






























































2 KEYHOLE MYSTERY MAGAZINE

He knew that he would see the
Mamba again, but he wanted to
make quite certain. And so, when
the great black snake slid across
the grass toward the cow an hour
before sunrise, the old man leaned
out over the window sill and fol-
lowed the movements of the Mam-
ba as it approached the cow. He
saw it wait for a moment under
the belly of the animal, letting its
head sway slowly backwards and
forwards half a dozen times be-
fore finally raising its body from
the ground to take the teat of the
cow into its mouth. He saw it
drink the milk for half an hour,
until there was none left, and he
saw it lower its body and slide
smoothly back behind the shack
whence it came. And while he
watched these things, the old man
began laughing quietly with one
side of his mouth.

Then the sun rose up from be-
hind the hills, and Judson came
out of his hut with the four-gallon
tin in his hand, but this time he
went straight to the window of
the shack where the old man was
sitting.

“What happened?” said Judson.

The old man looked down at
him from his window. “Nothing,”
he said. “Nothing happened. I
dozed off again and the bastard
came and took it while I was
asleep. Listen, Judson,” he added,
“we got to catch this boy, other-
wise you'll be going short of milk,
not that that would do any harm.

But we got to catch him. I can't
shoot because he’s too clever; ‘the
cow’s always in the way. You'll
have to get him.”

“Me get him? How?”

The old man spoke very slowly.
“I think,” he said, “I think you
must hide beside the cow, right
beside the cow. That is the only
way you can catch him.”

Judson was rumpling his hair
with his left hand.

“Today,” continued the old
man, “you will dig a shallow
trench right beside the cow. If
you lie in it and if I cover you
over with hay and grass, the thief
won’t notice you until he’s right
alongside.”

“He may have a knife,” Judson
said.

“No, he won’t have a knife.
You take your stick. That’s all
you'll need.”

Judson said, “Yes, I'll take my
stick. When he comes, I'll jump
up and beat him with my stick.”
Then suddenly he seemed to re-
member something. “What about
her chewing?” he said. “Couldn’
stand her chewing all night,
crunching and crunching, crunch-
ing spit and grass like it was peb-
bles. Couldn’t stand that all
night,” and he began twisting
again at his left ear with his hand.

“You'll do as you're bloody well
told,” said the old man.

That day Judson dug his trench
beside the cow which was to be
tethered to the small acacia tree so
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“Someone jammed an ice-pick
into him,” growled the coroner.
“Although I'd say malnutrition
and alcoholism were contributing
factors.”

“His alcoholism wouldnt have
been involved with brandy?” said
Beasley, “would it?”

Snorted Coroner Blye, “Cheap
wine and rot-gut booze, I'd say.”

“We found this one in a creek
a couple of miles out of town,”
said Lieutenant Mollison. “But it
was the ice-pick that did for him,
not drowning. The point is, who
is he?”

“I imagine,” said Beasley, “that
the clothes belonging to the body
at the Medical School might be a
better fit on this body here.”

At this moment the telephone
rang. The coroner picked it up,
listened a2 moment, and handed
it to Beasley.

“It’s for you,” he said. Beasley
put the receiver to his ear. Susan’s
voice squeaked at him.

“Beez! Listen! —I got it. It was
right in her locker, like you said
it probably would be. But listen
~—she’s still on the job down here
and I tried to talk to her; and a
couple of men got up and came
over and practically forced her
away from me! And Beez—one
of them, anyway, had a gun under
his coat.”

“Naturally—" said Beasley,
calmly. He turned to Lieutenant.
“Come along, lieutenant: Susan
Alcorn—you remember my fi-

”

ance, I'm sure—has just located
your killers for you.”

When Beasley and Lieutenant
Mollison drove into the parking
lot of the Mirador, twenty min-
utes later, a shadow detached it-
self from one corner of the build-
ing and came toward them. It was
Susan, her curvesome little figure
enticingly clad in the ballerina
skirt and off-the-shoulder blouse
which was the regular uniform for
waitresses at the Mirador.

“Oh, Beez—lieutenant!” she
whispered gratefully. “Those two
men I told you about. They’re sit-
ting inside in a corner of the main
diningroom. And they've been
watching me!”

“Never mind,” said Beasley,
soothingly, “you neednt go back
inside. Wait in the car here while
the lieutenant and I go in. Have
you got it?”

“Oh! —Yes,” said Susan, and
handed Beasley a long silver nail
file with an ivory handle.

“Come on, come on!” growled
Lieutenant Mollison. “Suppose
you explain what this is all
about?’

“It’s really quite simple,” Beas-
ley informed him as they walked
together toward the nightclub.
“Joey Williams has become in-
volved in a little dispute with an-
other local figure on the shady
side of the law—I imagine you
know who I mean.”

“Sure. Mike Hanscomb—Big
Mike Hanscomb,” replied Lieu-
































































































84 KEYHOLE MYSTERY MAGAZINE

brought in two sheets of galva-
nized iron and made a v-shaped
shield. Then, with a cord to the
knob of the key compartment,
from a distance of ten feet, he
opened the door.

It was loud; and at close range
it might have been fatal. It did
some, but not extensive, damage
to the hallway. And it stilled the
clock forever. It dissolved into
ancient splinters, with its metallic
entrails looped grotesquely about.

“One more old friend gone,”
said Uncle Nicholas, “and there
are so few left.”

There were other incidents; and
some of the weirdest of them were
those that never happened. The
old house, high on the crest of the
hill, was a target for lightning.
And the high lightning rod above
the main gable had drawn and
grounded many a bolt. So Uncle
Nicholas was not greatly surprised
when he discovered a clever gadg-
et attached to its ground. This
was a transformer with its heavy
primary coil in series with the
ground, coupled with a sparking
coil arranged to detonate caps for
a truly amazing quantity of pow-
der sufficient to bring down the
house.

“My friends become still morz
solicitous,” said Uncle Nicholas.
“They would ease the burden of
my days, and give me release
from a world which, for even the
best of men, is no more than a

compromise. I sympathize with
their concern; but a man still has
not the right to leave till he is
called.”

And there was the time when
he made the periodic check on his
fire extinguishers, for he was a
careful man and had several of
them. Now, carbon-tetrachloride
and kerosene both have pungent
odors, but they are not the same,
and even a dotty old man (and he
was not that yet) can tell the dif-
ference. Fortunately, for the sev-
eral small fires that had broken
out mysteriously, he had not had
to use them.

All this time the months were
going by and they were all getting
a little older. It seemed in fact as
though Clinton and Carla were
gaining on Uncle Nicholas in age
and might someday even surpass
him if stern steps were not taken.
But efforts were doubled and re-
doubled and all stops pulled out
and thrown away.

There were Amenhotep 1, IJ,
III and IV, not to mention V, VI,
V11, VIII and IX, the latter several
of these having no dynastic equiva-
lents. These, not to be mysterious,
were cats. Uncle Nicholas had al-
ways kept a large black cat. And
from common politeness he in-
variably offered the cat of his own
fare several hours before partak-
ing of it himself. And as each cat
died queerly, he procured another
from a cat man in a near town, all
identical in appearance; and every
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a period of surprising content-
ment. He himself would never
have gone so far as to murder for
money. But the murderer, if there
was one, had been punished; and
all of the apples had fallen into
Clinton’s waiting basket, though
another had gone to the trouble of
shaking the tree.

Clinton and Walter Jr., moved
into the Old House, and Clinton
now looked forward to many hap-
py and full years in his new role
as the elder uncle. He became sur-
passing fond of young Walter, his
pride and heir. This was a good
boy of fine prospects, and when
he married (as he had every in-
dication of doing) then he would
be given the New House for him-
self and bride, and Uncle Clinton
would continue on in the Old
House as proud Uncle and re-
spected head of the tribe.

There were so many of them,
and all so pretty: Marietta and
Jeannie Lou, and Anabelle, and
Charlotte, and Stella Marie.

Young Walter, as the heir ap-
parent to a wealthy uncle, had his
pick of them; and he married
Charlotte.

Sometimes, if you are not pay-
ing attention, you may look away
for an instant, and when you look
back you will find that four or
five years have gone by. If it
weren’t for these abridgements,

life would be as long as it is won-
derful.

Something like this happened
now and a handful of years had
passed. Clinton one day wandered
down to the New House of young
Walter and his wife. And, not
having announced his presence, he
happened to overhear them quite
by accident.

“He is not really old,” said
Walter, “a little over fifty. We
may as well take off our coats and
hats and be patient. We may have
a long wait.

“There is a point,” said Char-
lotte coldly, “where patience ceases
to be a virtue. Fate is the pokiest
ox in the world if left to itself.
But with a prod it can be hur-
ried.”

“I hope you are not thinking
what 1 am afraid you are think-
ing.”

“All T can say is that a person
has time to grow very long teeth
while waiting to dine on a dead
man’s leavings.”

Clinton was chilled and sad-
dened and suddenly aged when he
heard it.

“I am deeply shocked to hear
you talk like that,” said young
Walter. Yet a thoughtful listener,
and Uncle Clinton was, might
have felt that Walter was not
nearly as shocked as he should
have been. nn
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She wanted to ask, “But your
job?” She found herself unable
to utter the word.

“l wish it had wheels,” said
Harry, “and I wish we had a good
used car. I wish we had a bit of
capital. We could move on.”

“South?” murmured Helen, al-
most inaudibly.

“South of the border,” said Har-
ry, his tone becoming a little full-
er “Maybe we could get this thing
shipped down there some way.
We could live in it while we got
a cabin built, and then it could be
the first chicken house.

“You know, Helen, I was read-
ing about an idea for filling tin
basins with half-decayed compost,
and you put worms’ eggs in, and
you bore holes in the bottom of
the basin, and the worms fall out
and the hens pick them up, and
that puts vitamins in their eggs,
and a flavour out of all compar-
ison with store-bought, battery-
raised eggs, and the chickens taste
altogether different when you sell
them off for fryers and broilers.
And of course there’s a big saving
on your feed bill.”

“And our own eggs free,” said
Helen. “Chickens too!”

“We might get a little group to-
gether,” said Harry, tentatively. “I
mean, if they all put down a cer-
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tain amount, you and me could
ride along for contributing the or-
ganisation and the know-how.
There’s that couple along the
road, for sure, and I really believe
I could interest Mr. Reeves, and
he’s got the addresses of a lot of
other people, too. You know, in
the neighbourhood of one of those
new resorts they're starting down
there: far enough off for the land
to be cheap; near enough to make
deliveries at the hotels...”

“On a lake, maybe,” said Helen.

“Why not?” said Harry. “Lots
of pure water for the chickens,
and a plentiful supply of freshly
caught fish for the table. That
cuts the overhead. I can just see
the hills sloping down to the lake.
I can hear the tropical foliage
whispering in the evening breeze.
I can see the hotel lights across
the water. Maybe we could use
your monthly dough for instal-
ments on a little cruiser, and make
our deliveries that way. Coming
home across the lake, I can just
hear the guitars and the native
folk songs in some little village
on the shore. We could anchor the
boat...”

“...and swim together,” mur-
mured Helen; already drowning
in bliss.

“By moonlight,” said Harry.
“Just you and L” aEm
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was burned as brilliant in his
mind as a photograph on film.

He would not believe it, he told
himself incredulously; he refused
to believe it! But the picture was
there before him, growing clearer
each second, becoming more and
more terribly alive as he watched
it. The man’s arm possessing her.
Her look of acceptance. Of sensu-
al acceptance.

He was shaking uncontrollably
now, the blood pounding in his
head, as he prepared to turn the
car and follow them. Then he felt
himself go limp. Follow them
where? Back to town undoubted-
ly, where the man would be wait-
ing for the next train to the city.
And then what? A denunciation
in the grand style? A scene? A
public humiliation for himself as
much as for them?

He could stand anything, but
not such humiliation. It had been
bad enough when he had first
married Claire and realized his
friends were laughing at him for
it. A man in his position to marry
his secretary, and a girl half his
age at that! Now he knew what
they had been laughing at, but
he had been blind then. There
had been such:an air of cool for-
mality about her when she carried
on her duties in the office; she sat
with such prim dignity when she
took his notes; she had dressed so
modestly—and when he had first
invited her to dinner she had red-
dened with the flustered naivete
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of a young girl being invited on
her first date. Naivete! And all the
time, he thought furiously, she
must have been laughing at me.
She, along with the rest of them.

He drove to the house slowly,
almost blindly. The house was
empty, and he realized that, of
course, it was Thursday, . the
servant’s day off, which made it
the perfect day for Claire’s pur-
pose. He went directly to the li-
brary, sat down at the desk there,
and unlocked the top drawer. His
gun was in that drawer, a short-
barreled .38, and he picked it up
slowly, hefting its cold weight in
his hand, savoring the sense of
power it gave him. Then abruptly
his mind went back to something
Judge Hilliker had once told him,
something strangely interesting
that the old man had said while
sharing a seat with him on the
Broker’s Special.

“Guns?” Hilliker had said.
“Knives? Blunt instruments? You
can throw them all out of the
window. As far as I'm concerned
there is just one perfect weapon
—an automobile. Any automobile
in good working order. Why? Be-
cause when an automobile is go-
ing fast enough it will kill anyone
it hits. And if the driver gets out
and looks sorry he’ll find that he’s
the one . getting everybody’s sym-
pathy, and not that bothersome
corpse on the ground who
shouldn’t have been in the way
anyhow. As long as the driver isn’t
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drunk or flagrantly reckless he
can kill anybody in this country
he wants to, and suffer no more
than a momentary embarrassment
and a penalty that isn’t even worth
worrying about.

“Think it over, man,” the Judge
continued: “to most people the
automobile is some sort of god,
and if God happens to strike you
down it’s your hard luck. As for
me, when I cross a street I just say
a little prayer.”

There was more of that in Judge
Hilliker’s mordant and long-wind-
ed style, but Cornelius had no
need to remember it. What he
needed he now had, and very
carefully he put the gun back in
the drawer, slid the drawer shut,
and locked it.

Claire came in while he still sat
brooding at the desk, and he
forced himself to regard her with
cold objectivity—this  radiantly
lovely woman who was playing
him for a fool, and who now stood
wide-eyed in the doorway with an
incongruously large bag of gro-
cerics clutched to her.

“I saw the car in the garage,”
she said breathlessly. “I was afraid
something was wrong. That you
weren't feeling well...”

“I feel very well.”

“But you’re home so early.
You've never come this early be-
fore.”

“I've always managed to refuse
invitations to midweek dinner
parties before.”

123
“Oh, Lord!” she gasped. “The

dinner! It never even entered my
mind. I've been so busy all
day...”

“Yes?” he said. “Doing what?”

“Well, everyone’s off today, so 1
took care of the house from top to
bottom, and then when I looked
in the pantry and saw we needed
some things I ran into town for
them.” She gestured at the bulky
paper bag with her chin. “I'll
have your bath ready, and your
things laid out as soon as I put
this stuff away.”

Watching her leave he felt an
honest admiratiors for her. Anoth-
er woman would have invented a
visit to a friend who might, at
some later time, accidentally let
the cat out of the bag. Or another
woman would not have thought
to burden herself with a useless
package to justify a trip into town.
But not Claire, who was evidently
as clever as she was beautiful.

And she was damnably attrac-
tive. His male friends may have
laughed behind his back, but in
their homes she was always eager-
ly surrounded by them. When he
entered a roomful of strangers
with her he saw how all men’s
eyes followed her with a frankly
covetous interest. No, nothing
must happen to her; nothing at
all. It was the man who had to be
destroyed, just- as one would de-
stroy any poacher on his preserves,
any lunatic who with ax in hand
ran amok through his home.






























