cells. Bill gripped the bars.
When the righteous Ted Wyatt
heard of this, he’d be out of a job.
Only this didn’t seem important
now. ~

“Mr. Wisdell?”’

Bill stared through the bars at a
slender, brown-haired man in a
rumpled suit.

“I’'m Peterson from the Repord
Could I'talk to you a couple min-
utes?” - |

e luought Cardiac already told
you no.’

“Mister, if we llstened to the de-
tectives, we’d have nothing to put
in the Record. You got anything
you want to say?”

Bill held his breath a moment.
“Yes. Mrs. Cronin did disappear
yesterday from the Gracey Depart-
ment store at the shopping center.
Those people are afraid of adverse
publicity, but it’s still a fact.”

“Nobody out there will admit
they saw her?”

“If you want a story, there it is.’

Peterson shook his head. “That S
no story for the Record. Gracey’s
stores are one of our biggest adver-
tising accounts. You think we want
to cause them mental anguish?”




Bill walked away and\l‘ay down

" on his cot. He did not know how
-much time  passed. He heard a

guard at the cell door and he
looked up. Cardiac stood behind
the guard. “Okay, Wisdell. On
your feet. Up to-my office. A few
questlons

Bill stood up. “I've told” you

_everything I know.”

“Sure you have.” The stout face
remained expressionless. “It’s just
that we’ve thought up some new
questions.”

“Three straight chairs and a pine

desk furnished the interrogation
room. Cardiac pushed up the: win-
dows. The room remained breath-

less. His shirt was sweated, plas-
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tered to his skin. He flopped.down

. behind the desk. “What did you

and the doll argue about, Wisdell?”

Bill stared at him, shook his
head. |

“Come on.” What did you fight
about? Was she tired of you?
Maybe you got tired of her?”

“You’re all wrong—"

“She wanted to stop seeing you?
You didn’t want her to?”

. “NO!” . '

“You wanted her to leave her
husband? You fight about that?”
~ “She. wanted to leave her hus-
band. I had nothing to do with
that.”

Cardiac leaned forward sweat-
ing. “We get a different report from
Cronin, friend. We get the word
there was nothing wrong between
Cronin and his wife. He swears
they were happy.” '

“Maybe he was. She wasn’t.”

Cardiac shook his head. “Your
story just don’t stand up.” His voice
hardened. “We think you’re lying,
Wisdell. You've lied from the first.
What about that motel?” |
- -Bill winced. “We- stopped there.
From eight to ten.”

“Only you didn’t tell me about
‘that.”

“It had nothmg to do with her -
disappearance.”

“Then why didn’t you tel] us
about it? We’re. going to keep after
you. In relays. We’ll go home and
sleep, but you won'’t. Before we're
through with you, Wisdell, you’ll
beg us to let you tell us the truth,
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“and nothing but the truth.” Cardiac
stood up. “Save yourself a lot of
grief. You can make it easier on
yourself. Easier on all of us. You

can tell me right now. What did you

do with her body?”

Bill stared up at Cardiac, fists
clenched. He sat on the edge of his
chair, ready to spring. There was a
knock on the door.

Cardiac grinned. “Yeah. Come
onin.”

‘Two detectives entered, a man
.between them. Bill sat back, exhal-
ing. Cardiac had stretched him out
on a rack, and it was just begin-
' ning.

One of the detectives said, “This
is her husband, Cardy. Mr. Gordon
Cronin.”

“Glad to know you, Mr. Cro-
nin.” Cardiac came around his desk.

For a moment Cronin seemed

unaware of Cardiac’s extended
hand. His gaze appeared turned
inward, upon some fearful sight he

didn’t want-to see but could not

pull his gaze away from.

Bill felt a sinking in his solar
plexus. Cronin looked young, vul-
nerable. He pushed his fingers
through his dark wavy hair in an
-automatic gesture. There was the
look about him of a man who has
lost weight on some impractical
crash diet. Despite this, he was
handsome, carefully groomed.
~ He carried a newspaper folded
under his arm. Bill read one
black word: ‘Missing. Beneath, in
a three column cut, was Marge’s

picture. Bill stared- at that photo.

Gordon -said, “I'm sorry.” He
wrung -Cardiac’s hand.

“We understand how you feel,
Mr. Cronin,” -Cardiac said. Car-
diac inclined his head toward Bill.
“This is the man who was with your
wife, Mr. Cronin. He admits he

-was the ‘last person to see her
-alive.”

Bill stood up. Gordon’s gaze
moved over him. Gordon’s face re-
flected his inner sickness. He had.
refused to believe Marge had a

lover. Now he had to believe it.
They left him nothing.

Gordon shook his . head, eyes
agonized.

Two strangers, Bill thought and
both of us loving the same woman.
Despairing, he admitted he’d hated
Cronin because it made it easier;
he had to hate Cronin or himself.
Now he was sorry, but it was too
late. It no longer mattered.

Cardiac asked quietly,
know this man, Mr. Cronin?”

Gordon shook his head.

- “You’ve never seen h;m be-
fore?”

‘Gordon sat down. “I told you I
hadn’t.” The newspaper slipped
from his arm to the floor. Every-
body glanced at it, Iooked again at
Cronin.

Cardiac’s voice was flat. “Sorry
you had to learn it like this, Mr.
Cronin. But this man was with her
all right. He admits it.”

Gordon kept his head bowed,
shaking it back and forth slow-

“You

-—
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ly. He did not look up or speak.
. “They met three months ago’ at

a beach: party. They’ve been meet- -

ing constantly since then,” Cardiac
said.
~ Bill glanced up, taut True,
they’d met, but Cardiac’s  recita-
tion left out the weeks and days
they’d tried to stay apart, the hope-
less feeling after Gordon refused to
divorce her. All this Cardiac disre-
- garded.

He didn’t expect a medal,.but it
had been a good love, no matter
what evil they made of it from this
~ moment. - .

“She had a key to Wlsdell’
apartment,” Cardiac said.
says she’s been trying for three
months to get a divorce.” 5

Gordon’s head jerked up.
“That’s not true. I never heard of
“this man until today.” . |

“She never mentioned him to
you? Never asked for a divorce?”

Gordon shook his head. “No.
- We argued sometimes. Every mar-

ried couple does But trouble—Ilike

this? No, never.’

“You didn’t know she was see-
ing some other man?” .

“No. I never beheved that.”

Gordon lifted his head, stared at -

Bill as if he were v1le “I don’t be-
lieveityet. I can’t.”

Bill ‘met Cronin’s gaze. Their
eyes clashed. What about all Marge
said, Gordon’s drinking, his callous
1nﬁdehty‘?

Cardiac said, “We’re not trying

to make you suffer needlessly,\ Mr, -

‘SHe

Cronin. But this man insists your
wife wanted a divorce.”.

“Why would I.refuse her a di-
vorce if she no longer loved me?”
Gordon whispered. His voice
shook. “How could I know she -
wanted a divorce? She never men-
tionedit.”

“You ¢ouldn’t, Mr. Cronin. But
he has an_answer for that, too. He
says your wife accused you.of get-
ting your kicks from seeing her suf-
fer, that it would have been worse
on her if you’d known there was
another man. She says you drank
to excess—"

“Oh, God,” Gordon whispered.
“Are. we talking about the same
woman? Marge wouldn’t say such

things: Anyone knows they’re not

true! This man lies! He knows

where she is! Ask him! Ask him!”’_
Two .detectives leaped forward

to catch Gordon as he sank to the

- floor on his knees. He covered his

head with his arms, sobbing.

The detectives paused with their
hands just above Gordon’s shoul- -
ders. Then they stralghtened star-
ing at Bill.

Bill drew his hand across his
mouth. It was no longer real; it was
a nightmare where the truth was
suddenly lies,- and hes were the
truth.

Cardiac’s voice lashed at him.
“You begin to see what you've
done, Wisdell? You see what you
are? Now let’s start over. Now let’s
have the truth.”" |

" Bill straightened, his fists
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clenched. Cardlac stopped in the
middle of a stride that carried him
toward Bill. He jerked his head
toward Cronin. “Get Mr. Cronin
out of here. No sense putting him
through any more of this.”

The detectives helped Gordon
to his-feet, led him out. Bill stood at
. the barred windows.

mare chill seeped down through
him.

Cardiac sat on the corner of the :

desk,, swinging his leg. He said,
“Back to your cage, Wisdell. We'll
tlghten the ‘noose without your
help.”

“I didn’tkill her. I haven’ thed =

“Sure. You hang on to that
thought. You’re innocent until
proved guﬂty Only don t count on
it too muc

Bill met hlS gaze, “Wlth you, I
Won,t,”

There was a man in his cell
when the baliff returned Bill to it.

The jailer said, “You two should
get along fine. You have a lot in
common.’ .

Bill frowned A lot in common?
Except he had the feeling he’d
seen the graying man before. What
could they have in common?

Bill lay down, hands locked un-
der his head. He wondered if he
would ever sleep agam

The slender man, in sport shift
and rumpled slacks prowled the
~ cell, muttering: about the indigni-
ties of his arrest.

The bailiff led a stout, neatly
dressed man in his late fortles to

The night-

the. cell, unlocked the door, mo-
tioned him to enter.

The visitor carried a heavy at—, .
tache case. He scowled. “Isn’t.
there a room where my client and 1
can talk in privacy?”

“Sorry.” The bailiff shrugged.

The lawyer entered the cell. He
grinned at the elderly man. “Came
as quickly as I could, Keyley. Have
you out by morning

“I want out now. How can they
hold me? How can you permit it?”’ .

“You better tell me about it,.
Keyley.”

“1 was out walkmg my dog, Mas- .
ters.”

Bill looked ‘wup, remembering

-where he’d seen Keyley before—

walking that dog outside Cronin’s
house .last night. Keyley had
jumped guiltily from that hedge. .

Masters said, “Cops tell me they
caught you prowling around the
Cronin house. Is this true?” ;

“As I told them, Masters, my
dog got away, I was lookmg for
him.”

“At two in the morning?” Mas-
ters inquired gently.

“I don’t care if it was five. Isn’t
this a free country? A man has a
right to walk his dog. You know I'
don’t sleep well at night, Masters. .
Haven’t in years. My dog is getting
old “and his kidneys are not what
they used to be. He has to go out at
all hours.” _ .

“I know that, but how could the
police be expected to know?”

“They could believe me.”



82 SHELL SCOTT MYSTERY MAGAZINE

“They say they found your dog
at home.” Masters shook his head,
grinning. “They say the dog was in
the house when you all got back
there. They were going to release
you, but the dog had no leash on,
was in the-house.” |

“I left the door ajar.”

“And the leash?” |

“Maybe I didn’t put it on him.

I meant to take him into my own

yard. But he got playful, ran away.

- He’s old. I got worried, went look- -

ing.

. Bill Wisdell still lay, holding his
" breath.

Masters said, “But why the
Cronin.-house? Why were you fool-
ing around there?”

“My dog liked Ms. Cronin. She
saved steak scraps for him.” Key-
ley flared. “The pohce had no raght
to manhandle me.’

“You got violent, Britton. The
* patrolman says he brought you in
to teach you a lesson. But the peo-
ple they questioned in your neigh-
- borhood  today--put you squarely
. behind the eight ball. I think you’re
“"just an old fool who ought to know
: better. But the police take a differ-
: ent view—they see you as a. Peep-
* ing Tom—-—potentxal[y -dangerous
. and a menace.’

“How?” Britton Keyley danced
from one foot to the other. -

“Accordmg to your- neighbors,
you've been repeatedly warned

about peeping in windows of young-

married. women. Complaints pile
up, . Britton. Latest 'is the way

~ man.’

you’ve made a-nuisance of yourself
pursuing Mrs. Cronin—"

“She didn’t complain!”

“She felt about you as I do, that
you’re an old fool. But people saw
you peeking in her windows, day
and night.” Masters sighed. “And
now it’s landed you in trouble.”

Keyley shrugged. “That’s what
you’re for, to get me out.”

“If T can. If you satlsfactonly‘
account for your time from eight,
the morning Mrs. Cronin disap-
peared Il get you released at
once.’

Keyley waved his hand, mouth

‘twisted. “Where I was.is none of

their business! None of their busi-
ness!”

“Be stubborn. I'm afra:d you'll
have to stay until I can get a writ,
or until the police learn to their
own satisfaction where you were.’

“None of their business!”

“Britton, listen to me. A woman
is missing. A woman you annoyed,
chased.”

Keyley stood rigid, face purpled.
“She didn’t care anything about
that drunk she was married to!”

Bill’s hands trembled. He stared
at Keyley. The aging man strode
to the bars. “Cronin stayed drunk.
He was a nothing. She needed a

Masters laughed, walked to the
cell door. “That didn’t concern you.

~But it’s put you in jail and pulled

me away from a bridge tourna-

" ment.”

When Masters was gone, Bl]l sat
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up on the edge of his cot and stared
at Keyley. His fists clenched until
they ached. He wanted to' grasp
Keyley’s throat and tighten on it
until that senile Don Juan begged

to tell where he was the day Marge

disappeared. -

Didn’t this dangerous sort often
menace quiet neighborhoods? The
harmless old man who lived with
his fancies until they became real
and urgent?

Couldn’t Keyley have followed '

her that morning? The two hours
they spent'in a motel could have
fired him into a frenzy. Then he
could have followed Marge into
that store—

If Keyley had threatened to

tell Gordon she was seeing Bill,
wouldn’t Marge go with him out to

his car, thinking she could calm .

him down, that he was harmless? If
he had gotten her into his car—and
she’d fought him?

Bill shook himself, as if waking
from a nightmare. He stood in the
middle of the cell, fists clenched.

Keyley peered up at him,- eyes
distended. “What’s the matter with
you, Wisdell? You flipped?”

Bill forced himself to relax. Sup-
pose Keyley  was as harmless as
Marge believed him to be? What
would the police be doing while
he assaulted Keyley? All Cardiac
needed was an assault charge and
~ he could hold him indefinitely.

Bill stared down at the wiry little
man, wanting to crush him, know-
ing he could not touch him:

. He turned and fell face down
across his cot. It grew quiet in the

cell block and at last Bill fell

asleep,. exhausted and - over-
whelmed by a sense of helpless fa-
tigue.

In his sweated dream he saw
Keyley parking in some desolate
lane, pulling Marge to him, threat-
ening to expose her to Gordon un-
less she submitted. The dream was
more vivid than reality. He saw
Keyley standing over her, striking
her, beating her until she was dead.

He woke up suddenly, shaken.

He sat up, stared across the cell.
Keyley could tell him where Marge
was. That dream was too real to
discount. He no longer cared what
the police might do to him for ‘as-

sault.

The bunk was empty. Keyley
was gone.

Bill sank back on the sweated
cot. For a long time he was unable
to move.

© THE GUARD -opened the door
of the  interrogation room. Bill
stepped mside. Cardiac sat behind
the desk in a swivel chair that
squealed when he moved.

Cardiac said. “How’d they treat
you last night?”

Bill shrugged, "drew a deep
breath. “What about Keyley? They
picked him up prowling around
Marge’s house. He. refused to say

where he was—”

“Why don’t you let us handle
it?” - ; . .
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“Sure, and you’ll have me in the
electric chair before Christmas.”
Cardiac shrugged. ‘“Maybe not.

Maybe you're telling the truth. If

SO, somebody else lied. If you told
the truth you’re just a guy who fell
for a married doll. Another one.
Couldn’t put all the guys in jail that

ever fell for a 'married dame, or -

vice versa. Falling for Mrs. Cronin
don’t make you guilty of anything
else, on the face of it. Even if you’d

broken off with her, this still nnght'

have happened.”

“Yes. There’s always Keyley

Cardiac sighed. “Besides you
and Keyley, there is a little more
evidence I turned up last night.”

Bill's heart slugged faster. He
stared at Cardiac, admmng him
despite himself.

“This Marge Cronm Used to be
"a musician on tour with ‘a’ glrl
band.”

“Yes » . ;

“She was playmg in a local night
.spot—five, six years ago.:Marge
Wilson she was then. Place was
robbed. Now, she happened to be
on her- way from the rear of the
joint and came face to face with

the leader. Her testimony sent this-

hood to prison. They threw the
book at him.” o _
“Good Lord.”

“Yes. But that ain’t the worst-

This Tony Carcole. Every racket
in the underworld. Here’s the way
it could be. Marge married Cronin,
quit the band. After all these:years

of brooding on it, maybe Tony sent

orders from prison for some of his
pals to lean on her.” | (

Breathing deeply, Bill waited, .
watching Cardiac’s face. “Makes,
sense. Tony’s friends finally lo-

.cated her, followed her, marched

her out of Gracey’s. If she was -
scared enough, it could have been

~done silently, attracted no atten-

tion.”
Bill swallowed not. daring to:

| hope. “She might be alive?”

Cardiac stood up. “Being dead-
might not be the worst. thing could

‘happen to her, if Carcole’s boys

did get her. She hurt Tony deep. He
might want her hurt real bad and'

deep—"

“We’ve got to find her!”.

- Cardiac caught Bill's arm

roughly. “You haven’t got to do

anything. We got trouble enough
without your-help.” -

“If she’s alive—" _

“If you want her to stay alive,

you stay, out of it.” Cardiac’s voice

lowered. “We'll do all we can, Wis-
dell . . . You can clear out of here .
now. . . . We're releasing you. But
if you’ve lied to me, God help you.”

His car had been thoroughly
checked. Such trifles no longer
mattered. He thought about Tony
Carcole, what Cardiac had left un-
said. He shivered.

He drove to his apartment build-
ing, went up the sta1rs, along the
corridor to his room. -

Marlin Dix’s apartment was si-
lent. Approaching, he got the sense
of somebody. waiting over there for -
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him to pass, so they could breathe
again.

- Scowling, he unlocked his door,
stepped inside and stopped cold,
staring around.

No wonder the police had left
him alone last night. They had
gone through his apartment as
they’'d searched his car. As he an-
ticipated, his souvenir Luger was

gone. He hoped they didn’t try to.

fire it. He’d taken it from a thief in
occupied Germany. The gun had

lain here since his tour with the

army ended.

. He returned to the front room,
found Marlin Dix leaning against
the couch, clothes looking more
rumpled than ever.

“How’d you get in here, Mar-

. hn"’!

“You forgot to close your door
so it locked.”

Bill frowned, then “~'shrugged.
“You’ve drunk the last of my

whisky, Marlin.”

"“I dom’t want a drink. Just-
wanted to say hello. I've missed’

you.”

. “Okay. So long, Marlm.

Marlin gave him a meélancholy
smile in his long face. “I don’t mind
how cold you treat me. I know
what’s eating you. You’re all knot-
ted up. You don’t have to tell me. I
used to watch the way she walked
when you brought her up here. The
way she walked. I went wild over
there, thinking about you and her.
Then this bad thing happened.
Like, man, I bleed for you.”

THE MAN behmd the narrow bar
stared -at Bill. Bill said it again,
“You know Tony Carcole?” .

- The man shrugged. “You don’t
know Tony Carcole, either, mister,
if you thigk you’ll find him in a
dump like my place.” '

Bill was aware of other custom-
ers staring at him, unblinkingly.
He pushed away his bourbon
glass, turmed and walked out,
feeling those unrelenting eyes on
his back.

- This was the sixth place he’d
tried in Tony Carcole’s part of

-town. Nobody said they didn’t

know Tony Carcole, but they
wouldn’t admit having seen him,
either.

He started the car, rolled slowly-
along Eighth Avenue, searching
for the next bar or restaurant. Car-
diac had warned him away from
here. What was he supposed to do?
Forget about Marge?

He parked near the Madrid Bar.
This was the most elegant of the
area bars, done in Old Spanish
motif. There were less than a dozen

‘people in the lounge at this hour.

The bartender nodded. “Sure,
I know Tony Carcole. Like a
brother. Haven’t seen him. I don’t
keep up with my brother, either.”

“Do you know if he’s still in pri-
son?”

The bartender looked BIH over,
then walked to the end of the bar.

‘The street door opened and a
small, swarthy man in a gaudy, tai-:

- lored suit eatered, walking on the
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“balls of his feet. He and the barten-
der exchanged a quick glance.

The man sat on the stool beside
Bill's. The bartender came, anx-
.dous to serve him, but the man let
him wait. He stared at Bill. “You
looking for Tony Carcole?”

Bill nodded. “Why?”

The man shrugged. “You want
to see Tony, come with me. You
don’t, you quit asking around town
- about him. It’s that simple.”
~ Bill slid off the stool. The man
walked out, moving on the balls of
his feet. He did not look back to
_ check whether Bill followed or not.

The side street was somber and
dimly lighted. The man walked
~ into the obscuring shadows. In the
.-middle of the block, he crossed the
street.

The three-storied red-br-lck
building was laced with wrought-
iron balustrades on long narrow

" balconies. At the foot of shadowed

stairs, the man paused, motioned

Bill ahead of him.

; Bill glanced one last time along
- the street. Nothing eased the un-

fathomable dark. Cats licked at

. shadows.

They climbed to the lighted,
third-floor corridor. Bill heard
laughter, talking, click of gaming

wheels. The man rapped on a door,

A voice said, “Yeah?”

“Tony. It’s Fredo. I got the guy.

. that’s been asking about you.”

Fredo-nudged Bill ahead of him
.into a garishly lighted, lavishly fur-
nished bedroom suite. A woman in
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“across his mouth.

s

a slip washed her red -hair in a
basin at a.mirrored stand. A man
sprawled across the rumpled bed.
About forty, he was muscular,
lean. His dark hair receded at his
temples. He wore dark slacks, an
expensive silk shirt, opened at the
collar.

His black eyes u:npaled Bill.
“Im Carcole. You wanted to see

~me?”-

Fredo spoke. “You recognize
this guy, don’t you, Tony?”

" Carcole frowned. “Face looks
familiar.” - ' |

“Sure. In the Record. He was
with the Cronin dame when she
disappeared.”

Carcole swung lithely up from
the bed. Savagery rutted his dark
face. “Where is she?” ,

“That’s what I came here to ask
you,” Bill said.

Silence laid heavy on the room.
Carcole drew the back of his hand
“I been two
weeks out of the pen. I had fellows
looking for Marge Wilson. My guys -
didn’t find her. Then she disap-
peared.” |

“If you ’ve hurt her, so help me
I'll— : :
| meant to lean on her. T still
‘will, when I find her.” Carcole
shrugged. “Maybe - somebody
tipped her I was out looking for
her, and she ran.” He clenched his -
fists. “I better never find out some-
body warned her.”

Neither Fredo nor the woman
would meet his gaze. The woman
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whined something unintelligible,
Fredo said, “You know we
wouldn’t, Tony.”

“I better know you wouldn’t.”
He pulled his gaze back to Bill. “I
was going to look you up, Wisdell.
You saved me the trouble.”

“I just heard about you.”

Carcole snagged his shirt front,.
“From the Cronin doll?”

Bill knocked his hand down
hard. Fredo and the woman
gasped. Bill said, “I heard it from
Cardiac.”

Carcole laughed. “So you came
looking for me.”

“I’ve got to find Marge.”

Carcole looked him over.
“Yeah. Rush out and look for her.
Come down here, asking about me.
You don’t care what you stir up,
huh?”” Carcole jerked his gaze past
Bill. “Fredo, call Garcia and Vega.
Get this guy out of here.”

Fredo went out of the room.
Carcole stared at Bill. “Don’t ever
come back here again.”

The door opened. Fredo stood
there with two other hoods.

“Okay,” Fedo said to Bill
“Let’s go.”

One of them tripped him at the
head of the stairs. Another shoved
him. Bill grabbed out wildly for the
railing. He caught it long enough to
break his fall. He rolled down the
stairs.

At the foot of the steps, Bill
pulled himself up slowly, seeing
their shoes, their legs closing in on
him.

|
L oy : ) i ., o

They let him get halfway up. A
knee in his chin knocked him back-
wards. A hand chopped across his
throat. One of them kicked him in
the face. He tasted blood. They
lifted him and heaved him into the
littered alley. They braced him
against a wall. |

Fredo spoke, close against his
face. “Stay away from Tony Car-
cole.”
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_ The back of a hand punctuated
- this order.
. They took their time, working
"him  over. The world tilted,
- wheeled and skidded past his head.
. They walked away and left -him
there. B
- He managed to crawl into the
abysmal dark behind a discarded
ice chest. He lay waiting for the
world to stop spinning, for the fiery
- pain to subside, for- the rubbery
weakness to leave his legs. . .
. He did not know how long he
stayed huddled there. He pulled
himself erect, looked about in a
. soﬂed and somber dawn. .
.~ He walked, bracing - himself
against the wall, to the street. He
shambled along the side street,
* pressing his fists against his buckle.
"~ His car was.where he’d left it
-parked near the Madrid Bar. He
sat under the wheel, clinging to it
with both hands. Gradually the
world settled slightly.

He started the car, drove slowly,
yet every bump was torment. He’d
learned one thing. Carole did not
" have Marge. If Carcole didn’t have

her, somebody did. =~

Bill stepped harder on .the gas,
disregarding the agony in his stom-

ach. When he reached the street

~ where Marge lived, he turned in,

slowmg

. Driving past Marge s home, Bill
_.felt his stomach muscles. take an-

other hitch. The. pain.was worse
than physical' agony, different. .
A police cruiser drifted past:

Both patrolmen glanced toward
him. Bill parked before Britton
Keyley’s white-frame house, a
block beyond the Cronin home.
Venetian blinds were tightly drawn
across the windows.

He sat a moment, gathering
strength for. the impossible walk to
the front door. Panting through his
mouth, he leaned hard on Keyley’s .
doorbell. He kept his thumb there
until he heard Keyley’s testy, high-
pitched voice.

Keyley opened

the door,

- glimpsed Bill’s battered face, took

an involuntary step backward
eyes distended. Keyley tried to
close the door. Biil caught 1t and
forced his way in.

“I want to talk to you about
Marge Cronin, . Keyley, and I'm
not your lawyer You’re going to
tell me where you were the morn-
ing she disappeared.”

“Get out, or I'll call the cops.”

“Go ahead. You think there’s
anything more they can do to me?
You’ll look a lot like I do by the
time they get here.”

Keyley backed away. “I know
what you did to Marge. I saw you
with her. I know now what you
are.”

Bill advanced a step. “Where
wereyou?” -

“You want to know something, -
you see my lawyer.” |

‘Bill walked toward him. “Where
were you, Keyley?”

Keyley turned to run. At that
moment.a car stopped at the rear
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of the house. Keyley raged with
- laughter. “The cops, Wisdell! They
sneak around, checking. They
don’t leave me alone five minutes.

They don’t want me leaving the -

house. Shall I call ’em in, Wisdell?”

Bill lunged forward. He clapped
his hand over Keyley’s mouth.

Keyley bent his hand down with
vicious strength. “Cop is crossing
my back yard. He’ll knock at that
door in a second to be sure I'm in
here—"

“Where’s Marge?”

Keyley suddenly struck Bill in
the stomach. There was no doubt
he was strong enough to have

killed Marge. Fires flared in Bill’s:

stomach. Gagging, Bill turned
toppled against a wall.

Through the agony paralyzing

his brain, Bill heard the hard rap- -

ping at Keyley’s rear door.

Keyley laughed at him. “Hang
on, Wlsdell I’ll bring the cop in to
talk to you.”

He turned and strode through
the house toward the kitchen, his
dog yapping at his heels.

Bill stumbled across the room,
opened the front door and half fell
through it. He took giant steps, los-
ing his balance, catchingit.

He fell into his car, started it.
- A red haze clouded everything. He
tried to keep from speeding, but it

was as difficult as not checking his
rear-view mirror every few’ sec-

onds.
He .parked behmd a ‘black car

outside his apartment building on

Cherry Street. He stumbled along
the walk.
“Good lord, Wlsdell Who d you

talk back to?”’

Bill watched Cardiac get out of
the black police car. Cardiac said,
“Where you been all night?”

Bill spoke from the agony in his
belly. “I been looking for Marge.”

“Thought I warned you—"

“What you told me doesn’t mat-
ter. Marge matters. If—she’s alive,
she needs help. Not the kind you
cops are giving.” |

“We're -working, Wisdell. We
found out about Tony Carcole.
He’s been .out on parole two
weeks.”

Bill pressed his fists against his
stomach. “I could have told you

. that.”

Suddenly Cardiac laughed. “So
that’s where you been? Yeah. You
found Carcole, all right. That’s
plain enough.”

Bill walked painfully slowly to-
ward the entrance of the building.
He spoke across his shoulder.
“What do you want?” .

Cardiac shrugged. They did not

'speak until Bill unlocked his apart-

ment door. -Cardiac said, “Tony
have his goons work you over? His
parole board would frown at any
rough stuff.”

Bill shrugged, going toward his
bedroom. He reached the door,

stopped: there as though poled. He

stared at his bed, then shook hls
head, gagging. "
Cardlac ran across the room.
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“Wisdell! What’s- the matter?”
. Bill sagged against the door
jamb, unable to speak. Cardiac
growled, deep in his throat. :
Marge lay - where she’d been
thrown across. his bed, like a doll
broken and discarded. The green
and white sheath dress was soiled
and torn. Agony tore at Bill. He
had found Marge, but he was too
" late. She was dead.

BILL PRESSED against the door-~ .

jamb to keep from falling.. All he’d
ever known from Marge was good-

ness, gentleness. And now she was-

“crumpled, dead, slain by someone

who hated her so terribly he could.

not let her .go on living. Who,
Marge? Tell me who! .

Cardiac walked to the bed al—
most reluctantly. He leaned over
‘Marge’s body, found a bullet
wound. He touched her face, tried
to move her rigid arm.

. .Cardiac checked the bed cover,

the floor around the bed. He stood
up, brushing his knees. His voice
rasped. “Where’s she been all this
time?”

. Bill did not answer. He had no
answers and he saw that Cardiac
expected none. Cardiac walked
into the front room. Bill heard him
at the telephone. He tried to think,
but his mind was numbed.

. The police arrived and he heard .
© “Don’t bother, Wisdell. -Any calls

them talking with Cardiac in the
front room. They spilled into the
bedroom, lab men, photo team,
technicians.

Cardiac’s voice was taut with
rage. “I searched this apartment
yesterday. Myself. We didn’t miss
anything.”

A uniform patrolman brouOht in
the building janitor. Paulson was
frightened, a little man conditioned
to timidity where the law was con-
cerned.

Cardiac asked- Paulson if he’ld

secen Wisdell last night. Paulson
shook his head. “Unless he came in
the back way, I wouldn’t see him.
I don’t think he ever has come in
that way.”

Cardiac drew hard on his mga-
rette. “You see anybody else come
in that way last night?”

“Why sure, the paper man, the

laundry man, a grocery delivery—

. “You know all of them?”’

Paulson said he d1d that he had
noticed none of them carrying any-
thing’ unusual. Cardiac waved him

. away. Cardiac asked the patrolmen

for reports from their checking hall-
ways, elevator, talking to neigh-
bors. All results were negative.
“Except the fellow across the
hall,” a patrolman said. “Nobody
at home. Name’s Marlin Dix, I.
asked the janitor.” :
The telephone rang, For a mo-
ment all activity in the apartment |
ceased. |
Instmctlvely, B]]l moved to an-
swer it. Cardiac waved him away.

for you from now on will come to
you through me, if at all.”
- Bill sagged against the door. The

-
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sound of Cardiac’s voice made him
jerk his head up. “Yeah. You make
a report and hang on. Let nobody
touch nothing. The coroner IS here.
I’ll get over as soon as I can.’

Cardiac replaced the phone. An-
other detective said, “More trou-
ble?”

“What else?” Cardiac jerked his-

head toward the bedroom and
‘Marge’s body. “Her husband this
* time. Cronin. Somebody shot him.
About fifteen minutes ago.”

Bill sat on the front seat with
Cardiac. When they turned into the
street where Cronin’s house stood,
the curbs were lined with cars.
Neighbors stood, whispering, news
reporters and photographers mov-
ing among them. An ambulance
was pulling away from the Cronin
drive as Cardiac parked out front.
It turned toward town, red light
whirling.

Three uniformed patrolmen met
Cardiac and Bill at the walk. One
said, “We got here about ten min-
utes after the first call to headquar-
ters, Sergeant. Two cruisers. None
of us saw anybody leaving.” )

“Ten minutes gave him plenty of

time,” Cardiac said. “Did you ques-
tion all the nelghbors? Who heard'

the shots?”

A woman stepped from the chat-
tering group. “I live next door. I
heard the shots, but none of us saw
any strangers around.”

“How many shots?” Cardiac
asked. .

“Two..One, and then a silence,

I stood listening. Then there was
this other shot.”

Cardiac glanced at the patrol-
man. “They told me he was shot
once in the stomach?” . :

“That’s all. We found no sign of
the other bullet.”

“What was Cronin’s condition
when they took him out"” Cardiac
asked.

“Serious. But he was alive. He
wasn’t unconscious.”

“Did he say who shot him?”

“He didn’t make sense. He said
nothing about himself or his
wounds. He kept saying, ‘Have
they found my wife? Have they
found Marge’s body? Have they
found my wife yet?’ It was as if he
didn’t know he was shot, or didn’t
care, all he could think about was
his wife.”

Cardiac said, “Did he have a gun
on him?”

“Yes ¥

“Any chance he put the bullet
into himself?”

“There were no powder bums,
as there would have been if he’d
held the gun close to his stomach.
And the way he was shot, too awk-
ward. There was somebody-else in
there, all right. The place looked
as if they’d fought first.”

. Bill trailed Cardiac into the
Cronin house. His nerves tightened.

'He’d never been in this house while

Marge lived; it seemed wrong tobe
in it now.

The patrolman had not exagger~
ated. The front room was wrecked. ;
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Cardiac stalked through it. He came

close to Bill, glared at. h1m “You -

really started something, dldn’t you,
fellow?” -

Bill sat silently against a wall in
Cardiac’s office for almost two
hours. He tried to-think, but nothing
came out straight, it was as if he
saw everything through the distor-
tion of that flawed window. He
learned from Cardiac that Marge’s
body had been removed to the Reid
Funeral Home.

Finally Cardiac told him, “You'

can go, Wisdell. Temporarily.”

Bill walked out into early after-
noon sunlight. He got into a taxi,
gave Reid’s address. But when the
cab pulled in before the funeral
parlor, he sat staring at it. He shook
his head,. gave the address of his
own apartment house.

He sat back in the cab, shlv.erlng._
When he looked up at his apart-
ment building, he knew he could
not go in.there, either. Was this.the
way it would be for the rest of his
life now that Marge was dead, no-
where to .go, nothing to do with
himself?

. The cab pulled 1nt0 the curb, but
Bill sat, remembering something
they’d said earlier outside the
Cronin house. The neighbor women
had seen no strangers leaving the
Cronin place. But couldn’t a man
who prowled the neighborhood

~ constantly, walking his dog, go al-

most anywhere without .attracting
attention? _
- Bill said, “I've changed my

| P

mind.” He gave Britton Keyley’s
address. .

Bill sank back in the seat. What
did he hope to accomplish at Key-
leys? Was he going there because
he’d rather be moving, even in the
wrong direction, than thinking and

remembering? When he thought, he

saw Cronin’s distracted face, the
way Gordon asked about Marge
even after he was shot.

This didn’t tally with what Marge
had told him about Gordon and

their bankrupt marriage. Still, no
matter how blameless he’d been in

Marge’s death, he’d attempted to

~ take her from Gordon. Only hurt

had resulted.
- The driver pulled in before Key-
ley’s house. Bill paid him and got

out. Going along the walk, he felt

he was being watched.

.He rang the doorbell. He heard

movement inside the house, Key-
ley’s little dog barked, but no one
came to the door.

Bill pressed the bell; its rmgmg
vibrated through the house. He
rapped on the door. The dog yipped
louder. People came to their win-
dows in neighboring houses.

Suddenly Keyley appeared in the

doorway, wild- eyed trembling, hlS

face ashen.

-“Get away from here!” Key.ley
shouted, his bugling voice summon-
ing spectators.

“I want to talk to you,” Bill kept
his tone level.

“You want to -get in here where

you can kill me, like you shot young
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Cronin and killed his wife. Clear
out! I'll keep yelling. I'm yelling for
my life. You hear me?”

“Open this door and stop yell- |

ing.’

“Anything you got to say, you
say it from right there.”

“Where were you when Gordon
was shot this morning?”

“In my own house! Ask my
neighbors., Ask them cops that
have been guarding me.”

Bill’s "sweated hands trembled. -

He grabbed the door handle, yank-
ed the door open, breaking the
flimsy lock.

Keyley staggered backwards into
his house, screaming. Bill lunged
after him, caught his shirt in his
fists. “Shut up! All I want is for you
to tell me where you were the day
Marge disappeared.”

Keyley broke free of his grasp,
stood laughing up at him. Hands
shaking, Keyley jerked a notarized
affidavit from his pocket He threw
-it at Bill. It struck him in the chest.

Bill caught the paper, read it,
reread it slowly. = .

Keyley’s cackling laughter claw-
ed at him. “Don’t you wish you had
something like that, killer? Some-
thing that would clear you, the way
that paper clears me?”

Bill exhaled heavily, placing the
affidavit face up on a table. Keyley.

was frantic with laughter. “She
wrote it down. I was with this other

woman all that day that your doxie

disappeared.-We finally got her to
_ give this statement when Cardiac

convinced her it was the only way.
I could stay out of trouble.”

- Bill retreated a step. This testi-
mony cleared Keyley of any con-
nection with Marge’s disappear-~
ance. Bill shuddered. The only one
in this whole nightmare who could
not be cleared was a guy named
Bill Wisdell. -

He said emptlly, “I'm sorry,
Keyley. Pm sorry.” -
Police sirens sliced through Key-

ley’s laughter. “Now the cops are

coming for you, killer.”

Bill shook his head, moved past
Keyler to the rear of the house.
Keyley’s taunting laughter spurred
him like tines of a fiery fork. He
didn’t pause for breath  until he
reached Fourth Street.  Forcing.

_himself to slow, he stood in the sun,

his knees watery, . looklng around
for a taxi. ‘

Bill left the taxi, entered -his
apartment building, feeling an un-
controllable urge to check across his
shoulder. The pain in his belly in-
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tensified. Entering the second floor
corridor, he saw a man leamng
~ -against his door. -

He recognized Marlin DIX and
- frowned. Dix was the last person

he wanted to see. Dix wouldn’t take

one drink, he had to have the fifth,
. never played music except full-
volume. He got on his merry-go-
round at dusk and rode it all night.
He bet every penny he could bor-
row at the races, and then would
roll a drunk for one more bet, even
if the drunk happened to be his
best friend; or his brother. -

Marlin sald “Been’ waiting ‘for
you, friend.”

“What have I done to deserve
. that?”
- “You're bleeding, man, from a

heart that’s all bled white. Thought -

I could cheer you up.”

“You moving?”’

Dix laughed. Needhng never
reached him. He didn’t live for the
* effect of others on him, only for his

own effect upon hnnself He was -

his own universe. .
Bill unlocked his door, stepped

inside, barring it to Marlin. He

closed the door in Marlin’s face,
locked it. Marlin pounded on the
facing. “You’re committing un-

friendly acts, friend! How can you
do this to yourself, locking me out?”
Bill stood unmoving until he-

heard Marlin walk away. He look-

ed around the room, shivering. He

. refused to think; he was too tlred
He wanted to sleep. |

He sank down on the couch; -he-

pressed his fists against his temples,
needing to escape the thoughts tor-
menting him. Would his life ever-
return to normal? Nothing had .
prepared him for this, not even
Rosemary’s death. After her long
illness, he accepted her dying before

- it happened. Afterwards he’d wan-

dered without roots or aim. Gradu-
ally, the anguish diminished, be-
came a memory of pain. When he
found Marge, he’d thought he was
starting a new life. :

. He lay back on the couch, ex-

: hausted He fell asleep, but ne1ther

restfully nor deeply.

In his dream, he drove to
Gracey’s, parked, watched Marge
get out. He wolf-whistled and she-
turned, loving his loving her. He
traced her going through the win-
dows, then suddenly he lost her, as
if she stepped into some distorted
world behind that crooked window.

In his sleep, he cried out, twisting
on the couch.

He got out of his car, ran into’
the store. He counted off the win-
dows, seeking the one into which
Marge had plunged. No one would
help him. They would not believe
such a window existed, or even
that Marge existed.

He stumbled suddenly and fell,
toppling, yelling into the nothing-

ness behind that window. The store

nurse, detective, clerks, turned
away laughing, on coffee break.
They didn’t see a thing. .

+ He landed finally on hot, rough
cobbles. He yelled for Marge,
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found a door. He stepped through
and found himself in a carnival fun
" house, glittering with distorting mir-
rors, everything misshapen, hlmself
most of all.

“Marge!”

People at other concessions turn-
ed, laughing at him. A man with a

twenty-two fired at him instead of

“the moving targets. Music blared
full-volume from the girly show. He

ran to escape the music but only

got lost deeper in the fun house.

Holding his arms over his head,
he crashed through a mirror and
sprawled into the runway sawdust.
Store detective, nurse, clerks, man-
ager, all accused him of willfully
destroying priceless mirrors.

Cardiac shambled with long rub-
bery strides to arrest him. The man
who owned the concession looked
- like Gordon Cronin and wept into
his beer while he made love to the
bearded lady. He tried to stop cry-
ing but he could not stop. Bill told
him he was sorry; it was not what
he meant to do.

People standing around Jeered at
Bill when he spoke, and threw hot
dogs and sugar candy at him. He
ran. -He plunged downhill, but it
tired him as though he were climb-
ing. He sat down and they yelled at
him to get off the bowling alley. -

He heard thunder of glass-bowl-
ing balls striking wooden pins, frag-
menting into flying shards. He
could not escape the thunder of the
bowling alley no matter how fast
he ran. | |

- The thunder increased, sharpen-
ed. He opened his eyes and sat up.
Somebody was pounding on. his

. door.

He got up, aching and sweated.

. He opened the door and Cardiac

entered. “What’s the matter with
you?” |

“I’'ve been asleep. I fell asleep
on the couch.”

Cardiac’s mouth pulled. “Scared
of your bedroom, Wisdell?” )
Bill winced. “I guess so. For now

anyway.”

Cardiac’s face relaxed slightly.
“You’ve got it rough, and that’s the
truth. ’'m looking for the guy across
the hall.”

“Marlin was here just before I
went to sleep.”

“How long ago was that‘?”

“I don’t know. What time is it?”

“Eight o’clock.” ‘

“Then it was hours ago. But
youw’ll find him. Nobody’s lucky
enough to lose Marlin for long.”

“Figure he might have seen
somebody bring that girl’s body
into his apartment. He may even
have seen you bring it in, Wisdell.
And I could have already had you
picked up today—threatening an
old man. It don’t look good for a
suspected murderer, Wisdell, as-
saulting him for what he m1ght
know about you and Mrs. Cronin.” -

“I thought he had hurt. Marge,

. taken her from that store.”

‘“Fake my warning, Lay off, You
want it in the face, just keep smﬁ‘mg
around ?
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- Bill didn’t answeér." He returned

to the couch, sat down. After a mo-
ment Cardiac went out, closed the-

door behind him. Bill wanted to get

out of here. He was afrald to sleep_

again. :
Yet, awake, things were as foul-
ed up as in his nightmares.

He walked to the nearest restau-

rant, ordered supper and then
couldn’t eat it- He bought a news-
paper and there was Marge’s pic-
ture and his, and Gordon’s, and'the

whole story, down to the name of
the director - in charge of her

funeral.

Tomorrow. Less than a week
ago she had been his love. His fists
~clenched on the paper.

He -walked slowly toward his
apartment in the darkness, every-
thing distorted as in 2 surreahstlc
nightscape.

Bill walked faster, hurrying, be-
cause he had nowhere to go and he

could not stand to move slowly any .

more.

'Music tc')rrented' full-volume

down the corridor from Marlin’s.

apartment, spewing through the
slightly opened door. The strange
green light that Marlin fancied
spilled out.

Bill rapped on
“Marlm D

" There was no answer. He shoved
the door open and waded into the

tﬁe door.

caterwauling music. Vivid orange
walls appeared billious in the green -

light. Unfinished canvases were set
to catch window light. Records and

albums’ clotted every Chall‘ and the-:
couch. !

Marlin sat close beside his wail-
ing stereo-player, bent toward it. A:
race program lay open where it had
fallen beside his chair. -

Bill went nearer, Stopping when
he saw the blood 6n Marlin’s shirt.
The room spun suddenly around
him. Marlin’s head hung oddly for-
ward on his chest, odd even for
Marlin. He was dead. : :

Bill did not touch him. He stood
frozen in the horror that had begun
that ‘sunlit morning at Gracey’s—
had begun there, but was never go-
ing to end. ' ‘

“You poor clown,” B111 said. He
didn’t know whether he meant him-
self or Dix. Somebody had stopped
the world and let Dix off.

Bill retreated a step in the green-
lighted orange room.

Police had sought Marlin, to
question him about anyone’s enter-
ing Bill’s apartment. . It looked as
though Marlin' really had seen
someone. Who? -

Who but the police knew Marhn

‘was being sought as.a material wit-

ness in Marge’s murder?

Just one person knew. You Bﬂl
Wisdell.
* He stared at his tremblin g hands
Despite the full-range music, there
was a sense of deathly still. Under
the cry of the music there was no
sound at all, no movement. There
was only the waiting stillness.

Bill looked around the orange
room. Somebody had walked in,
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turned -up -that music, and shot

Marlin. Had Marlin sat calmly,
waiting for it? Who could have got-
ten, to him like that? It had to be
somebody Marlin knew well, had
no reason to suspect.

Who fit' this description more
neatly than Bill Wisdell?

-Like the killer’s leaving Marge’s
body in his bed, it was pointing at
him, screaming his name, tightening
the frame!

He trembled. Was he the only
sane person in an insane world? Or
had he flipped? These things could-
n’t happen in a rational world.
Would this explain the crooked
window he alone saw in that store?

Maybe to ordinary people these

past days had not ‘been disordered.

and unreal.

He backed toward the hall door
‘He checked the corridor, stepped
out. Let Cardiac find Marlin’s body.
Then what? Instant motivation.
Marlin saw you bringing Marge’s
body into your apartment, Wisdell.
So you had to shoot him.

He could see Cardiac’s gray face _

bared teeth.

He turned qu1ck1y toward his

own door, then stopped as if it were
the mouth of a trap. He could not
even enter his own apartment. If
he did, he was as good as dead.
Where could he go? He had loved
another man’s wife and the world
closed ranks against him. He was
no longer safe in hlS own apart-
ment. ‘

He held his - breath convmced

someone stood beyond his door,
breathless, waiting. Who was in his
apartment awaiting him? Cardiac?
Thekiller?

He walked woodenly toward the
stairwell, feeling that he could not
force his legs to move fast enough.

- He had to get out of here. He had

to run.
Run where?

BILL PAUSED at the door of the
apartment building. Wind sighed in

date palms. The sky clotted, cloud-
frosted and melancholy. Every
breeze stirred limber apparitions in
the somber dark. |

He was almost to Fourth Street
before he asked himself where he

was going. Where could he go? It

did not make any difference. They
would find him. He wanted oniy to
stay free long enough to meet with
the man who’d killed Marge.

He walked along the north side
of the street. He did not know what
he was looking for. A police car
cruised slowly past. Instinctively he
moved. closer to shadowed build-
ings.

His gaze brushed a vacancy card

under the name of a walk-up hotel. .
- He climbed the stairs slowly.

The room opened on an alley,
an airless box. Bill sat on the bed,
the walls crowding him, .like the
tightening jaws of a trap.

He washed his face, forced him-

'self to lie down on the bed. He had

to sleep. When his mmd was clear,
he could think. o ;
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- He sat bolt upright, hearing
heavy footsteps approaching. Two
men argued past his door.

He couldn’t stay-in here any
more. He. opened the door and
stepped into the hall,- walked to-
ward the rear of the building. He
pushed open the window, stepped

out on the fire escape. He went

down it stealthily, dropped the last
six feet to the alley.
A police cruiser swung off Cen-
tral in a fast turn. Bill ran into con-
cealing shadows. The cruiser slow-
ed, brakes crying. “Hey, you!”
. Bill sprinted, spurred by .that
voice striking him in the back. He
did not look over his shoulder. He
heard a patrolman running behmd
him, yelling again. ,

Bill ran faster. The gun blast
sounded like a cannon in the night
stillness. He darted through a paved
passage

He saw the lights of the cruiser
dancing ahead of him. He moved
cautiously in the wunfathomable

darkness, watching until the cruiser

rolled behind him in the alley.
He was crossing Fifth when he
heard distant sirens as more cruisers

joined the hunt. He stalked through

- darkened yards. Breathing through

his mouth, he took long irregular

steps on rubbery legs, as if he’d run
deep into his own nightmare. _
Brooding  darkness  settled
around him, growing thicker like
vaporous fog, The cruisers bayed
like hounds behind him.
A car swerved suddenly from a

cross street into the alley and he
sprang into the shadows like a.
frightened cat. ‘

The car rolled past, two boys in
an old Ford. He crouched breath-
less, then straIghtened up and ran
again.

He stepped out of a yard and
paused, troubled. He looked around
in the darkness. Something was up- -
settingly familiar about this place.

His stomach muscles tightened;.

this was the street where Marge

had lived. No matter where he
started, this was where he ended.
He ran in crazy circles, always com-
ing back here. It was as if he kept
returning to her, only she was not
here, and never would be here any
more.

Police cars fanned out, loud on
surrounding streets. He needed a.
place to hide. It was as though
Marge gave him the answer. The
last place the police would look for .
him? In Marge Cronin’s home.

He didn’t know how long he.
could hide there—maybe until

‘Gordon returned from the hospital. -

All he wanted was a chance to rest
and think. —

He walked swiftly across the
Cronin backyard, went up on the
back porch. He found ‘a wrench,
tapped the glass in the kitchen door
He paused, held his breath, listen- -
ing. Then he pushed his hand
through the jagged- opening and

turned the key.

He walked through the house

~ drawn taut, trymg to find Marge in
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here, the memory of her, the last
lingering trace of her perfume to
~lessen the gloom of the melancholy
night.

He entered a bedroom and even
in the predawn velvet dark, recog-
nized it as Marge’s. He found her
sizable collection of lotions still
littering her vanity. -

He switched on a small table
radio beside her bed, turning the
volume low. He set the dial at the
all-night station. Music flowed
smoothly, but its very softness in-
creased his tension.

The music ceased abruptly. “To-
night, police announced that under-
world leader Tony Carcole, ex-
convict on parole on an old armed-
robbery rap, was slain in a running
gun battle with police detectives
Martin Alonzo and Elwood
Cardiac.

“It 'was believed Carcole may

have been involved in the kidnap--

murder of socialite Margery
Cronin. Her testimony five years
ago led to Carcole’s being sen-
tenced. Police verified the dying
racketeer’s alibi and he was ab-
solved from any connection with
the Cronin-kidnap-murder.

“Ironically, in his death-bed
statement, Carcole said he had

abandoned any idea of vengeance
against Mrs. Cronin because getting
started in the rackets again seemed
more urgent. His new plans were

destroyed—again by Mrs. Cronin

—this time indirectly because her

disappearance focused .unwanted
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‘attention on Carcole and his parole

. violations.

“Meanwhile, police still seek
William Wisdell, local advertising
man in whose apartment Mrs.
Cronin’s body was located. Wisdell
is sought for questioning in- the
death of Marlin Dix. Dix, according
to police, may have had inimical
knowledge of the death of Mirs.
Cronin. Police are unable to ex-
plain Wisdell’s flight in any light
except that of guilt—"

Lights flared across the Venetian
blinds. Bill snapped off the radio,
moved across the room, peered
through a blind.

A car was parked in the drive. A
man got out, crossed the yard. He
inserted a- key in the front door,
stepped inside, snapped on the
light.

Bill padded across the room,
stepped into a tightly packed closet.
The scent of Marge was over-
whelming. He bumped a row of
shoes, breathless in the web of
dresses. |

He pushed through them, knock-

.ed over a box. Something -toppled

against his leg. He picked it up in
order to find a place for his feet. '
The wrapping of the bulky
package rustled. He did not even .
hope the man in the front room
failed tohearit. '
He stood with the package
pressed against his chest. Light
spilled into the closet when the man”
touched a wall switch.
" “You. In the closet, come on. out,
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Move slow and keep your hands
u ” . .
pGordons voice lashed at Bill
through the dresses. “Try - any
tricks, .you’ll get a hole in_ your
head.”

‘Bill pushed through the dresses.
He stumbled over a fallen slipper,

sprawled forward into the room. He

. landed on his knees and stood up
~slowly, realizing he still held the
package that had been hidden be-
hind the hatboxes in Marge’s closet.
The pame Gracey s leaped up at
him.

- He heard Gordon catch h1s
breath.

Bill stared at the bulky package.
He shook it open. The hunting
jacket fell to the floor, sprawled
with empty arms outflung. |

- “Sheeplined.” Bill’s voice ‘was
taut in his throat. i

“Don’t try anything,” Cronin
said.

How calm he was now that he
knew the truth, Bill thought. Every-
thing fell into place. The only an-
swer, that crooked window, that
distorted dream, his mind trying to

straighten everything that was just :

off-center. -

“Most off-kilter of all was the man

in the middle of it. Cronin, weep-
ing and sick, and hiding the jacket

Marge had bought for him in her-

closet.

“FH get rid -of it. when I get nd
of you,” Cronin said. “You’re what
I'want to be rid of. I waited for

the police but they kept letting -you
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go. I waited in your apartment to-“

night—"

“After you killed Marlin.”

Cronin touched the bandaged
wound in his side. “He tried to kill
me, I wasn’t going to pay blackmail,
and he knew I'd kill him the ﬁrst.
chance I got.”

Bill winced. “Marlin’s phobla—
watching everything. He saw you
using Marge’s key, taking her body
into my apartment. Because he was
in debt, he came here, tried to
blackrnall you. You jumped him,
but he got the gun, shot you and
ran.’ :

“Didn’t buy h1m much.”

Bill shook his head. It ﬂooded
through him, hurtingly clear now,
“Who else but you could force
Marge to leave Gracey’s store
quietly, without creating a scene?”

Cronin straightened. “I tried to
tell her I'd kill her unless she came:
back to me, but she wouldnt be-
lieve me.’ -

- “Youdidn’t have to kill her.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I
wasn’t- going to let her.go. I told:
her.” He stepped forward. “I hired
detectives. Months ago. They fol-
lowed you. I decided to fix you-
both but the cops kept clearmg‘
you.” -

“And they’ll keep commg back’
to you, Cronin. They have to. Just
like I did.”

“That’s too bad,” Cronin said.
“But it won’t do you any good. It
will be too late foryou.” .

“You couldn’t get away with
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killing Marge Th:s one won’t even
be smart.” |

Gordon’s voice was dead. “I'm
tired being smart. All I want is to
fix you for what you did to me—"

“She - was through with you,

Cronin, before I came along. You
drove her away yourself.”

Cronin’s voice broke. “Don’t talk
to me like that!”

“You killed her, You've robbed
both of us.”

“And now I'm gomg to fix you.
Here’s your souvenir Luger. I wait-

ed in your apartment. I could have

made it look like suicide. Even the
stupid fuzz would believe you ad-
mitted your guilt, killed yourself.”
Gordon shrugged his shirt up on
his shoulders. “It won’t.look as
good here. But I can make it stick.
You came here, wild. I tried to talk
to you. You admitted to me that
you killed Marlin—"

“With my gun?”

Cronin’s smile was etched in
agony. “I used Dix’s own gun, the
one he got when he was afraid of
-~ me. I'll say you admitted using it.”

“It won’t stick,” Bill said.

Cronin levered a cartridge into
the Luger’s firing chamber. “You
been acting far-out, they’ll believe
you killed yourself.”

“Not with my gun, Cronin.”

Bill tensed, watching the mouth

of the big German-made gun tilt
upward.
“Don’t pull that trigger, Cronin!”
Cronin laughed. “Beg. “Why
don’t you beg? You took my wife,

101

and now you can beg. It won’t do
you any good, but I want to see you
crawl like the slime you are.” ‘

" Bill stood, arms out at his sides,
waiting. He did not take his eyes
from that gun.

“Beg, damn you!” Gordon said.

- Cronin steadied the gun, fixing it
on Bill’s navel. His mouth twisted
and he pressed the trigger.

The explosion rocked the house.
The gun chattered and erupted.
Gordon’s face blossomed red. He
staggered back; struck a table and
turned slowly, falling.

He toppled to the floor and did .
not move. Part of his face and skull
were blown away.

Bill swallowed back the sickness.
The only prisoner he had taken
during his tour in the occupation
army at Stuttgart, and then only be-
cause the thief’s Luger’s mechanism
fouled. He had kept the Luger, but
he had never dared fire it.

‘His eyes burned. It was over

‘now. Or was it? Would it ever end?

Hadn’t he stepped through a crook-
ed window when he tried to take
Marge? Wasn’t he going to spend

- the rest of his life paying for that?

He shook his head. He had loved
Marge, honestly and deeply. Hz
would have given her up rather
than see her hurt. He would never
have hurt her and he would never
forgether.

He looked at Gordon once more;,
then he stepped over the hunting
jacket and went to the phone to
cail the police.




YOU DONT
KNOW WHAT IT'S LIKE

by BILL PRONZINI

| THE SKY was the color of a steel

bar when I got down to Bay
Fisheries that morning. The air

smelled wet and damp. A sharp
wind kicked down from the north,
and the bay was all spread with

‘white froth. We were in for some
blow.

I came up onto the pier and Alf,
this bhalf-wit I use for a mate, was.

already there. He spotted me.
“Jack,” he said. “Hey, Jack.”
“Llsten,” I said. “Did you get
the bait?”
“It’s trouble, Jack,” Alf said,
“Big trouble.”
Ilooked athim,
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“*No bait, Jack. Old Charley, he
said no more bait. The Greek . told
him.”

Well, now, wasn’t this the top-
per? I said to Alf, “What about the

‘fuel?”

Alf shook his head. “No diesel

‘either,” he said, “It’s big trouble,
- Jack.” He put his hand on my arm.

I shook it off. He was pretty rum-
dum, this Alf, but as fine a mate as
you could ever want. I was giving
him five bucks a day. 2

“All right,” I said to him. “I'm
gomg to see the Greek. You waxt

here.”
“Okay, Jack.”



Bullets were waiting for me omt there in
the night, and one had my name on 14, 1

conuld run, sure. But how far, how long?
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I went across the pier. They had

these big iron crab, pots stacked to
one side of the main building. Be<
yond them was a door set into the
side of the corrugated iron. It was
~ the Greek’s office.

I stood there. This Greek had
taken over Bay Fisheries six

months ago, and he’d put on the

screws. He’d cut the rate on salmon

to low base, and jacked up the

prices on bait and diesel.

It was slack season, too. The
worst in eight years.

And now he’d cut me off.

I shoved open the door and went

in there.

The Greek was behmd this wide, .

~ gun-metal gray desk opposite the
door, bent over some kind of
ledger. A fat' blowfish in shirt

sleeves, with a blob of colorless

putty for a nose, tongue held be-
tween stained teeth and glistening

wet like a pink eel. Black ringlets

lay on his skull hke oiled springs.
~ Helooked up..
- “Jack,” he said. “Hello, boy o
. I slammed the door. :
“All right,” 1 said. “Let’s hear
about it.”

“Take it éasy, J ack ” the Greek'

sand “Sit down.” _
“The hell with that.”
- He licked his lips. They were the-

color of spoﬂed liver sausage. He
sorry about the. credit;

said, “I'm
J ack ItwasallI could do e

“Sure ”

“You’re a month behmd J aek

You're into me for four hundred.”
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“McGivern carried me for three
months. And for twice that.”

“That was McGivern.” - -

“Listen,” I said, “I can’t operate
without bait and fuel. And I can’t

~pay you. What the hell do you

want?”

“You got to look at 1t my way,
Jack,” he said. “I can’t make any
money with you owing me and go-
ing in deeper every day. These are
hard - times, boy. First thing you

- know, I’'m carrying the whole fleet.

It’s just bad business.”
“Look,” I said. “There’s rumors.

of a big salmon run. Down from

Alaska. It'll be any day now. Give
me another couple of weeks.”
“Ican’tdoit.”
- “So that’s the way you. want it,”
I said. “All right.” There was no
use in pushing it. He was a hard
one, this Greek. I turned for the
door.
“Wait a minute, J ack,” he said.
“Maybe we can Work something

. out.”

Y | came around
“Sit down, Jack.”
I just stood there. He got out a

* cigar ‘and bit off the end. He lit it -

with some kind of gold thing on

" hisdesk.

He said, “I need somebody to do
a job for me, Jack. A good man

“with:a boat.”

I stared at him. “What kmd of

_ ]obf)”

“Nothing much. Just plck up
some goods. That’s all.”
“What goods?”



YOU DON'T KNOW WHAT IT’S LIKE

“That’s not important.”

I could smell dead fish. “What’
the pitch?”’

“You meet
“This boat will have a crate. You

deliver the crate here to Bay Fish-

eries. That’s it. Nothing at all.”

I didn’t like the sound of it. Not
a bit. You could figure what it was.

Contraband. Rum, maybe. They
smuggle it out of Canada and bring

it in on the coast. There’s nice

money in a deal like that.

It didn’t. surprise me much to
see the Greek in on it.

I sa1d “You picked the wrong

guy.”
He blew out green smoke

“Look,” he said,
worth ﬁve hundred to me. Five
hundred big ones, Jack.”

- I chewed that around.

“That squares
books,” the Greek said. “And you
got another hundred besides. All
for a couple hours work.”

I said, “I.don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it. Just
do the job and take the ﬁve hun-
dred.”

. 1shook my head.

“No,” I said. “Count me out.”

“You better think about it, boy
You better think hard.”

“Meaning what?”

“Just that,” the Greek saxd

“You're cut off now, Jack. You .

don’t play right with me, I can see

you don’t get a job.cutting bait.”

A He was some boy all right.
He’d set me up for this. He’d

a boat,” he said.

“this thing’s
okay.”

you on the
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pulled my credit, and shoved me
over the barrel. I didn’t have a pot
the way it was. It was either go
along with him, or I was through.
Some choice.

I clamped my teeth down tight
together and took a breath. I said,
“All right.”

What would you have done?

The Greek gave me this wide,
yellow smile. He said, “Good boy,
Jack .

- T just looked at him. Then I

a1d “What about the credit?”

“Ill take care of that with

- Charley,” he said.

I went to the door and opened
it. Behind me the Greek said, “You -
stick with” me, Jack. You'll do

“Sure,” I said.

I went back to the pier. Alf was.
still there. “What happened, Jack?*

“Go see Charley,” I said to him.
“Pick up the bait. I'm going to ‘have
her gassed.”

“We got credit again, Jack?”
Alf said. “We all right?” |

- “We’ re all right,” I said. “We’re

fine now.”

THE -THING came off with no
trouble. |

I put out from Bay Fisheries
with the Mariettq II at a little past
ten that Friday. It was a.nice night,
and the stars laid out like bits of
silver on black crepe. The storm

- had blown through now.

. Up on the.bridge I lit a cigarette.

In. the i_flare of the match I could
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see 'the brown envelope the Greek

had given me, up.'there on the
wheel housing. I knew: what was

inside, all right. -
I took the Marzetta II across the

" harbor and out past the break-

water. It was calm, and the bow,

cutting through, spun ]ust a few"
.drops of spray agamst the open
windshield. ~

They had it rlgged up about five -
miles out, west by southwest. The
Greek had given me the ‘compass
reading.

I cut the throttle down when I

neared the place, like the Greek had
said. They had this signal to identi-
fy us, two short flicks with the spot.
I couldn’t see much in the black,
but then the light came on about
five hundred yards to my right and
falling southward. They blinked it
on and off and I gave it back to
them. .
. They held on the spot for a sec- |
- ond to let me see where they were.
I took the Marietta 11 up alongside.
It was this big cruiser, about thirty-
six foot, and sitting low in the
water. I could make out two of
them in the stern, standlng at the
rail.

I cut the engines and came down
off the bridge. One of them tossed
me a line and I made it fast.-

This one jumped. over onto the
Marietta I1. He stood there, look-
ing at me. -

- “Jack,” he said. “That rlght‘?”
The Greek had glven them the
word. ) .

-
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“That’s right,” I said.

“Okay, Jack,” this guy said.
“Let’s see what you’ve got.”

I went up on the bridge and got
the envelope and gave it over. He
tore off the top and looked inside.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s get at
t »”

I followed him over onto the

cruiser. The other one.was stand-

ing there, near the cabin. He had
this- big Thompson gun slung over
one arm.

I stopped, looking at him. T felt
cold.

This guy moved the Thompson
gun just a little. .~

“Well?” he said. “Do you thmk
this is a picnic?”

We went down the companion-
way and aft to the main quarters.

It was dark. The guy turned on a

pencil flash. T could see this big
wooden crate against. one of the
bulkheads, strapped in heavy band
iron. Stenciled across the face in
black letters was: Martins and
Kelleher, Vancouver, British Co-

lumbia, and below that, in smaller

print, Quality Fishing Line.
The crate was pretty heavy. We
got it over onto the Marietta II and

into. the ‘'wheelhouse, just the two .

of us. The other one stood out of
the way with the Thompson gun,
watching,.

When- it was done the guy

- climbed. back aboard the cruiser.

He untied the line.
“Shove off, Jack,” he sald
I fired up - and. turned .her
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around and headed back. A sharp

north wind had come up. It was
pretty cold, now.
My stomach felt a little queasy,

the way it had there on the cruiser.
Those two had been a real pair of -
_red-hots, for a fact. I got this bottle -

I kept inside and had a long one to
ease me down.
" T wasn’t cut out for this kind of
thing atall.

. Have you ever seen the way it
can get?

This salmon run down from

Alaska petered out, and it was as -
if they had all died there in spawn.’

I was into the Greek again before
two weeks were out.

I didn’t have a place to turn The
Greek had me six ways from Sun-

day on this smuggling thing. I

couldn’t get back out.

I didn’t like to think much about
it. But there was plenty of risk. I
scared me, all right.

But what could I do? _

There was the money, too. It was
five hundred for every run I made.
- Two a month, was the way the
Greek put it to me. A thousand
bucks.

I didn’t _hke 1t It was. black'

money, sure enough. But you can
see that I just didn’t have any
.choice. T was caught up in it, and
I didn’t have any choice at all.

The Greek sent down word for

me one morning after I'd brought -

in the second crate. He was stewing
on something. He wanted to know
was anything said to me when I was
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out there on the cruiser? I said no.
But that was all. You could see this
thing eating him.

He sat there behind his desk. He
said, “There’s another meet a week
from Monday night.”

“All right.”

“I’m coming along.”

I looked at him. I wondered
what it was about. But I didn’t say
anything. It was the best for me if
I didn’t know any more about it.

THE FOG had come in early, and
by ten-thirty it was a gray blanket
over the harbor. The Greek was
there. He had a dead green cigar
shredded between his teeth, and
this blue mackinaw buttoned up to
his throat.

We boarded the Marietta II. I
got her warmed up, then backed:
her and got her turned around. The
Greek came up on the bridge and
stood with me at the wheel. He just
stared straight ahead, out over the
black water. It was eating him bad.
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We got past the breakwater. The

wind was pretty strong. I put her

wide open, and lashed down the

wheel. I got out a smoke. '
The Greek said, “Listen, have

you got: anythmg to drmk‘7 I could

use one, boy.” - .
Ilooked at him.

“Some rum,” I said. I turned;

and my arm brushed against the
pocket of his mackinaw.

I backed off. “Hey,” I sa1d
“What have you got?” . . |

He stared at me. :

hell?” .

“Forget it, Jack.”

“Listen, what’s it for?”

“It’s nothing for you.”

“Is it trouble? Is that it?”
- “Letit alone,” the Greek said.

I didn’t like this. I hadn’t figured
for it. The Greek looked at me.
“Get me that drink, will you?”

I went into the wheelhouse and -

got the jug and brought it to him.
He took a slug and handed me the
bottle. ’.“,

"~ I had arlong one. It trailed ﬁre
I didn’t like this at all.

I stood at the wheel. I tried to
figure it.
wrong. It looked bad.

After awhile, we came near the

spot. I cut the throttle, and the -.

Marietta II's bow sloughed down
and she -settled in her wake. The

“Greek was peering into the dark-

ness. “See anything?” -
C‘NO.!’ "
. “Arewe on course?”

“It’s a. gun,” I said. “What the,

Something had gone
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“We're out about ﬁve and right
on. This isit.”

I shut her off. It was quiet. All
you could hear was the wind.
- We waited. I lit another smoke
and pulled one out of the bottle. I
was pretty nervous, waiting. . -

And then this light came on,
dead ahead of us, blinking the
signal. I kicked my spot on and off,
and I could hear the whine of their
engines as they came toward us.
After a minute I could see them,
black against the lighter gray of
the sky, and they came alongside.
The two of them were at the rail.
One tossed the line over and the-
Greek took it.

~The first guy Jumped over the
rail, onto the Marietta I1, He stared

at the Greek.
“What the hell?”’.he said.
“Stow. it,” the Greek said.

- “Where’s the shipment?”

“Did you bring the money?”
“Let’s see the stuff first.” -

- “All right,” the guy said. “Come
aboard.” '

We did that. The other guy
stood a little way off, and he still
had that Thompson gun. We went
below decks and mto the mam
quarters. -

“Turn on some lights,” the
Greek said. “You can’t see a damn
thing.”

“You re nuts,” the guy said.
“What if somebody should see?”

“The hell with it. Turn on some

- lights, I say.”

The guy went over and switched
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. on a lamp on the port bulkhead.

The crate -was there, like always.
The Greek went to it. E

- “Get me a crowbar
the guy.

“Are you ﬂlpped"” the guy saxd

“Just get 1t O

“Listen—

“Goddamn it!” the Greck said.

The other guy had come inside,
and the first one looked at him.

“Get him the bar,” the other guy
said.

The first one went outside and
I could hear him up on the bridge.
He came back was a crowbar. The
Greek took it. He pried up a couple
of the boards across the top of the
crate, and then used the bar to
twist the band iron until it snapped.

There were these spools of fish-
ing line inside, what looked like
number 9 linen. I watched him. I.
had a crawly feeling on the back
of my neck.

The Greek emptied about half
the crate, and then he -came up
with this little metal box. It was
taped shut.

He took the box and set it on~

he sald to

the table aft. He looked pretty

grim. He cut the tape and got the

box open. The two guys just watch-.

ed, not saying anything.

The Greek wet his finger and
stuck it inside the box, He brought-
it out and licked it again, He looked
at the two guys, and his eyes weré
black coal chips. |

“It’s been cut,” he said.

‘Nobody said anything.
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“Milk sugar,” the Greek said.

“Well?” the guy with the Thom- |
son gun said. |

“Forty per cent milk sugar,” the
Greek said. “The last two ship-
ments the same way. You've been
cutting it, you bastards.”

“What’s with him?” the other

guy said.
“Nuts,” the guy with the
Thompson gun said. | -

“Listen, you sowheads,” the
Greek said. He was getting pretty
worked up. A tic jumped along his
jaw. “I’ve got contacts on my neck
over this cut stuff. I’'m in hot water.

I'won’t stand for it, you hear?”

“That’s your troubles,” the guy
with the Thompson gun said.

“I's damn well your troubles,
too,” the Greek said. His voice was -
like a knife. “I want the pure, see?
From now on, nothing but’ the
pure. You got that?” |

“You just got nothing to say
about it,” the guy w:th the Thomp-
son gun said.

“I got plenty to say about it!”
the Greek snapped. You could see
it in his face. He’d gone over, all
right. “I got this to say about it!”

It happened so fast then you
didn’t have time to think. ‘

- The Greek’s hand jumped to the
pocket of his mackinaw and then
he’d gotten the gun out and came
up with it, and this guy jumped on
one side, his face a mask, and let
go with a burst from the Thomspn
gun. There was an awful roar, and
the cabin lit up in orange flame.




110

I pitched sideways against the
bulkhead and went down .with
- something stinging my shoulder,
and covered up my head with my
hands. _

But I could still. see the Greek,
on his knees now, next to this table,
with the gun still up and he fired
twice. The guy came up on his
toes, like you see these dancers do,

and then spinning in a half-circle, -

and then he dropped and the
Thompson gun clattered on the
deck. The other one went after it,
and got his hands on the muzzle,
and then the Greek cut loose with

two more and blew away the side

of the guy’s head. :
Tt was very quiet. All you could

the hull-as the cruiser rocked n
her swells.

- I'lay there against the bulkhead
I couldn’t move. The air was seered
with burnt gunpowder.

- The Greek got to his feet. He
stood looking down at the two of
them. His face was paste-white.
He turned to me.

“We’ve got to get out of here
he said.

I got to my feet and leaned
there. I was shaking like the palsy.
I couldn’t stop shaking. .

The Greek grabbed the metal
box off the table. He pushed me
ahead of him down the companion-
way and up on- deck. We ‘climbed
over onto the Marietta 11 and the
Greck got the bottle and drank

deep and then gave it to me. I got
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some down. My hand kept shakmg
and spilling it over my chest.

There was blood on my wind-
breaker I opened it up. It was
just a narrow groove in the skin. I
rubbed my face. “God,” I said. .

“Come on,” the Greek said.
“Let’s get out of here.”

" I went on the bridge and started

her. The Greek cast off the line. I

opened her full bore.
The Greek came up beside me.
I had another one out of the bottle.
I wished I could stop the shaking.
We’d gone a way. There was
nothing in sight. The wind was
chill. I could feel the sweat drying

-on my body. I looked at the Greek.

“You killed them .” I said. “You -

hear was the slap of water against * killed them both.”

. “Take it easy,” the Greek said.

“What did you want to go and
bring that damn gun for?”

“I wasn’t going to use it,” the
Greek said. He  looked scared
some, too. “I lost my head.”

“What are we going to do"”

- “Nothing. It’s done now.’

“What happens when they’re.
found?” |

“They can’t tie them to us,” the.
Greek said.

“But what if somebody saw us
go out tonight?” '

“None of that, now.’

It was silent for a minute. I
looked.over at that metal box the
Greek had. '

- “What have you got in there?”

I said. “It’s drugs, isn’t it? Heroin,
- or something.”
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“What did you think?”

Oh, Lord. I toock a pull on the
bottle.

“Listen,” I said. “I want out of
this. I don’t want any part of it.”

“You don’t have a choice, Jack.”

“I can’t take this kind of thing,”
I said. “I figured it for rum-running.
But drugs. And now murder, and
almost dying out there. It’s too
much. I can’t take it, I tell you.”

The Greek’s eyes glared black.
“Now, listen, boy. If you know
what’s good for you, you’ll do what
I tell you. You just keep your
mouth shut. That’s all you have to
do.”

I was shaking s0. bad now 1
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couldn’t keep my hands on the
wheel. What happens now? 1
thought.

Where does it go from here?

YOU DON’T really feel it all at
once.

It takes some time. There is the
shock at first. You put it out of your
mind. You don’t think about it.

I was sitting at the table in the
kichen after we’d come in, with a
bottle of rum, when it came on me,
I was sick on the floor. I got to
shaking so bad I had no control
over my body. I was cold. It was
like I was done up in the center of
a block of ice.

After awhile it went away. But
I couldn’t stop the thinking. I began
to drink the rum. I drank it straight
and very fast. The bottle was
empty. I got up to get another one
from the cupboard. That is all I
remember.

I came awake on the Kkitchen
floor. Hot white light from the sun
filtered in through the window. I
felt very bad with it. I found the
other bottle and took a drink.

I had to get out of there. It was
like the walls were closing in on
me. I drove down to Bay Fisheries.
It was only seven-thirty.

Alf was already there, washing
down the Marietta Il with a hose.
I came down off the pier and onto
the board float leading to my slip.
Alf waved. “Hey, Jack.”

I climbed aboard. Alf shut the
hose. He looked at me with his
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head kind of hanging l_oose to one. .
-can’t talk to them.”

side in that way he had. .
“Jack,” he said. “You don’t
look so good. You sick, J ack? You
all right, boy?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I'm okay.”
He came-up close to me. His

“eyes were bright. He kind of gave
you the willies, being this half-wit

and all.

“Did you hear about what hap— :

pened,- Jack?” he said. “Did you
hear the news?”
“No,” I said. ~
“There was a shooting last night.
The Coast Guard found this boat.
There was two men dead on her,
Jack. All shot up. Murdered.”

I could feel pools of sweat in

my armpits.

“One of the commercials come
in with the news,”. Alf said. .“Saw
'em towing her into the Coast
"Guard station at Bodega Bay.”

My head pounded.

“It's a real mystery, Jack,” Alf
said. “Ain’t it something? Ain’t it
really something?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s somethmg,
all right.”

I got away from there and went
to the ‘Greek’s. office. He looked

like he hadn’t slept at all. I said,

“You know they found - the

cruiser?” '

" “I know,” he said. “What did

you expect?” " - , B
“Idon’t know.” | BT

“The Coast Guard will be along
pretty soon,” he sald “They’ll ask
questlons ’
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“I can’t take that,” I satd. “I

The Greek sald “Now you take

‘it easy.”

“I can’t talk to them.” .
“Look,” the Greek said. “I don’t

- like this any more than you do. But

that’s the way it is. I'll handle
things.”

o “HOW?”

“Take the Manetta Il out, Stay
out all day. When the Coast Guard -
comes I'll fix up a story. You were
with ‘me last night. Playing poker '
You stick to that.” X

- “All right.”

He looked at me. “You been on
the booze?”

“Some.”

“Well, you lay off. Hear that?
You get on that stuff and go pop-
ping off to somebody; the both of us
are stuck.” .

- “All right,” I said. '

We took the Marzetta 11 out
north towards Jenner. It was a
bad morning. Alf had the lines out,
chattering away. It felt like the top
of my head would come off.
~ After a time I told him to lock

up the outriggers. He wanted to

know why, and if I was all right,
and did I want to go in to see the
doc. T yelled at him to shut it. He
got all pouty like a little kid, and
went into the stern and sat there
and didn’t say anything.

"+ I stuck it out until three. I killed

what was left in the bottle there in

_the wheelhouse. I got a little edge

on Ifelta httle better.
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We came in across the harbor. 1
figured sure to see the big gray
Coast Guard cutter docked at the
pier there. But there was no sign.

I found the Greek in the ware-
house.

“What happened?” I said.

“They were here,” he said. “It’s
all right. They hit a blank. Nobody
saw or heard anything.”

“What do they know?”

“They hit on the smuggling

angle. But they won’t find much.”
- “What’s going to happen?”

“Nothing. We ]ust have to play
it tight for awhile.”

“Sure.”

He looked at me.

“Listen,” he said. “I thought I
told you to lay off the booze. What’s
the matter with you?”

“I'm scared,” I said. “It’s got me
down.”

“Just take it slow,” the Greek
said. “Everything’s all right.”

I just nodded. But I knew every-
thing wasn’t all right. I knew it
wasn’t all right at all. -

I SAT in a rear booth in this
little roadhouse_a mile or two up
the highway from Bay Fisheries.
It’s this place were the commercial
crews hang out. But it was only
just after six, and too early for the
crowd.

I had a bottle of rum there in the
booth with me. I’d been there four
bours. I hadn’t taken the-Marietta
"Il out in two days, since that after-
noon.

113

Mostly I'd been on the bottle.
The Greek was plenty sore at me
for it. But I couldn’t help it with
the thing on me the way it was, It

was the only way.
I sloshed rum into the glass and

' had it off. Up at the bar a hooker

who worked the fleet spots along
the coast, was sitting sideways on

" her stool, smiling, giving me the

cye. :
I lit a cigarette. The smoke was
bitter. This girl got up from her
stool and went over and put a
quarter in the juke. She stood there
for a time, listening, Then she came
over to where I was and sat down
across from me.

“Hello, Jack,” she said. “Buyr me

_ adrink?”

“Sure,” I said. _

“Thanks.” She poured one from
the rum and hit it, and brushed
this black hair away from her face.
She looked at me over the glass.

- She wasn’t a bad kid. I knew she

liked me.

I could feel her leg against mine
under the table. “You look sick,
Jack,” she said. “Troubles?” |

I laughed. “No,”™ I said. “Noth-

ing like that.”

She lifted her glass again.

“Well,” she said. “Cheers.”
- I poured another drink and
lifted it. I saw her smiling at me.
I put the drink down. The girl’s
face began to dissolve in this kind
of white fog. There was this sudden
pain in back of my eyes. Locusts -
screamed in my ears.
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- “Jack,” ‘I ‘heard her ‘say. "‘Are'
you all right?”

I covered my face with -my
hands and pressed a finger hard.
over each eye. The pain dimmed.
I took: my hands away. The whlte
fog was gone.

The hooker’s eyes were W1de

“TI’'m okay,” I said to her. “T just
need some air.’

I stood up. My rlght leg felt
numb. I took a step on it, and
-caught onto the back of the booth,
I took anothér step, and I had
some balance. I went across to the
door and outside.

It was very hot. The air was still
and choked with heat. You could
see this kind of dark haze, like gos-
samer, over the sky.

1 took deep’ breaths. The air
-smelled of salt- and kelp and dark
rain. It bit into the back of my nose.
I could hear my heart thumping
like a jackpump.

I went to my car and stood with™
my hands on the cold metal of. the
 hood. I felt very strange. I wonder-
ed if it could be that I were losing

my mind.

I started the car and swung up
on to the highway. I had to see the
Greek. There had to be a way for
me to get away from here. I could-
n’t take much more of this.

-I drove out past the cottage the
Greek had. It was dark. His car
~was gone. Maybe he was- late at
Bay Fisheries on something.

There was sweat in my eyes, and
down my back. I stared at the white
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line. After a time I could se¢ the

" lot in front of Bay Fisheries. There

was the Greek’s car, and this other
one. I had never seen it before.

It was pul]ed in close to the build-

ing.
I could feel dark things on my
skin. I slowed the car and pulled

off the side of the road. I had this

feeling there was something wrong.
You could smell it on the heavy air.
I went across the lot and up on

. to the pier. The Greek’s office was

up ahead. The door stood open a
bit, and there was a light on inside.
I swung the door. It was empty.

I wiped sweat off my face. The
locusts were back at my ears. I
went along the pier, and around to .
the rear of the main building. The -
corrugated-iron doors into the

- warehouse were unlocked and opén

about a foot. I went up to them

“and looked inside. A night light on

a post burned up near the front.

. I stepped  inside. The single
light cast quivering black shadows.
The silence was the crash of angry
surf.

And then gray shadows detach-
ed from the black, looming shapes
angling across the concrete floor.
Another light came on, this from
a big flash, and I saw the Greek.

" He stood with his back to this
long conveyor belt that stretched -
the width of the warehouse. His
face was fishbelly white in the light.

I crouched down behind this
fork lift, "standing silent near an-
other of the posts. The shapes, still
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moving, came almost into the circle
of light from the night lamp.

There were two of them, in dark
suits and wide snap brims. One of

them held the flash, and the other-

‘this tan leather suitcase.

The Greek’s eyes had hidden in
the fat of his face. His lips worked.
His voice carried across to me,
echoing. |

“All right. You’ve got the:stuff.
You’ve got what you came for.
What happens now?” |

“What do you think?” one of
them said.

“Listen,” the Greek said. He was
sweating like somebody had poured
water ‘over him. “What happened
"there on the boat, it was an acci-
dent. You got to believe that.”

“Doesn’t make any d1fference,
this one said. “Either way.”

“Don’t you see?” the Greek said.
- “It was cut stuff. They were cutting
it,”

“We know all about it.”

“You know?”

“What did you think?” the guy
said. “This is no two-bit deal.”

“But I was paying for the pure.”

“Oh, hell,” the one who did the
talking said.- “You were paying our
price for the cut. Just like the
rest.”

The Greek shook his head.

“Who did you think you were
dealing with?” the guy said.

The Greek looked sick. -
“No,” he said. “Oh, God, 1
didn’t know.” '

The other guy, the one who
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hadn’t said anything before, turned
to the first one.

“He’s dumb,” he sald “He’s
about the dumbest boy I ever saw.”

“But nothing was said. Nothing.”
~“That’s too- bad for you,” the
first one said. “You should have
stayed out of it.”

“Please,” the Greek sald

“Come on,” the second one -
said to the first. “Let’s get it done.”

“All right,” the first one said.

“Please,” the Greek said again.
- I saw the two of them back off
a step, into the light, and then I
could see the guns. The barrels
looked a foot long. The one said,
“This is it.”

They planted their feet, with

.their arms straight out, stiff, and

then the Greek made a sound like
an animal in the night, and they
opened up with the guns. |

They 'made little popping
sounds, not like a gun should sound
at all, and the Greek spun around
and slipped down to one knee, his
hands coming up in front of him,
and then one took him in the chest
and another in the face, and he
pitched forward and rolled on his
back and lay still. But they kept
pouring it into him untidl both
guns were empty. .. "

Then the two of them put the
guns inside their coats. One went
over and knelt down by the Greek

- and the other snapped the flash on

him. He didn’t bave a face any-
more. ' '
I lurched to my feet and stum-
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bled over to the door and 'got out-
side. I went around the building

and down off the pier. A gale wind

had come up. It whipped my face.

I made it to my car and fell down
by the rear tire. I pressed my face
-on the cold ground and lay. there
like that for a time.

Then I got to my knees and
pulled the door open and sprawled
inside. I started the car and let out
the clutch. The tires screamed.

I saw the darkened windows of
" my cabin. I couldn’t remember
driving there. The lower part of my
face had begun to tremble. I parked
and got out and went inside. _

The bottle was on the table
where 1 had left it. I tilted it up.
My stomach recoiled. I held onto

the edge of the table. The smell was
raw. I got more of the rum down -

and squeezed my eyes shut and it
stayed there.

I took the bottle and went over
and sat by the window. My head
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ached with pain I had never known

‘before: I couldn’t think. I drank

more of the rum.
I knew they had killed the

_Greek. They’d done it because of

the two men on the cruiser. But
there was more to it than that. I
didn’t understand what it was. But
it didn’t matter now.

I knew they would be coming
for me soon. It was the way they
did things. ‘I had been scared

- watching them do it to the Greek;

but T wasn’t scared now. It was too
late for that.

If I'm going to get.away it has
to be now.

But how far can you run?

Not that far. Not ever that far.

"1 couldn’t do- it. I'd seen too
much of it. -

You don’t know what if’s like.

I sat there by the window and
drank the rum. Out on the street, at
the far end, I could see headhghts

It had begun to rain.
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“It was quite a do. They had a swimming pool, some mus-
. clemen and assorted thugs—even a very sedate corpse.
It was all routine, except that no one had any clothes on.
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He was a dead man. But
soon he must die again.

TR

- —4 ~on Purpose
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= Accdentally

THE TRIP through the West that
summer had ‘been as hectic as
most of their vacations together.
Perhaps even more so. Enclosed in
the confined space of the car, they
had got on each others nerves con-
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stantly, until their emotions were
raw. Sometimes, glancing_at her

husband’s profile, Ruth Burton felt

that she had never known ' the
meaning of the word hate until she
had married Paul some ten years
before. ,

Today even the weather seemed

to conspire against their relation-
ship. They were driving through
the Bad Lands of South Dakota,
and the flat, constant heat which
made even the car’s expensive air
conditioner seem absurd pushed
their tempers higher and higher.
- “If we could locate a decent
. motel tonight,” Ruth said, lighting
a cigarette with quick impatient
movements, “perhaps I could get a
little rest.” :

Paul scowled at her. Outside on
a railed. bluff, overlooking a spec-
tacular expanse of sun-baked rock
and clay, a group of tourists hud-
dled together, pointing and laugh-

ing, while the driver of their bus -

watched them wearily. Despite the
- way in which they were traveling,
and the heat, and the squalling
children, Ruth knew that most of
them - would take hoie fonder
memories of the Bad Lands than
either she or Paul.

“I don’t know what was so
wrong about the place we stayed
last night,” he was saying. “It had
a swimming pool, didn’t it? That’s
all you could talk about yesterday
was a swimming pool.”

“Yes,” Ruth snapped, “and it

also had a group of drunks who
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kept_me awake until three o’clock
this morning.”

Paul eased the big car around a
hair-pin bend.

“You should use ear plugs,” he
said, “like T do. Then you wouldn’t

. have heard a thing.”
Ruth butted her 01garette with

so much violence that the sparks
flew over the seat.

“You always have the answers,
don’t you?”’ she demanded. “Well,
for your information, I can’t sleep

‘with ear plugs in. I’ve been telling
you that for the past ten years, but
~nothing I say seems to penetrate

your thick skull.”

Paul muttered something to
himself. The car began to pick up
speed. They passed another look-

out point, another group of tour- -

ists. Neither of them bothered to
make a pretense of looking at the
view.- Ruth’s fingernails dug into
the palms of her hands..

She had had such high hopes in

Paul ten years ago. He had been

a handsome. man then, an athlete.
Not - three years  after they had
been married he had started to lose
his hair, developed a double chin
which now made a caricature of his
face, and grown a paunch which
made it difficult for him to squeeze
behind a steering wheel.

_If the change in his appearance

had ‘been the only change, she

could have put up with it. Paul’s
failure in his work had been even
more bitter.

- He had been so ambltlous ten
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years ago! There was nowhere he
couldn’t go, nothing he couldn’t do.
And now what did they have?
A comfortable four bed-roomed
house in the suburbs, a cottage at
the - lake, a four-week vacation
every year in which they could
travel if they chose. Not so bad for
ten years. Not so bad until you
considered that this was as far as
Paul Burton would ever go. |

Ruth knew that this was true.
She saw it in the eyes of his boss
when he came to dinner. There
was the humiliation of that, and
the more intense shame which
came to her when younger men re-
ceived the promotions which Paul
should have had. |

. Worse than this was the fact that
now even Paul accepted this as his
fate. He sought to go no further;
this was the worst indictment she
could make of him.

Ruth suddenly became aware
that the sun had disappeared be-
hind a dark cloud. A wind was be-
ginning to whip across the dry
hard-packed dirt, swirling grit
across their window shield. It was
still hot.

Paul had begun-to whistle a little
tune between his teeth. Ruth
clenched hers. She hated him to do
that, and he knew it. He was ex-
pecting her to say something. Well,
she’d be damned if she would!

The ironic thing was that every-

one at home thought that they

‘were so happy. Ruth never talked
about Paul over lingering cups- of

-
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morning coffee. Other women
complained freely about their hus-
bands, but Ruth was too proud for
that.

Besides, what she had - to ‘say
about Paul passed the limits of sim-
ple complaining.

As so they passed as the perfect
couple, despite the fact-that there
were no children and Paul would
not consider adopting any. And all
day long, day after day, Ruth sat in
her well-scrubbed box. of a house
and felt like screaming.

She could have gone to work, of
course. If she had had a reason-
able husband, she would.have. But.
Paul insisted that she stay at home.
That was part of his pride. His wife
didn’t need to work.

It was beginning to rain now.
Great waves of moisture struck the
windshield. Paul turned on the
wipers.

‘'ve been thinking,” he said,
turning the car onto the main road.

_“When we get home, we’ll have to

see about getting some more insur-
ance.”

Ruth gritted her teeth..

Here it came again. The insur--
ance argument. They had it at least
once a month. It was as good a way
as any of getting rid of the1r ten-
sions.

“You don’t need any more in-
surance,” she said slowly. “How
many times have I told you that? .
We’re insurance poor already.”

Paul scowled.

“If something were to happen to
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‘me, what would you be getting? A-- swerved. to the right. Frantically,

“Jlousy seventy or eighty thousand.”

- If Ruth had thought that he

wanted more insurance because of
a real concern for what might hap-
pen to her after his death, she
would have been touched. But she
knew by now that all he actually
'wanted to do was to drape himself
with yet another symbol of middle

- class security. And in Paul’s mind

there was ne better symbol than
. insurance.. He bragged about his
coverage with the boys. Ruth had
heard him.
“Be .sensible,” she said now in
a sharp voice. “You’re only thirty-
two years old, Paul. You’re not apt
to die immediately. And, if you do
-happen to be involved in an acci-
.dent—a fatal accident—double in-
- demnity would be involved. That
seventy or eighty thousand would
.become a ~ really substantial

amount. Enough to keep me quite .

‘adequately until—
~ “Until you could marry again.”

It was difficult to see the road
now because of the driving rain.
~ Ruth saw him bend forward over

“the steering wheel. Even that small -
physicial effort was obviously. a.

strain to him. Ruth could see that
- his breath was short. She knew that
it must be the light which was mak-
ing him seem so pale. That was one
thing about Paul He was never
sick.

And then, just as the thought
had passed through her mind, he

collapsed over the wheel. The car

Ruth grabbed the wheel, throwing
her body to the left, reaching out

~ with one foot for the brake, entan-

gling her legs with the solid dead
weights that were her husband’s.

If it had not been for the stralght
flatness of the road, she would not
have been able to have averted a
crash. ‘As it was, the car came to a

“stop by the side of the road

“Paul!”

Ruth took her husband by the
shoulders and raised him from the
steering wheel. Just a few inches. It
was enough. She could see the blue-
ness around his mouth, hear the
labored quality of his breathing,.

Lowering him to the wheel, she
pushed her way out of the car and
ran to the side of the road. Another
car was coming. Ruth hailed it. -
The man driving needed only a
few words from her to- sail into
directed action. Disregarding the
rain, he helped her move Paul to
the other side of the seat, and in-
sisted on taking the wheel himself,
leaving his own car parked and

locked just ahead of where she had -
“driven off the road. -

“l live in this little town up
ahead,” the elderly man told her.
“Your-husband’s had a heart at-
tack if I’'m not mistaken. I can get
you to old Doc Fowler in five min-

‘utes.” -

“But there’s nothing wrong W1th
Paul’s heart,” Ruth murmured.

Doctor Fowler disillusioned her
on -that score. He was a white-



ACCIDENTALLY ON PURPOSE

- haired old gentleman, gracious in
an old fashioned way. Paul had
been conscious even before they

had reached the doctor’s house,

" but it had been decided that he rest

there in a spare bedroom for the

remainder of the day.

~“If we had a hospital, he could
go in there,” the doctor told her.
“But don’t you worry, little lady.
I've made a cardiograph.check on
his heart. That’s what it was, sure

enough. Heart attack. You say

he’d never had one before?”

Ruth nodded. There had been
plenty of “time for her to think
- while the doctor had been busy
with Paul, and now she was aware
of a nebulous idea, floating just be-
yond her mental grasp.

“He doesn’t have to know,” she
said. “Does he?”

The old doctor stared at her.

“Well, now,” he drawled, *I
don’t suppose he has to know, but
. it would be sure as heck better for
him if he did. In the first place,
there’s these pills he’ll want to
take. And then, he ought to cut
down on his activities. Fact of the
matter is, of course, when he gets
home, ‘he’ll want to go to the best
heart specialist he can find, and—""

“Yes, yes,” Ruth said impa-
tiently. “I know that. I’'m not sug-
gesting that he not take care of
himself. I'm justsaying that I think
it would be better if we told him it
was -the heat that made him col-
lapse today. You can give him

some of these pills he néeds to take,
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and I can drive the rest of the way
home. It will be simple to explain
to him that he shouldn’t exert him-
self after that prostration. That is
what you call it, isn’t it?”

The old man shook his head.

“It’s just that I know him so
well,” she said. “If he thinks there’s
something wrong with his heart,
he’ll magnify the whole thing so
much in his mind, be so certain that
he’s going to die at any moment,
that he’ll be a nervous wreck by
the time we reach home. It won’t
do him any good to be told at this
point. Believe me.”

He believed her. In the' end,
Ruth always found people did be-
lieve her. S

They drove home by easy
stages, staying at the best motels.
Paul accepted her explanation that
the heat had caused him to pass
out. And when, once they were
home, he told her he was going to
call his insurance man, she did not
enlighten him about the state of his
health. For Ruth was playing a dif- .
ferent game now.

Paul did not seem particularly
surprised that she did not rebel
this time about his-taking out more
insurance.

“I knew you’d come around to
my way of thinking,” he said jovi-
ally. “I spoke with Lew this after-

“noon. I'm going to take out another

forty thousand, right on the nose.
Wait until I tell Ralph and the
boys. One hundred thousand cov-
erage! None of them can top that.”
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His very naivete made Ruth
want to weep.

Even Paul noticed the change.

“You've certainly been a new
woman since that trip. west,” he

told her. “What did I tell you? All

that you need is a chance to get
away from things once in a while.
All this talk about jobs, children.
Nonsense. I can always tell when
you begin on one of those two sub-
jects that you’re tired. Next year

we’ll go to Hawaii. What do you .

say to that?”

Ruth said nothing. If -she had’

her way, Paul would not be around
next year for any sort of vacation.
Besides, at the moment, she was
absorbed in -developing plans for
one vigorous weekend after .an-
other. In the autumn they went
. hunting together. Ruth had never
handled a gun before in her life,
but she learned.

~ There was no end to the number -

of things she was willing to learn
now. Not when the prize was one
hundred thousand dollars.:

his face. But he would not admit to
exhaustion,

“Feel like a new man,” he told
everyone he met. ‘It’s just as Ruth

says, a fellow becomes an old stick-.
in-the mud if he  doesn’t develop.

- new interests. Now golf is fine, but
it’s not really- exercise, not with
your electric cars and that sort of
thing. No sir. And this winter we’re
going te take up skiing.”

Day -
long hikes through the woods tired -
Paul. She could see the new lines in
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It was the skiing that finally did
the trick. For awhile Ruth had
been afraid that it was not going to
work, and that she was going to
have to turn to something like
bowling instead. But, one -after-
noon, after a long day spent on
a famous New Hampshire slope,
Paul collapsed in the car on a
wooded lane Ieadmg back to their
ski motel. -

He did not suffer. Ruth had ad-
mitted to herself for a long time
that she wanted him to die, but she
was not cruel. If Paul had seemed
to be in pain, she would have
driven him immediately to a hospi-
tal. She was fortunate. It hap-.
pened, just as it had happened be-
fore, except that they were driving
much more slowly because of the
ice on the roads.

Paul gave a great 51gh suddenly, |,
and slumped over the wheel. And,
just as she had done before, Ruth
grabbed the wheel and put her foot
on the brake. )

But this time Paul was not sim-
ply unconscious. He was obv1ously
dead. Having parked the car awk-
wardly by the side of the road,
Ruth leaned back in the seat and
had a cigarette. First there were
the practical aspects of the matter,
She thought about arrangements
for the funeral, how she would
have to call Paul’s mother, whether

- or not she would keep the house.

She decided, in the end, that she
would not. It had represented fail-

" are for too long.
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Perhaps she would travel. Yes,
that was it. One hundred thousand
American dollars would take her a
- long way.

- Ruth butted out her cigarette.
She was completely relaxed. If
someone were to come along this
lonely road, she knew that she had
only to explain that hér husband
had just collapsed. There was no
rush. Besides, = she. hated the
thought of having to touch him.

And then, while she procrasti-
nated, she remembered the double
indemnity clauses in the four in-
surance policies. Each policy was
worth double the amount in case

of accidental death. Two hundred

thousand dollars! She said it aloud,
rolling the words over her tongue.

Why not?

Ruth remembered, in that sec-
ond, that high icy hill that she and
Paul had driven over on their way-
.to. the ski slope that .afternoon.
They had thought for awhile they
would not make it, but their snow
tires had helped. From the top
there had been a magnificent view
of the white mountains.

“We’ll have to stop on our way
back,” Paul had said. T

They would stop, all right!

Ruth went to the other side of
the car, opened the door, pushed
Paul over to the other side of the
seat, and got behind the. wheel.

Everything went smoothly. Things.

always did when Ruth was in
charge, as the the girls in the Wom-
en’s League always said.
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The hill was just a mile away.
The sun was casting long shadows
over the snow as Ruth parked the
car. She noticed that the mountains
were rosy with sunset. Paul had
been right; it was a magnificent
view. It was almost a pity, she
thought as she turned the front
wheels of the car toward the abrupt

“drop to the left, that Paul could not

see it. He had always been a great
one for views. ‘

Getting out of the car, she pulled
her husband back into the driv-
ers seat. Accidentally her. hand
touched his. He was still warm.

Hurriedly Ruth shut the door

. and went around to the other side.

She wanted another cigarette des-
perately, but she knew that there
was no time. It scemed to be a de-
serted country lane, but some one
might decide to take the same
route back tothe motel.
Drawing a deep breath, she
leaned across Paul and pulled the
emergency brake off. His paunch
pushed her arm against the wheel.
Ruth grimaced her disgust. Next
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time she would be more careful
about bald spots and fat and lack
. of ambition.

Slowly the car began to move.
It gained momentum as it lurched
across the ditch and into the snow-
covered field. Ahead lay a pine
forest. Ruth opened her door and
jumped out, rolling in the white

softness. She lay there for a mo-.

ment, supine, staring at the sunset
sky, waiting for the crash. When it
came she pulled herself into a sit-
ting position and looked.

It was better than she had dared

'to hope. A thousand feet away,

what was left of the car was en-

veloped in flames. Nothing would
be left to indicate that Paul’s death
had not been accidental. -

Rising, Ruth carefully brushed
the snow off herself and began
walking up the hill. It was only
then, as she neared the road, that
she saw the car and the state police-
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man Standing beside it. Glancing
back toward the flames, she saw

another man in a blue uniform

running toward what was left of the.
car.

“All right,” Ruth said deﬁantly
as he approached her. She could tell
from the look in-his eyes that he
had seen everything. “All right. I
wanted- to make it seem like an-
accident. That’s no crime. He died
of a heart attack.”

The policeman held out a pair
of handcuffs.

“That’s odd,” he said. “From

-where I was standing, it could have

been murder.” -
Ruth pulled away from him. -
- “But it wasn’t,” she said impa-

_tlently in that brisk competent

voice she always reserved for fools.
And then she felt the cold metal

~close about her arm.

“‘Prove it,” the policeman mur-
mured. “Just try to prove it, lady.”
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it itlfia She was my ruler, 1 her slave.
ﬁ' | it . ~ She had everything, I nothing.

{ » JHTME But not after tonight. Tonight,
% e UM Ui you see—I would kill her . . .
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GREY LIGHT breaking through
the dusty curtains caught the
amber of the whiskey as Meg
raised her glass.

“To Satan,” she toasted. “I’ll
soon be with the bloody ape.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like
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that,” said Bob, her brother-in-law,

who was fifteen yéars her junior, a
short man who_was lazy by prefer-
ence and superstitious by nature.
 Meg tasted her whiskey, the best
money could buy, and set down the
glass. A wry smile lit her face.

- “Well, it’s the truth,” she said.
“You know it and 1 know it. Look
at these thinning arms and wrin-
kled hands. Look at my face, my
eyes. Don’t you see it?” |
~ “See what?”

“Death.”
“Meg, please don’t talk hke
that.”

- “Damn it, what do you expect
me to talk about? 1 know what’s’

coming and I'm not afraid. DI’ve:

had a long life and a good one and
that’s all that matters.” -
* “What matters is to go on living
and to think of pleasant things.”
~ “And pull the wool over my
eyes? Oh, no.” Meg shook her head

and her sagging jowls trembled.
“The writing’s on’ the wall and I’ve
read it clear. There’s no other
words and no way out—and do you
know what’s holding me together?”
The old woman’s voice dropped to
a whisper. “This,” she said, lifting
her glass. “That’s all that stands
between me and the Devil.”

“Oh, Meg, such talk.”

“Rot,” she snapped. “You and
your damned superstitious drivel.

- You’'re worse than an old Irish bid-

die _and frightened to death of
nothing.”
“Of nothing, did you say?”
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“Except what may be in your
own heart. People who are afraid
have reason to be because of their
sins, but they have a way of put-
ting them off and assigning them to
the Devil.” -

“Ah, it must be the whlskey
said Bob “You talking like that,
saying I’'m a sinner.”

“We'’re all sinners, the best of
us ” .

“But—" .

“Oh, shut up and drink your
whiskey.”

Bob’s brows lifted, then meekly
he raised his glass and had his
taste. The very best, he thought,
placing the glass back on the table.
It was the one good thing he could
commend Meg for. Otherwise, the
old miser hadn’t a penny extra to
spare for her barest needs; much
less himself, who’d put up with her
loony whims and fancies so long.

Now his eyes took in the room
and finally focused on the curtains.
By nature they were white, but for
want of a washing they’d turned a
morbid grey and, with the dry-rot
on them, they were on the verge of
crumbhng

Dust and- dry-rot, he thought
and looked at Meg. In the spent
and weary light sluicing through

" the curtains he saw the truth, a dy-

ing woman whose world had top-~-
pled long ago.

“I*guess you're right, Meg,” he
said. “There are things to be faced.
Of course, it wasn’t for me to men-
tion the matter. It wouldn’t have
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been proper, but you yourself said

you don’t havé long to go. That be-

ing the cdse, it would only be prop-
er to put your affairs in order. Now
I happen to know a fine lawyer.”

“I have one,” said Meg. “He has
seen to everythmg I've made out
my will.”

“A will is the only thing. It
protects those who come after.
They can’t be cheated,” he said,
thinking of himself.

“No one will,” Meg said quietly.
- “I made sure of that. It wouldn’t
be fair to all those little boys.”

Little boys? Was she going

mad? “What little boys?” he said. .

“At the Catholic orphanage.

You know, I never had any chil-
dren of my own, and—"
. He couldn’t hear the rest for the
roaring in his head. Cheated! The
old rip had stabbed him in the
back. The old—

Black sludge was invading the.

room. Dark. Dark. Then yellow
light exploded from the oil-lamp on
the table. He stared at Meg as she
set the wick.

“That’s better,” she said. “It gets
dark so early now.” .

He blinked at her as if in a
trance, and slowly gathered him-

self together. What had they been

talking about? Why had the room
darkened so suddenly? Meg’s hand
lay on the table and caught his eye.

“Bob,” she said, “I think you’d
better go up and nap a while. 'm
afraid you had one too many
again.” Y
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One too many? So that was it. ?

As much as he liked the stuff, he

was ‘no drinker, never a match for
Meg

Unsteady, he rose from the chair
and started for the door with Meg
smiling at him. From-behind came
her voice as he teetered through the
kitchen and into the dark and nar-
row foyer: “Bob, mind you, don’t
break your bloody neck on the
stairs.”

-Warning or deriding him? He
didn’t know which, but it hardly
mattered now. He had to lie down

‘and bring himself together. The

small room over the stairwell.
Somehow he made it-and dropped
across the bed.

He "was stone-cold sober when
he awoke. A clock ticked on the
bureau. Nine on the dot. A strange
hour to wake, he thought, wonder-
ing where he’d been before taking
to bed. A few moments passed and .
he realized he’d been drinking with
Meg. A few more moments and
he recalled her terrible revelation.

All - the years of waltlng and
now the money was going to stran-
gers, orphans at that.

Oh, she’d cheated him all right.
He was convinced of that, con-
vinced that a reckoning was due in
spite of what she’d done. It was
then that he recalled her lighting
the oil-lamp and adjusting - the
wick. Even drunk he’d missed
something. Now he knew what it
was—the ring which she always
wore was gone from her hand.
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Had she already bequeathed it to
the horde of orphans?

Oh, no, it wasn’t for them. She
‘ couldn’t fool him. She’d hidden the
ring, and it was his. The one thmg
~ she couldn’t deny him.

- As always, the hallway was

dark. He gripped the bannister and

swore as he descended the stairs.
Meg was in the kitchen.

“Are you all right?” she asked
smiling up at him. -
© “Of course,” he said, ﬂushmg
and sitting down.

“I thought you were good for
the night, the way you went off.”

Digging at him again. His throat

was blackening and swelling with

blood, his angry eyes telescoping.
Oh, she had always laughéd at him
and made him feel inferior. Money
did that to people, gave them pow-
er, advantages and . aggravating
conceits. But what pained him most
was the whiskey. Her whiskey.

He remembered the time he’d

bought his own bottle and she
wouldn’t touch it. -

“Do you call that slop whiskey?”
‘she’d said in his face. He hadn’t
forgotten and never would, so it

was always - her- whiskey that he .

drank, which rankled, but not half

as much as his inability to out- .

drink her. Each time he tried dis-
aster and humiliation followed.
Even now she was laughing at him,
but the last laugh would be his—
and the diamond ring. Thinking
~ she could fool him, the doddermg
miser. _

“Aren’t you going for-your walk

" tonight?”” Meg asked him now.
“Walk" No, I thmk I’ll sit in this

_evening.”

“Good. The house feels SO emp-
ty these days All my old friends are
gone.”

“Well, I'm still here,” he let her
know.

“Yes.” She let out a sigh and
looked at him from the depths of
her faded eyes. “It’s no good to
grow old, Bob. You don’t know
what it feels like to see the world
coming apart and everything
changing. It’s terrible when you
can no longer go along with it.”

“I thought you weren’t afraid,”

he said.

“Oh, not of dying. That’s some- |

thmg that has to be. Growing old
is a different matter,”

“That also has to be.”

“But it’s harder to-accept.”

“One must. After all, what else
can a body do?” °

“I know. I know.” Meg chafed
her hands and looked toward a
closet. “It’s going to be a long, long

night. Would you care for a little

drink?” .
About to refuse, he thought bet-
ter of it, for the whiskey would

liven her up, and if she had enough

—“I suppose I could go just one

“to clear my head.”

“If ybu don’t mind. It’s in the
closet.” :
He arose and opened it and there

- they were, a whole array of bottles

with various labels and all expen-
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sive. He picked one,
glasses and poured.
Half-past nine by the battered
clock in its greasy niche. He no-
ticed this and lifted his glass.
Again, when his eye wandered to
the ancient time-piece, he was as-
tonished, for an hour had elapsed.
The drinks, he thought, looking at
. Meg who was now her usual self.
In fact, she was in an extremely
gay mood, while he only pretended
to be, for he was waiting the mo-

brought

ment when he could put the ques- -

tion of the diamond ring to her.
The moment came when she
- rubbed her hands to soothe the
ache in them.

“What happened to the big dia-

mond?” he asked. “You didn’t by -

chance send that off to the or-
phans?”

“Oh, no. That’s gomg with me
when they lay me out.”

“But you always wear .it. What
made you take it off?”.

“It bothered me. I suppose it’s
the rheumatics.” She lifted her
hand with its distorted joints and
shook her head.

—
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. “A very valuable ring,” he said.

“T hope you have it in a safe place.”

“Oh, yes. No one would ever
find it.” ;

“Maybe so, but thieves know
where to look.” Bob nodded,
drank his whiskey, set down the
glass’and gazed at Meg. Her face
was blank as a board. The whiskey

‘reaching her. She must have been -

at it while I was sleeping, he
thought. A little more would do her
good, put her on the run.

“If you ever lost the diamond,”
he said, shaking his head. “You've
got to make sure, Meg. You

- know?” He splashed whiskey into

her g]ass “It’s got to be a safe
place.”

Meg supped the whiskey, then
looked at him, grey eyes watering,
jowls sagging, flesh a terrible ashen
hue. Ashes to ashes, and dust to
dust, he thought. ‘All of us turn
back to dust, but a diamond—

“It’s in a safe place,” said Meg.

“Where?” he said quickly, think-
ing to catch her off guard, and she
tasted her drink again, then smiled
at him crookedly. “And why are
you so interested?”’ she asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he said
back. “Your interests have always
been my interests. That’s why I've
stayed here all these years, to look
after you. You should know that.

| You should—"

“I know. I know, Bob. My in-
terests.” She smiled, but the drinks

-were doing tricks and he couldn’t

judge the meaning of her smile.

~—
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«Jf you’ll pour for me,’ ’ she con-. ;
~ bloody thieves to find out,” Meg

tinued. “I don’t trust my hands.”
He obliged, filled his own, glass
and lifted it. “To many more nights
like this!”
“And may the whlskey be al-
ways as good,” Meg added and

drank, spilling a bit, an astomsh--

ing thing for her.

Going, thought Bob. She’s at the
~ end of her rope. For the first time
“he felt like a man before her. For

the first time he was going to put
her under the table. As for the big
diamond-— He cleared his throat.
“Meg, as we were saying.”

“What were we saying?”

“The big diamond.”

“Ah, now don’t you worry about
it. It’s in the safest of places and
- nobody’s going to get his dirty
hands on it.”

“Meg.” He reached across the
_table, refilled her glass, then took

her hand firmly in his. “Meg, come’

to your senses. You can’t afford to
be foolish.”

“Foolish? It’s many. a year since.

I’'ve done anything. foolish.” She
swallowed some whiskey and
smiled at him. “Ah, but you’re the
pest. Will you let me be?”

“Not till you tell me where the
diamond is.’ '
- Meg shook her head and
groaned “All right. It’s in this
room.’

her hand, but harder now, exert-
ing a pressure that was almost
painful.

“Where?” he said, st111 grlppmg ‘
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“That s for me to know and the

answered with a maudlin cackle.

Like an old witch, he thought,
releasing her hand and splashing
more whiskey mto her glass and
his own.

“I don’t think.you trust me, "

Meg,” he said in a hurt voice.

~“Ah, but I do. You’re the only
one.” ¢ = s ;
“Then—'”

She nodded to an ancient side-

board, a dusty thing cluttered with

“expensive glassware and cheap

souvenirs. In.the very center of the

piece sat an enormous ball com-

posed of wrappings of tin-foil that

had taken years to assemble, a

purposeless object of no value.
“It’s in there,” said Meg. “I

- buried the ring in that ball of foil.”

“You must be joking.”

“Oh, no. It took hours, what

with my aching hands and all those

wrappings. I put it dead in the cen-

~ ter. Now tell me, do you think any

one would ever think of it as a hid-
ing place?”

“I doubt it,” he said and quickly

hedged adding, “But_one never
knows what a thief will take.”

“Well, if one takes that,: then
he’s welcome. to it.” Meg moved
her glass, and he filled it again—
this time with a nervous hand, for
now.he knew what had to be done.
It’s only a matter of time and pa-
tience, he thought, and waited
while they drank and talked. Fi-
nally he saw the signs, the trem-

¢t
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bling hand, spilled liquor, lisping
speech. She was ready to pass out.

“Meg.” He raised his glass, but
she didn’t respond, her head had
fallen forward, her eyes were
closed. Dead away, he thought,
~but to make certain, he pinched
her hand and down came his glass.
He arose, went to the sideboard,
picked up the ball of foil and
brought it to the table, then set to

work. With nervous fingers he be- -
gan 'to remove the sheets, a method

- that was achingly slow.

He litied the ball. of foil and -

lugged it off to the cellar. A single
" neat cut with an axe and he split
it like a melon. Out fell a small
piece of rolled paper. Quickly he
unraveled it, thinking it held the
diamond ring, but there was noth-
ing inside it. Nothing? A single
scrawled word caught his eye—
Tricked. She’d tricked him again.
Furious, he ran up the stairs and
into the dining room with murder
in his heart.

But here, too, the unéxpected
occurred, for Meg was wide
awake, smiling, and the room was
turning wildly and sickening him.
Something was wrong, something
— Light flashed and, pure and
white as a star, he saw the big dia-
mond sparkling on Meg’s hand.

“You dirty, rotten thief,” she
said slowly, putting the words
through him Iike knives. “Oh, I

didn’t want to pull that trick, ,but'

I had to. Now I feel sorry for you.
I was leaving you everything, but
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you spoiled it. You fool, you
spoiled it, hear me? You don’t get
a cent.”

. “What do you mean?” he said.

“I made no will, and that stuff
about the orphans was a lie.” .

Slowly he sank into a chair. Too
much- had happened at once, his
brain  whirled. Cheated, he
thought. The old rip had pulled the
wool over his eyes, and she wasn’t
drunk. Even that way he couldn’t
win.

“Better have a drink,” said Meg.
“I’m sure you need it.”

Goading him again. He wanted
to sweep the bottle from the table,

- but he couldn’t deny his need for

the stuff..It was a new bottle that
stood on the table.

Trembling, he uncapped it and
poured for both of them. This time
there was no toast. They drank in
silence, then gazed at each other
in that stark and terrible silence
that held the house.

A faint, mocking smile lit Meg’s
face. She was studying him, watch-
ing the blood darkening his fea-
tures and the rage gathermg within
him.

She wasn’t frightened. She’d al-
ways held the upper hand and al- -
ways would.

He’s not even a man. He learned
nothing from this. Nothing at all,
she thought, and glanced at the big
diamond. How it sparkled tonight,
and to think he had intended to
steal it. Sighing, she shook her
head. “If only you hadn’t been so
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greedy, Bob. How foolish, how

stupid.”
His face almost black w1th an-
ger, he could barely restrain him-

self from throttling her, yet some-

how he did. Stupid? Yes, but hard-
ly- as much. as she thought, for
hadn’t she said there was no will,
that the bequest to the orphans was
a lie?

Leaning forward so that hlS
breath touched her face, he said,
“But I'm still the. only heir you
have.”

“You were,” said Meg. “Tomor-
row Pm seeing my lawyer.” You
won’t gt a bloody cent, you poor
daft—>
~ “And. what makes you think
youw’ll see him?” he said, leaning
closer. “You’re so smart, but that’s
one you won’t figure out, “old
woman.’ |
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“You intend ‘to kill me, don’t
you?” Meg said with unexpected
calm. - s 3
“That’s rlght You’ve' always
won, but not this time,” he an-
swer’ed' and suddenly he grabbed
her throat. Oddly, she didn’t resist,
nor try to cry out. Instead, a smile
lit her face and so unnerved him
that he released the pressure on
her windpipe; enabling her to
speak and speak she did. |

“Do what you wish,” she said.
“You still won’t get what you
want.”

“What does that mean?” he said,
thinking -she was stalling for time,
but she wasn ’t. She knew what she
had done and that both of them
were doomed. “You see,” she said,
“when you went down the cellar,
I poisoned the whiskey, you poor,
poor fool.” |

“ THE MAN FROM UNCLE MAGAZINE

At long last—for your exclusive reading enjoyment—the spy mys-
tery sensation of television which shattered all rating records! Yes,
“The Man from U.N.CLE.” now comes to you every month, in a
brand new lead story written especially for this magazine! Na.poleon'
Solo, Illya Kuryakin, Alexander Waverly, all the super spy hunters
youw've thrilled to on MGM—ARENA’s great crime bombshell—
now yours in every copy of “T'he Man from U.N.C.LE. Magazine!”
Reserve your copy now at yowr regular newsdealers—and assure
yourself of your full quota of reading entertainment. More impor-
tant, you'll join the millions of fans who have acclaimed “The Man; -
' from UN.CLE” as zops among all spy clamcﬂ ‘ -
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He had told his dying little wife:
“} can‘t live a single day with-
out you.” Now at long last,

was his time to prove it . . .

by FLETCHER FLORA

ILBERT SKELLY was not the kind

of man who commits murder.

If he had not been too timid to risk
the consequences, which he was, he
was too civilized. Besides, to do him
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justice, he .was simply too kind-
hearted. This is not to say, howev-
er, that he was incapable of antici-
pating the death of another with
pleasure, nor that he did not read,

as Mr. Clarence Darrow once said’

of himself, certain obituaries with
satisfaction.
" For something like two years Gil-
bert had longed earnestly for the
death of his wife. It is to his credit
that he did not, in all this time, ex-
press himself to that effect or do the
slightest thing to contrive an event
he would have welcomed. He was,
on the contrary, the soul of tender-
ness and devotion, and his endur-
ing patience in trying circumstances
must be considered admirable even
though his wife was, indeed, dying.
The trouble was, she was such a
long time about it.

There was not a single friend of
- Gilbert’s, male or female, who
would not have been shocked and
incredulous if the true state of his
mind had become suddenly appar-

ent. He was universally esteemed

for his selfless dedication, and fre-
quently he was held-up as an ex-
ample by wives to their husbands.
And if the latter were somewhat
irritated by this practice, they were
at least forced to concede that old
. Gilbert was, for a fact, a very de-
cent fellow.

Some of them suspected, of

course, that he was.finding else-

where what was no longer avail-
able at home, but he could hardly
- be blamed for. that. After all, he
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was still a young man with a young
man’s appetites. He was discreet;
that was the important thing.

- Her name was Enid, and she
was dying at the age of thirty, The
name and nature of her fatal dis-
ease had been explained to Gilbert
in layman’s terms, and a kind of
time schedule had been tentatively
established by which he. could

‘measure her inevitable decline.

For comfort’s sake, she was put
into her own bed at home under
the care, during the day, of a prac-
tical nurse. At night, after he re-
turned home from the firm of
architects where he was employed,
Gilbert took over. He was a-good
nurse, none better, but he was also
a great deal more. He was a com-
fort and a companion, attentive
and solicitous and the most artful
liar imaginable.

Enid knew that she was dying,
of course, and was resigned to it.
In fact she romanticised it, and
Gilbert, for his part, made it felt
by a thousand subtle words and
expressions that his own life, when
she was gone at last, would be
desolate and joyless, virtually over.
More than once, sitting beside her
bed, he wished aloud that he could
take her place and face death for
her.

He even implied clearly a time
or two that he would consider it

- his good fortune if death would be

so considerate as to take him with
her, the two of them together in the
same hour. After all, the pretense
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did him no harm, and it did her
much good.

It was understood. that her fatal
disease would eventually reach a
final stage, when it would be neces-
sary to put her into a hospital. This
dreadful time, when it came, would
indicate the imminent end—the
end of all things whatever for Enid,
the end of posing and benevolent
guile for Gilbert. In the meanwhﬂe,

there was Myrna.

Myrna was a tall, black-headed,
sloe-eyed girl who somehow looked,
even in tailored suits, like a rene-
gade houri. Actually, she was noth-
ing of the sort. She was a perfectly
respectable Irish girl, age twenty-
six, who happened by the falling
out of circumstances to be engaged
in a discreet affair with a married
man. She would have rejected the
affair if there had been no hope of
eventually making it legal, and she
conducted it, as it was, with a firm
hand and judicious restraint.

" This doesn’t mean that Gilbert .

was not allowed concessions. Myrna

had a nice apartment, and Gilbert

was welcome there whenever con-

ditions were favorable. Fortunate-

ly, or unfortunately, his nocturnal
nursing chores at home limited his
visiting privileges and reduced the

" risk of detection and talk. The re-

stricted relationship would scarcely

have been tolerable, of course, if it

hadn’t been supplemented.

~ As it happened, however, Myrna
worked in the same office as Gil-
bert, Contacts there and lunches

and cocktails taken together, while
not comparable to dinner and the
theater and what might have de-
veloped therefrom, were at least
sufficient to sustain what would
have otherwise died.

Myrna did not actually long for
Enid’s death. She merely longed for
union with Gilbert. And if the form-

. er was a prerequisite of the latter, it
was unfortunate, of course, but

there it was.

But patience, as usual, paid off.
It was decreed at last by Enid’s doc-
tor that the time had come for Enid
to go to the hospital and face the
grim business of counting off her
remaining days.

A bed was reserved, and Gilbert,
the day before she was to go, re-
quested an indeterminate leave
from the office, hoping all the while
that the leave would be brief. After
the closing hour, when he took time
for a quick martini with Myrna in a

nearby lounge, he explained devel-

opments while workmg down to hls
olive.
“Darlmg,” he said, “I’'m afraid I
won’t be seeing you for a few days.”
“Why not‘)” 4

“Poor Enid is going to the hospi-
-tal tomorrow. She can’t last long

now.”
“How long?”
. “Possibly hours. Probably a few
days. Afterward, of course, there
will be the funeral.”

. “Of course. Darling, call me to-

night when you get a chance.” _
“I shall. But now I must hurry
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home. Enid will be waiting for me,
- and it will be our last mght together
there.”

“I understand. You have been

“very loyal and devoted, Gilbert, and
I love you for it.”

“Yes, I have nothing for which to
reproach myself. Nothing to re-
gret.”

“Darling, I want to kiss you. Do
you think I dare?”

“Better not. Soon we will have

better than kisses.”
" “You're right. We've waited so
long, a little longer won’t matter.”

So they compromised by touch-
ing knees under the table and hands
- above it, and after a few minutes,
his glass dry and his olive devoured,

- Gilbert said good-by and hurried
home.
‘ After dismissing the nurse, he
went into Enid’s room and pulled
up a chair beside her bed. Her eyes
were closed, and the pallor of death
was on her thin and wasted face, but
the breath of life still stirred on her
pale lips. | |

“My dear,” he said, “how do you
feel?”

“Quite tired. I'm SO weak Gil-
bert. If only I weren’t so weak. »

Her eyes opened, and she turned

her hand palm upward on the bed.
He took the hand, cold compared

to the hand he had lately held, and
pressed it gently.
“You mustn’t distress yourse]f
- Are youin pain?”
“Not much. I’ve been sedated. I
shall go to sleep soon.” :
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-“That’s good. That will be best.”

“No. There will be time enough
to sleep. 1 want to stay -awake. I
want to hear your voice. Read to
me, Gilbert. The book is on my ta-
ble.”

She was fond of the poems of

‘Christina Rossetti, especially those

concerned with death, and he had
read them to her over and over, so
many times that he could almost re-
peat them from memory, and she
herself, surely, could think them
through silently without error. But

*she liked him to read them aloud,

clinging in a way to the comforting
sound of his voice, and it was, after
all, little enough for himtodo.
Now he reléased her hand and
picked up the book, opening it to
the page marked by a narrow blue
silk ribbon attached to the book’s
spine. As he anticipated, the poem
at that page was the famous son-
net, Enid’s favorite of them all. He
began to read: :
 “‘Remember me when I am gone ‘

away,
- Gone far away into the silent
land;
When you can no more hold
me by the hand,
Nor I half turn to go, yet turn-
ing stay.
- Rememberme., .. .)”

As he read the sonnet, her hand
stirred on the covers in. a feeble
groping gesture, as if trying to ef-
fect the sense of the words, and he
reclaimed the hand with one of his,
holding the book in the other as he
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finished the fourteen lines. Her eyes
were closed again, and two tears
crept out from under the shadowed
lids and down her cheeks.

“You're crying,” he said. “I
won’t read any more.”

“It’s all right. I'm only sad at the
thought of leaving you.”

“If only I could do what the son-

net says. If only I could hold you

by the hand and somehow make
you stay.”

“Dear Gilbert. Now it is you who
is sad. You mustn’t be, my dear.
Think of what else the sonnet says:
‘Better by far you should forget and
smile/Than that you should re-
member and be sad.’ ”’ )

“l don’t think I'll ever smile

again, and I'll certainly never for- .

get. How could I? Dear Enid, I love
you so much. I don’t know how I'll

_ever survive without you.”

He felt the faint pressure of her
fingers. She was silent, her eyes
closed and the tears drying on her
cheeks. Her pale lips smiled in re-
signed and sorrowing peace.

“I’'m feeling so drowsy, Gilbert. I
shall fall asleep soon. Do you know
what I’d like very much before 1
fall asleep?”

“Name it and you shall have it.”

“I'd very much like a small glass
of sherry.”

“Do you think that would be
good for you?”

“My dear, what harm could it do
me now?”

The question exposed his absurd-
ity. It was fatuous, at least, to worry

about the health of a person who

was in the final phase of dying. It

~ would be cruel; moreover, to deny
“so small a want. He stroked the
~ back of her hand and stood up,

smiling sadly.

“Very well, my darllng Just lie
qmetly, and I’ll be back in a mo-
ment.”

He went downstalrs to the liquor -
cabinet in the living room and

poured out two glasses of sherry.

Carrying a glass in each hand, he
ascended the stairs carefully and
returnéd to Enid’s room. He set the
glasses on her bedside table in a lit-
ter of boxes and bottles.

She was still lying on her back,
and he arranged her pillows against
the headboard and helped her into
a sitting position. The exertion

.made her cough, a series of shallow

sounds more like a desperate gasp-
ing for breath, and she turned her
face away from him to hide a trickle
of saliva that leaked from a corner
of her mouth,

“Are you all right?”” he said anx-
1ously
.- “Yes. I'm all right now. P'm
sorry, Gilbert. Will you hand me a
facial tissue, please?”

He searched the htter on the ta-
ble.

“There doesn’t seem to be any
here. The box is empty.”

“There’s another box in the bath—
room, I believe.”

He went to look for it and found
it, after a couple of minutes, tucked
away in the linen closet. When he
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returned to the bed and sat down
in his chair, she had apparently re-
covered.

“Forgive me, Gilbert. I have'

made life very difficult for you.”
“Nothing of the sort. You must-
n’t think that for an instant.”

smiled wanly in a pathetic effort to
secure a touch of gaiety for this mo-
ment. “Now, will you please hand
me my glass Gilbert. We shall have
our sherry.”

He put a glass in her hand and
took up the other.

She lifted hers slightly in the ges-
ture of a toast.

“We must drink to somethmg
What shall we drink t0?”

“Whatever you wish.”

“To whatever .comes hereafter,
Gilbert. To the future.”

She drained her glass of most of-

-its wine, and he, although hc pre-
ferred to sip his sherry, did likewise.
He set his glass once more upon the
table and placed hers beside it.

“Dear Gilbert,” she said. “Dear
kind Gilbert. It will be better this
way. Much better.”

- Her -words, he thought, were
strange, and he began to feel what
at first was no more than a vague
uneasiness.

“I don’t. understand, my dear.

What will be better?”
- “To die at home. A few hours or
days earlier, that’s all. Here at home
with you.”
So that was it! She had put some-
thing in her sherry! She had some-

how acquired and saved for this
time the means to escape, at the
end, the bleak, impersonal horror
of the hospital.

He leaned forward, looking at
her inténtly, seeking in her face the

..~ evidence of whatever drug she must
“You're so kind. So good.” She

have swallowed. -
- “What have you done, Enid?
What in God’s name-—?"’
She lifted her hand from the cov-

ers, reaching toward him, and his
~ words caught in his throat, choking

him.
He took her hand and was as-

tonished at the sudden strength in

her fingers.
“I couldn’t bear to leave you,
Gilbert. I couldn’t go away and

~ leave you all alone with no one to

love or to love you. Hold my hand,
my dear. Hold my hand and come
with me.”

The terrifying sense of what she.

said was instantly clear in his mind,
and in that same instant he felt sud-
den, swift interior pain soar upward
to his heart. Trying to rise, he
slipped forward from his chair onto
his knees beside the bed, as if he
asked her benediction. But she had
fallen back against her pillows and
did not move.

Nothing moved again in the pass-

ing of the night, neither moved nor

made a sound, and in another room

‘a mile away the telephone did not

ring. .
Next mornmg, when- they were
found, Enid and Gﬂbert were still
holding hands.
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- There was nothing to stand m,m \lﬂ‘ﬂmilll"'l'l
between them and a perfect n Jll‘fwmmm““
if guilty love. Nothing but Lm;bh“y

a dirty little thing—Murder. J =

——————

THEY WERE sitting on the patio.
by the side of the swimming
pool, sipping daiquiris from frosted
" glasses and discussing their problem
for possibly the hundredth time. As
usual, they were getting nowhere. .
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Roberto was wearing snug white
swim' trunks that showed off his
mahogany tan and his lean, whip-
pet-like physique. His handsome
features were creased in a frown
as he watched Henrietta, the maid,
finish scraping off a plastic cross
that had been pasted across the
huge sliding glass door that closed
off the game room from the out-
door patio, to prevent anyone from
" accidentally running into the door
when it was closed. There had been
several near such accidents before
this had been done.

Now, with the plastic strips final-
ly removed, Henrietta began spray-
ing the door with glass wax.

“You haven’t been listening to a
word I’ve been saying, Roberto,”
Lucille Glover said peevishly.
“Well, it’s your neck, not mine,
that’s involved.”

" He turned to look at her. She

had the piquantly pretty face of a
woman at least five or six years
younger and the golden, sleekly
firm figure to go with it. She carried
herself with the poised hauteur of a
woman who 1s used to money and
the things it can buy.

Class, Roberto called it. She had
class written all over her. He could-
n’t understand how she could have
stayed married this long to a crude
buffoon like Ed Glover.

“It’s odd that you used the word '

neck,” Roberto said.

.She shrugged and continued to
rub suntan lotion on her softly
" curved upper arms. “Well, I don’t

‘through your
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suppose Ed would actually break
your neck if and when he catches

‘us together, but he’ll certainly be

violent and you’ll be physically
hurt. Especially if he’s drunk. You
know how insanely jealous he gets

-when in his cups.”

“Yeah,” Roberto said. He turned
back to watch Henrietta, now pol-
ishing the inside of the great glass -
door. “But it was Ed’s neck I was
just thinking about.”

“What on earth are you talking
about?”

“I'm not sure yet. It’s still diffi-
cult to believe that he won’t give
you a divorce if you push him hard
enough.”

“That’s because you can’t get it
handsome head,

Roberto, that my husband is a

.sadistic monster who, though he

knows I haven’t been in love with
him for years, nevertheless con-
siders me his private property. It
gives him intense satisfaction to
keep me trapped in marriage to .
him, even though I'm no good to
him for any practical purposes.”

“Then he’s just asking for it—
for you to get rid of him in some
other way.”

She screwed the top back onto
the sun lotion bottle and set it down
beside the chaise-longue, then re-
clined in a more comfortable posi-
tion. :
“There is no other way,” she
said tiredly. “We’ve been all over
that.”

“I know. He’s cut you out of his
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will with one dollar. The rest of the

four or five million go to his rela-’

tives and that stupid university
where he played football. All you

get at-his death is a lousy quarter

million. A-half million if the death
is accidental. Only that doesn’t
sound like such peanuts to me,
Lucille. Properly invested, we
could live a pretty damned good
_ lifeonthatsum.”

She yawned. “We could get

along, I'll grant you. But what’s -

the good of even thinking about
that? Despite his heavy drinking,
Ed is strong as an ox, physically

.. sound and will probably outlive

me. Nor is he accident prone. In
fact he’s almost abnormally cau-
tious.” -

“And we’d be out of our minds
. to even think about trying to rig up
some kind of accident for him, be-
~ cause the insurance companies
- have had every trick in the book
tried on them and it’s impossible to
beat them.” .

“Of course. You saw the prmted.
sheet of statistics on the subject,
the long lists of almost every type
of accident that have been tried
and failed, that Ed gave me. He
- thought it was very funny to dis-
courage any such notions I might
have, damn him.”

Roberto watched Henrietta push

~ the sliding glass- door completely

open and back into its sheath in
the wall, then pick up her rags and
pail and turn to Lucille Glover.

“Miz Glover,” she said. “That’s

\
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it for the day. It’s almost four
o’clock. I'm\ goin’ to leave now,
ma’am, if it’s all right with you.”
- “Oh, that’s right,” Lucille said.
“It is Thursday, your night off,
isn’t it? Run along then and enjoy -
yourself ”

. The maid ducked her head and
vanished into the house.

Roberto said, softly: “What the
insurance statistics don’t list are
the accidents that do succeed. Be-

‘cause they’re never determined to
be anything- else. There must be -

some of those, if only a few.”

Lucille sat up, looked at him
quizzically. “So?” -

“T’ve thought of one.”

For a long moment she didn’t
answer. She leaned toward him,
her whole lithe body tense. A pale
blue vein showed at her temple.
Almost hoarsely, she whispered:
“What is it?”

“If 1 do have somethmg fool-
proof, would you really go through
with it? It wouldn’t bother you to
see him dead?”

“You know better. I hate his

“dirty, rotten insides. It’s probably

the only way I'd ever be free of

" him. What is it, Roberto?”

“I want to think it out a little
more before we even discuss it.

~Rightnow I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

He stood and walked over to
her. She watched the tigerish, lean-
muscled grace of his movements.
He bent and tilted up her chin and
lowered his face. His mouth closed
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gently over hers. It was he who ﬁ-
nally broke the kiss.

“Because I have other things on
my mind right now,” he sald '

“Let’s go inside.”

Her face was flushed. She al-
lowed him to take her hand and
help her up from the chaise-lounge.
- With their arms locked together,
they walked from the patio into the
game room, then through to the
house proper.

Later, smoking a cigarette, she
said to Roberto: “You know, it’s
just weird enough to work. People
have been badly hurt, a few even
killed in that kind of accident. It’s
fairly common.”

“In fact it’s happened once to
Ed, already. He bumped into that
damned glass door and bloodied
“his nose. Just lucky he was moving
slowly or he would have crashed
right through it. Henrietta cleaned
it today so that you can’t even see
it’s there. Especially at night. It’s
not our fault she forgot to put a
new strip of tape across the glass,
afterward.”

“But suppose he does think to
check, to stick out his hand first or
something? Suppose he doesn’t run
through the door?”

Roberto  shrugged. “That’s
tough. So we blew it, that’s all. So
he’ll run out and yank you out of
the pool, be a big hero to himself
for saving your life.”

Her eyes began to glitter with
excitement. She rubbed her grace-
ful, long-fingered hands together.
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“I think it will work, though. In the
first place, he’ll be loaded when he .
comes home from the club. The
first thing he’ll do will be to go to
the playroom bar for a nightcap.
“I’ll stay in the shadows like you
said and he won’t even know I'm
out on the patio until I scream and
fall into the pool. It’s got to work.

- He’ll go flying out there; won’t even

think about the glass door, not see-
ing that strip of tape there. But,
Roberto?” |

“Yeah?”

She studied him, searchingly.
“Are you sure you’ll have the
stomach to do what you might have
to do? You know, if he doesn’t get
cut fatally?”

The suddenly grim cold look in
his dark, thick-lashed eyes gave her
the answer. He didn’t even have
to say that he would be capable of
picking' up a jagged chunk of
broken glass and severing Ed
Glover’s jugular vein, if he had to.
She had to repress a shudder and

jerk her gaze away from Roberto’s,

“We’re going through with it,”
he said. It was a statement and not
a question. She nodded, still not
looking at him. ‘

He went over and took hold of
her hand, squeezed it, surprised at

its sudden coldness.

“Buck up,” he said. “It won’t'be
that awful and it’ll be over fast,
You won’t even have to look at
him afterward.” ,

She shook herself all over and
turned back to him, gave him a
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small weak smile. I guess it can’t
miss, at that. You’ll be hiding be-
hind the pump house. If he doesn’t
go crashing through the glass like a
- drunken bull ‘elephant, you’ll just
remain out of sight. If he does, pull
me out. Roberto, don’t wait too
long. Like most non-swimmers, I
get panicky in deep water.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

“If it works, I’ll be the witness. T

was at the bar with Ed and we
heard you scream, then a splash.
Knowing you can’t swim, Ed went
charging right through the door.
Then I fished you out of the pool.
The insurance company won’t have
a chance of breaking that one.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said.

It worked just that way. At~

nine-fifteen that evening Ed Glover
came home from his club. He went
to the game room bar for a night-
cap drink, He had swigged only
half of it down when there was a
scream from the patio and then a

splash. He looked out and saw his.

wife floundering in the deep end of

the pool. He set his drink down on

the bar and ran to help her.

The plate glass door snapped with
a sharp crack of sound and then
fell outward in a thousand razor-
edged shards and slivers. The huge
bulk of Ed Glover, already bloody
from a hundred cuts, sprawled face
down in the jagged glass debris. A
triangular shaped slice cut through
the side of his throat as he landed
and his life began to ebb out in
~steadily pulsing spurts.
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Roberto came out from behind
the pumphouse. He moved to the -
edge of the pool, after glancing
once at Ed Glover’s motionless
figure and stood there -watching
Lucille’s arms flail and listened to
her gurgled cries of -distress. He
didn’t move.

After awhile he watched her go
under one last time and sink slowly
to-the bottom of the pool. Then he

turned back to Ed Glover, checked

his pulse, relieved that it wasn’t
necessary for him to personally
finish the job. He was careful not
to step in any blood.

He left by the rear patio gate

- and went across the dark vacant
-lot there, to where he had parked

his car. He felt a little sorry for
Henrietta, who would discover the

gruesome scene when she returned

to work in the morning and would
probably feel personally guilty for
not replacing the tape on the shiny
glass door, thus being responsible
in some way for this terrible
tr'agedy-——a man killed while rush-
ing to save his drowning wife. ‘
Back in his own apartment,
Roberto began to pack. He thought
it was about time he returned to
his wife Julia. He was sure that
she wouldn’t give him any more
problems after his three-month
absence. Besides, she ‘would need
him to comfort her over the loss of
her first cousin, Ed Glover and to
help her wisely invest the million

| dollars that would be her share of
the estate. :
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