








there she stood next to Baby Doll
and Peaches, the three circling
their hips before the crowd. He
took note of Ida. The day would
come when she could help him.
Not anything permanent. But she
would be right for getting started
again. Because in her costume, the
tanned flesh moved like ripples.
The waist was narrow, the legs
long, the hips tight. There was feel-
ing in her eyes, too. It was not the
blank stare of thousands of good
lookers you pass on the street. She
held you. She would make you
turn your head. This one, plus his
voice, would one day turn the heads
of thousands.

So the days passed. And Zanda
waited. He set up the tents and fed
the elephants. And he didn’t press.
Waiting, biding his time. One
morning, he went to repair Ida’s
trailer and met her. The next few
nights, they had a beer after the
last show. Each time, he took her
back to her trailer and said good-
night. Nothing else. One night, she
asked if he'd like to go dancing.
And she felt warm and soft against
him in the car. He talked to her as
they danced and he talked, soft-
ly and plaintively, driving back
through the quiet night. He played
it straight and she came to him—
or so he thought.

His chance came in Marion
County, Virginia. One night, the
spieler came down with the DT’s
and couldn’t go on. So they shoved
a megaphone in his hands and
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they pushed him on the girlie show
platform and stood back for the
laughs. They never came.

Zanda threw away the mega-
phone. His great voice boomed
over the midway like a cannon,
reaching the farmers at the cotton
candy machine, pulling the women
out of the bingo, turning heads at
the pinwheel, into the freak show,
and the beef judging. It was a voice
that was pure as music. After a
while, you didn’t even notice Zan-
da. It was just this voice coming
out, sweet-talking, wonder-talking,
honey-talking with a deep rich
throb. It was enticing to the men.
To the women, it said things a mil-
lion sun-tanned farm wives dream
of hearing a man say. Only standing
there in the sawdust, it was as if he
were carrying on a private con-
versation with each one of them.
The tumbling words went spin-
ning a web over their heads and
they gathered round. In ten min-
utes, there was standing room only.

The next few months, he worked
the geek show, the fire eater, the
fat lady, the tattooed woman, the
alligator man, the wolf boy and Mr._

- Tom Thumb.

The spring became summer, the
peak of the carnival season, and
then he opened his own concession
—“Zanda the Magnificent.” He of-
fered Ida a fifty-fifty split. At first,
she turned him down. A head act
would only pay her a drop in the
bucket to what she was getting.
But the concession was only a part
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“All right. All right. I've tried it
the nice way. I can get rough too.”

“Don’t make me laugh, Mr.
Talker. You’d have to murder me
farst.”

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG-CLANG-CLANG.

The echo rang through the dead
ship. It was an impulse. But it was
the perfect psychological moment
for him to slam the hatch shut. The
darkness seeped around them and
he lost sight of Ida. He waited for
his vision to come back. When he
seemed to make out a wisp of
white, he said into the void:

“You picked the right word. No-
body saw you come in with me.
And nobody comes aboard this
hulk. There’s an eight-inch stiletto
strapped to my belt. It’s razor
sharp. You don’t even feel it go in.
Or I got a release in my pocket you

“can sign. Now which one do you
want?”

There was no answer. Zanda
peered into the blackness listening
for her answer. It never came.

“Well, what do you say,” he said.

Still no answer. He strained
again for her form and it seemed
like a white wisp moved from the
opposite side of the room. Slowly,
he walked toward it. It got smaller
and smaller, then it seemed to sepa-
rate and shrink into two forms,
tiny white blotches. For several
minutes, he stood still trying to
puzzle it out. “Ida,” he said tenta-
tively. The forms were six feet
away. Now four feet. Now two
feet. He waited, then slowly put out
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his hands and touched it. It was a
shoe. Ida’s shoe. And the form next
to it was a second shoe.

“What the hell,” he muttered.
Across the stateroom, fluttering, he
saw another white form. Was that
Ida or was his vision going bad in
the dark?

“Ida, I want you to sign that form.
I want to break our partnership
legally. Do you hear me’?”

There was no answer. Zanda
walked slowly to the bright form in
the pitch dark. It moved.

“Last chance,” he said.
chance.”

He reached toward his belt as if
he were pulling out his stiletto,
hoping she would see his motion
and relent. Then he raised his
clenched empty hand as he moved
closer toward her. The steel in his
heel made sharp clicking sounds
against the deck as he advanced.
When he stood facing the bright
form, he stopped and waited. It
seemed to wave loosely, ominously,
like a sheet on a clothesline. Sud-
denly, he lunged for it, his doubled
fist smashing in towards its center
as if he were delivering a knife
thrust. He struck it, held it and
pitched forward with it to the deck.
Around his head draped a woman’s -
dress as he went crashing head first
into the bulkhead. He felt a dull
pain around the crown of his head
and the warmth of blood. He sat
there for a moment listening for
footsteps. There wouldn’t be any.
She had climbed out of her shoes.
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- big leg. Very, very much.”

He buried his face in her hair.
This was the good life, he thought.
Nothing, no one was going to take
it from him ...

He had always liked the solem-
nity and quiet of the forest. There
was something restful and soothing
in the isolation, the lack of the
sounds of machinery and motors,
‘the absence of the hurry and bustle
of the cities. The only intrusion
from the outside world was the oc-
casional snarl of an outboard motor
out on the lake but even this was
not overdone for he had selected a
far end of Walton Lake on which
te build his cottage. There were no
immediate neighbors. He had come
to these north woods for seclusion
and here at the lake he had it.

- He found the waiting hard to
take and this was unusual for he
had always been a patient man. The
thing he disliked most about the
waiting was that so many doubts
and uncertainties were forming in
his mind. He realized these were
foolish fears for the man Sargasso
sent would be efficient and capable.
He knew how these killers oper-
ated. They entered a town or city
as strangers, studied the habits of
their quarry, decided on the best
means of liquidation, did so and
departed. They were the profes-
sionals who very seldom were ap-
prehended and if they were never
named their employers. He knew
that very well but still he could not
keep a feeling of anxiety from
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creeping over him. There was too
much at stake, he had too much to
lose, that was the reason he wor-
ried so endlessly.

He tried fishing to while away
the time. He got his boat and went
out to the center of the lake by the
island and on his third cast hooked
a wall-eye. But his heart was not in
it and he played the big fish care-
lessly and impatiently and lost it.
He started the motor again, intend-
ing to cruise about the lake, and
with his mind on other matters al-
most wrecked the craft on the
treacherous rocks that lurked just
beneath the surface of the water at
the south end of the island. He
swerved the boat barely in time
and as he looked back over his
shoulder at the place where he
could have torn the bottom out of
the craft the idea was born. .

He could feel his heart begin to
pound with an old excitement.
Then he remembered that Sargasso
was sending someone and that
whoever it was he would have his
own ideas. So Whitburn filed the
thought away, somewhat regret-
fully, telling himself he could not
become involved directly. He had
to stay clean.

Heading back to the cottage, he
saw the car parked beside his con-
vertible. A strange tightness gath-
ered in his throat, a sensation of un-
easiness almost akin to panic, and
he wondered at this for he had al-
ways prided himself on his iron
nerve. He told himself to relax. The
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“Good,” Cullenbine said. “No
sense in dragging it out, is there?
Mace. Do me a favor. I'd rather not
watch.”

“You're the boss,” Mace said. He
motioned with the pistol. “Start
moving, Burn. Back the way we
come. I told you I was going to do
it like you wanted it. An accident,
you said? That’s how it'll be.”

He walked on wooden legs,
hardly conscious of the pain when
he barked his shin against a piece of
driftwood. He walked like a beaten
man, shoulders slumped, feet drag-
ging. Mace stepped in close once
and jabbed Whitburn hard in the
back with the pistol.

“Faster, damn
snarled.

Whitburn’s pace quickened then,
after a while, began to slow and
drag again. They were well away
from Cullenbine now. Only the
night was there, and the inanimate-
ness of the island, and the frogs
chorusmg and the .water lapping
against the beach.

Whitburn had angled close to the
edge of the water. He paused when
he felt a stick of driftwood and
stood with one heel poised against
it. Mace’s curse sounded softly and
Whitburn sensed the man moving
in to jab him again with the pistol.
Whitburn kicked back with his
heel, sending the pjece of drift-
wood hard against Mace’s shins.
Mace swore as his feet tangled and
tripped him. He fell heavily, curs-
ing sharp and loud. The pistol
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you,”  Mace

roared as he dropped but the bullet
went wild,

Whitburn was on Mace instant-
ly. A hard toe against Mace’s wrist
sent the pistol flying out of numbed
fingers. They grappled, rolling into
the water. With a fury he had never
known, Whitburn got a hold on
Mace, forcing him face down into
the water. Whitburn’s knees dug
into the small of Mace’s back, his
hands never for an instant relaxed
their iron grip.

Mace thrashed and kicked and
tried to roll, he tried swiveling his
head to get his mouth out of the
water but it was just deep enough
to thwart his efforts. Whitburn
held him until Mace’s movements
weakened and finally slackened
and were still. He stayed as he was
on Mace until he was sure Mace
would breathe no more.

He had never known rage and
hate when killing until now. The
realization came to him as he was
walking back to Cullenbine. But
then, Whitburn told himself, this
was the first time he had ever been
personally involved with his vic-
tims. All the others had been de-
tached objects for whom he’d had
no feelings. They had merely rep-
resented a job he had to do. They
had never been a question of sur-
vival.

He had Mace’s pistol in his hand
as he came up to Cullenbine who

- was waiting, smoking calmly. It was

not until Whitburn was almost on
him that recognition, shock, then
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half mile on, where the hairpin
turns began, it might have been un-
derstandable. But in the open? It
just didn’t figure.

Perhaps I should fill you in on
_ terrain before I get ahead of myself.
Coming out of Carson City you hit
the local running onto the free-
way. But as you hit the ramp for
the freeway, State 301, which used
to be the through route before the
freeway was completed, cuts off to
the west. Highway 301 is pretty
much deserted nowadays. Only the
farmers owning ranches along the
stretch use it much.

While - the freeway skirts the
southern end of the mountains, 301
runs smack into them, crossing by
use of switchbacks, sharp, narrow
turns—real stiff driving, mostly
upgrade. But for fifteen miles be-
fore you start climbing the road
runs through desert, straight and
flat, with only two or three easy
curves, the kind you take at eighty
and ninety with no strain. Perfect
drag-strip material.

And that’s what the hot iron
crowd of Carson City uses 301 for.
A race track. Sure, the troopers
aren’t muy simpatico about it, and
every once in a while they lay a
trap for us, but usually they bag
only small fry. Operators like Skit
and I know when the road’s wide
open. The farmers don’t mind;
their spreads are off the highway
anyway. So it’s only the state jocks
we have to watch for. Otherwise
it’s a perfect drag-strip.
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But once you pass the fifteen mile
limit, things get rough. There’s a
quick ride up, and then the road
turns to spaghetti, twisting and
looping like crazy. Even before you
get to “Panic Alley” the country
changes, the shoulders fall away,
and there’s only rock pile, jagged
and vicious, sixty and seventy feet
down, on either side of the pave-
ment.

The gang’s usually content to
scramble against each other on the
straightaway, taking their heaps
down when they hit the “alley”.
But once in awhile there’s a grudge
spin, and they’ll barrel their cans
into the mountain passes, pushing
them as hard as they dare, until one
of the guys chickens out. That’s
what happened to Skit and me.
Only with one little variation.

Like I said, the local Tracys were
up in the air about Skit. Of course
there was nothing even hinted at
in the newspapers, and the whole
thing died a natural death. I was
filling up at Christy’s Service one
morning, though, when Jorgenson,
one of the state lardbottoms, rolled
in. While he tanked up, I pumped
him discreetly about Skit's death.

“Don’t seem right to me, some-
how,” he said, squinting up against
the already scorching sun. “Not
with a hotshot driver like Skit.
Drivers like him just don’t go ram-
ming off the road in a straight
stretch, even if they’re pushing a
hundred. Barring tire trouble or
something like that, I mean . .."”
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the front door panel. “You stinkin’
bastard!” he growled, crawling to
his feet. He came at me warily, his
fists poised.

Afterwards the guys told me
about it. There wasn’t much about
the fight that I clearly remembered.
They said I was yelling like crazy,
accusing him of killing Maria, call-
ing him every unprintable name I
could think of. But it was no con-
test. Skit set me up like I was meat
on a block, and methodically
hacked away at me. I still explore
holes in my mouth where teeth
once lived. :

One thing I do recall though.
Somewhere in that bloody melee,
Skit’s words got through to me
and I heard him say, “Quit yam-
mering about Maria, stupid! She
isn’t worth the sweat. She was a
pig, that’s all. Just a pig.” He
laughed gutterally, in animal spite.
“Lots of fun, though, Bartie ...
Or didn’t you get any?”

In that moment 1 saw Maria’s
face again, saw the fathomless
depths of her brooding eyes, the
panicky, helpless fear lurking there.
She’d known what she was letting
herself in for—that she was squan-
dering her love on a slob. And now
he stood before me, taunting me,
calling Maria a pig—a lay. That's
all she'd meant to him.

It seemed the top of my head ex-
ploded, and I charged Costello with
new fury, battering at his ugly,
sneering face with all my strength,
He went down, banging his head
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agaisst his bumper. I don't know
what happened when he got up.
The guys told me it took two of
the shop teachers to pull Skit off -
me.

But that wasn’t the end of it.
Now I knew I'd never rest until
I'd squared things for Maria—and
for myself. Even if it meant a
stretch 1n the pen, I'd get Skit. And
I firmly intended it would be a
permanent thing, too. He didn’t
deserve to live.

I bided my time, and judging
from the look Skit sent me every
time our paths crossed, he was sure
I was done, that I'd turned yellow.
I was content to let him think that
way, because I had an idea. Only
it needed time.

A month passed and it was
spring again. Remembering last
spring, and the happiness Maria
and I had shared, I knew it would-
n’t be long now. I had to get Skit.
And soon. It seemed the memory
of Maria haunted me every waking
moment, turning my sleep into
nightmares.

A week later every detail was in
place. I knew how I'd avenge Ma-
ria, I knew how I'd kill Skit. And
besides, I'd come out smelling like
a rose.

Charlie Kinzer was with me. He
had his own personal axe to grind.
Skit had cut him out with his girl,
too. And like Maria, he’d got what
he wanted from her, then bugged
out. Only Betsy was lucky. She
didn’t catch fire. So I was sure I
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slight jump on him. Eighty—ninety
—Then we were alongside.

I leaned from my side, waving
the white flag at Skit, seeing his
eyes glow white in the combined
brilliance of our lights, furtively
darting from the road to my car.
Then he saw who it was. A scorn-
ful smile crossed his face. He
caught sight of the fluttering flag
from the corner of his eye. Again
the sneer. He gave me the thumb
up. Pouring it on, he pulled away,
hitting a hundred easy.

But just before he dragged off,
I shouted at the top of my voice,
“Run!”

“We lost him,” Charlie said, his
voice dead. He wouldn’t buy it

“Don’t kid yourself,” I answered.
“He'll bite. Just keep her at ninety.
Stay out in the left lane.”

I kept my arm over the door,
feeling the wind burn and twist
my flesh, feeling the white cloth
snapping against my wrist pain-
fully.

The flag was something new.
The gang “had only started with
the gimmick a few weeks back.
The object was to come alongside
at ninety or better, cozying up close
enough so the flag could be passed
from the passenger of one car to
the driver of the other. At ninety
and a hundred per, the trick took
guts aplenty. Most guys chickened
out at the last minute.

I knew Skit. If there was any-
thing under the sun he was vain
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about it was his driving. I'd chal-
lenged him. No one could make
him chicken out and live to tell
about it. He’d be back.

Just as I thought, moments later
I saw his tail lights flicker, saw him
slacken speed. He was purposely
allowing us to overtake him. Skit’s
left arm was outstretched, waving
us on, ready for the flag.

“Ready, Charlie,” 1 said, my
voxcc ragged. “Here’s the payoﬁ

" We came up at ninety-five to
meet Skit coming back. Little by
little, the roar of our engines dull-
ing our senses, we pulled closer,
back and forth, in and out, jockey-
ing for position. Then we came up.
I could see the confident smile fro-
zen on Skit’s lips. He'd be damned
if he'd crap out to me.

We missed the first grab. “Steady,
damn you, Charlie!” I muttered.
“Steady!”

Again the space between our
irons narrowed. I. stretched for
Ski’s hand. “Easy, Charlie,” 1
guided, “cut in a hair yet...
There!”

I felt Skit’s fingers claw into the
cloth, I felt him yank it frantically.
But I didn’t let go. Instead 1
reached over with my left hand
and clamped onto Skit's wrist.
Then I dropped the cloth and
grabbed with both hands.

Skit’s face suddenly contorted in
terror, as he realized he’d been
suckered. “Let go, you dirty bas-
tard!” he howled. “I'll ram your
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empty. The spread lay neatly fold-
ed at the foot. The sheet was
turned back as crisp and smooth
as glass, ready to receive her body.
But Marian hadn’t slept there;
she’d been gone for nearly two
weeks. v

I closed my eyes, and fragments
of despair dropped like lead
weights into my mind. I'd been
thinking she came back last night.
She smiled down at me the way she
always did before coming to bed;
with her eyes, hardly moving her
lips. She was wearing the pale blue
nightdress I'd given her two
months ago on our tenth anniver-
sary

Hell, I must have dreamed it. I
wanted her home, and that’s the
kind of impossible wish that keeps
distilleries in business.

I felt a warm weight pressing
against my back. I turned quickly,
but it wasn’t Marian. This girl’s
bair was the same dark auburn
colar; but Marian had never let her
hair get into such a tangled mess,
with matted rat’s nests above the
ears.

I drew away from her. She
frowned in her sleep and moved

toward me. I slid out of bed, pulled

on my robe and looked down at
her. She was somewhere between
twenty and twenty-five. If she was
pretty, I couldn’t see it; not with
her face lumpy and sagging in
sleep. Her upper lip arched out-
ward to reveal two slightly pro-
truding teeth. A line of saliva
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trailed from her mouth to the pil-
low, where it mixed with lipstick
and formed a stain the color of di-
luted blood.

I hated to deal with her now;
even the intimacy of conversation
made my stomach queasy. But I
wanted her out of my house, so 1
shook her shoulder.

“Baby . ..” Without opening
her eyes, she rolled her tongue
around her mouth, “Let’s sleep a
little longer, baby.”

I could feel my patience slipping
away. I hated that sticky, stupid,
shopworn endearment; in thirty-
five years I'd come to tolerate ev-
erything but being called “Baby.”
I shook her until her eyes popped
open. “What’s your name?”

“God, did you wake me up for
that?” She jerked the sheet over
her head. “Marian . .. you been
calling me Marian.”

I jerked the sheet off her head.
“Dammit! That’s my wife’s name.”

“I know, Baby, I know.” She
kicked off the sheet and stretched,
her legs forming a straight line
from toe to torso. “I'm Sandra.
You can call me Sandy.”

She gave me a heavylidded -

smile she probably meant to be
sweet and seductive. To me it was
like having syrup smeared on my
face. Her nakedness aroused me
somewhat less than a tree with the
bark stripped off, though she had
the fleshy, over-blown kind of fig-
ure that’s supposed to be the Amer-
ican dream. She wasnt my dream -
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Marian would have said; she was

the kind of woman who jumped .

up from the table and started wash-
ing dishes before they even cooled.
I saw two plates on the table.
One held a puddle of gray grease
with a slab of bacon in the center,
garnished by a long, auburn hair.
My stomach did a half-gainer; eat-
ing with Sandy was even less ap-
petizing than sleeping with her.

- The cat mewed. “All right, kid,”
I said. “You first, then the other
one.”

I shufled through the long liv-
ing room and found the front door

open. The carpet around it was.

damp; the door had stood open all
night and it had rained. I set the
cat on the lawn and nudged her
away with my toe.

Around the front steps lay proof
that life in Elysia had flowed on
without me. Several milk bottles
warmed in the sun; I tried to count
them but they kept moving. Two
newspapers formed a wet, gluey
mass on the sidewalk. A third lay
near the door, crisp and dry and
smelling of ink as I picked it up. I
read the date beneath the flag:
Tuesday, July 19.

Five days, 1 thought. A drop of
sweat traced a cold path down my
spine. OA, Jesus. Five days gone
like bootleg liquor down the drain.
-1 dropped the paper and stood
there trying to remember. Nothing
came but sweat, cool and clammy
under my robe. The sun was a
white-hot rivet tacked on a sheet
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of blue steel. It couldn’t have been
much past eight in the morning; I
still had time to.get to the ofhce.
But I remembered the winter sales
program 1 was supposed to have
presented to the board last Friday,
and I knew that one more day
would add little to the devastation.

I raised my eyes and saw my car
crosswise in the drive. The back
wheels rested on my neighbor’s
lawn. Now the whole damn town
would know. Two women walked
past, pushing empty grocery carts,
They stared at me, then walked on
with the studied concentration of
students coming late to class. I was
suddenly aware of my bare legs
sticking out beneath my robe.

I went inside and slammed the
door on the painful sunlight. I
needed a drink. My nerves were
rubbing together, rasping like the
hind legs of a cricket.

The bar was a half-flight down
in a basement room with sand-
colored tile on the floor. The walls
were lined with desert murals, and
I reached the bar feeling like I'd
just trekked across the Quattara
depression on my hands and knees.

But the bar held no bourbon; no
scotch. I searched beneath it for the
exotic liquers Marian had stocked
against the day I reached the level
of a party-giving executive. I won-
dered if she was sitting in her hotel
room now, regretting that she’d
ripped apart all those detailed blue-
prints for the future.

All the bottles were empty; we'd
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An electric shaver whirred, saw-
ing at my nerves, I had a vision
of Marian shaving her gently tap-
ered legs. She didn’t like me to
watch her; shaving was a mascu-
" line act that made her feel coarse

and indelicate.

I turned to see Sandy with her

“leg propped on the edge of the
bathtub, running a tiny electric

shaver along her thick calf. For a
moment I watched it chew away
the faint stubble, then it dawned
on me that it was Marian’s shaver.
I jerked the cord from the wall
plug and the whirring died.

Sandy looked up with her mouth
open. “What the hell . . .?”

“Where'd you get that shaver?”

“Why . . . you gave it to me last
night.”

Last night. I'd been almost sure
that Marian had taken it with her;
apparently I was mistaken.

I held out my hand. “Let’s have
it.”

She gave it to me, watching my
face. I wrapped the cord around
the shaver and put it in the medi-
cine cabinet; I'd have to clean it
later, when my stomach settled. The
air in the bathroom was mushy
with the scent of bath soap.

“Did you bring any luggage?” 1
asked her.

“A suitcase, like you told me.”

“Good. I'll help you pack.”

She blinked in surprise. “Baby,
wait a minute . . .”

“Clean up in here first. Then get
dressed.” I walked to the door.
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“And stop calling me baby.”

I walked into the hall and took
a deep breath. It didn’t help much;
I was sick with the knowledge
that I'd thrown away ten years of
work Friday night.

I found Sandy’s cheap pasteboard
suitcase in the bedroom and
prowled through the house, carry-
ing it open under my arm. Sandy
had treated the place like a burlesk
runway. I found shoes in the liv-
ing room, a negligee in my den,
and underwear in the basement
bar. They were black, sleazy gar-
ments that clung to my fingers.

I was nearly finished with the
house when I heard a dog barking
out back. It wasn’t ours; Marian
didn’t like dogs. I went out and
found our neighbor’s Dalmatian
spraddled on the naked black earth
at the edge of the unfinished patio.
He was growling at a Beagle I'd
never seen before,

I yelled, and they ran off. Then
I wondered why the hell I both-
ered. The patio was Marian’s idea;
another page torn from her futures
book. She’d had it started during
my last two-month trip around our
sales divisions. The night I came
home, I'd found her with the con-
tractor who had the job. He wasn’t
building a patio then . ..

I went back inside and slammed
the door. The next owner could
finish the patio. Let him worry
about the house and its twenty-five
year mortgage. I couldn’t handle
the payments without a job.
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“You'll have to come back later.
I'm busy.”

In sudden anger Tanager said,
“You're not that busy,” and shoved
the door open. The place was badly
lit and gloomy. Tanager could
make out the shapes of outmoded
cigarette vendors and a dozen ille-
gal pin ball machines ranged
against the walls. The old man gri-
maced. “Guys have got hurt for
coming around here like you did
and making trouble. You better get
out of here mister before I call AL”

Tanager grinned without humor.
“Call AL,” he said.

Al came from a back room at that
moment. He was a soft looking
man with dark, hooded eyes. Tan-
ager said, “I'm a police officer, Al
In case you wanted to do something
about it.”

Al shrugged. “No trouble. You
name it, you got it. What precinct?”

“Homicide Division. So I'm not
much interested in picking you up
for possession of gambling devices.
If I get what I want.”

The hooded eyes flickered. “Like
I said— you name it, you got it.”

Tanager brought out the folder
of matches that he had picked up
in Nino’s place. “These came from
one of your machines. Who services
them?”

“I got half a dozen guys.” Al
reached for the matches. “I'm the
one who put these matches out
though. They’re dogs.”

“What do you mean, dogs?”

“I bought them up from a jobber.
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Guy orders matches with his busi-
ness name on them and goes broke
before he pays for them. So a job-
ber picks up a big bunch of them,
all kinds, and sells them cheap.
There were only two boxes of these
red ones in the last lot I bought. I
put them in the machine myself.”

“How many in a box?”

“Twelve dozen. A gross. I still
got one box.”

Tanager said quietly, “You listen
to me now, Al. I'm not going to
make things rough for you because
I haven’t got time. You believe that.
It’s only because I haven’t got the
time. I think I can guess which ma-
chines you service yourself and
why. But you tell me in your own
words.”

Al said, “Why kid around? I got
pin ball machines in maybe thirty
bars. I got cigarette machines in the
same bars. I service the cigarette
machines in those particular bars
because I got to service the pinball
machines myself. The help I hire
wouldn’t give me an honest count.”

Tanager said, “It figures. How
many machines did you put the red
matches in?”

“Maybe twenty. I could work it
out. I had a half a box of Alka Selt-
zer matches. Maybe Bromo Seltzer
—something like that. When I fin-
ished up the box I started in on the
box of red matches.”

“Is there any chance that any
dealer in town got more of them—
maybe from the same jobber?”

“A thousand to one shot if they
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tion in a mirror. Her clothes were
in good inexpensive taste, but her
face was an embarrassed blank.

It was a long bus ride to the sec-
tion of the city in which she lived.
She bought a paper and glanced at
the headlines while waiting for a
bus. TEEN-AGER KILLS
MOTHER, she read, and some-
thing about a daring daylight bank
robbery; then she opened the paper
and folded it to the feature page.
She frowned. Anne Arden Ad-
vises wasn't in its customary place.
She went carefully through the
paper twice before she was willing
to admit that, for some frustrating
reason, the column had been omit-
ted for that day. The bus was com-
ing. She dropped the worthless
sheet into a trash can plastered
with a sign that warned her not to
be a litterbug.

All the seats were taken on the
bus. Standing passengers were
crowded in the aisles. For half an
hour she clung to a strap, lurching
forward when the bus stopped,
backward when it started, and at
both times bumping into other
standees, men. They looked at her
coldly. Mildred put both hands on
the strap and hid her face between
her upraised arms. Reaching her
stop, she was unable to fight her
way to the door before the bus was
once more on its way. She was
carried two blocks beyond her cor-
per, walked back through an un-
prepossessing  neighborhood  on
fatigued feet.
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The neighborhood, fashionable
fifty years before, was a desert of
old brownstone fronts spotted with
oases of bars and delicatessens. In
a delicatessen she bought a jar of
artichoke hearts, three slices of
chicken, coffece and a loaf of low-
caloric bread, and she carried them
past a small night club to the shab-
by brownstone front next door.
She climbed the steps, pushed open
the never-locked front door and
forced herself up three flights of
stairs to 3-A, her own apartment,
She unlocked the door, went in-
side, bumped the door shut and
leaned against it for a moment,
resting. She was home.

Home was a single narrow, spot-
lessly clean room. It had two win-
dows, one on the side overlooking
the night club, the other affording
a view of similar windows
across the street. Both were fur-
nished with pull-down shades for
privacy and plastic curtains for dec-
oration. The only other decorations
were three gaily tinted travel post-
ers on the walls. A studio couch
stood in a corner and, across the
room from a door that opened on
the bath, there was the Pullman
kitchen where Mildred made her
morning coffee and, this time of
year, prepared her light, cold sup-
pers. In winter she thawed out
frozen foods.

She carried her groceries to the
built-in kitchen, opened the arti-
choke hearts, put the slices of chick-
cn on a plate. She ate her supper
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sitting on the couch, and after-
wards she must have fallen asleep.

How long she slept she didn't
know, but music from the night
club was coming through her open
window when she awoke, so it was
late. It was nice music and louder
than it usually was. She listened to
it as she washed and dried her
plate and fork. She would have
gone to bed then had it not been
for a light tapping on the door.
Only one person ever called on her.
Mildred opened the door for Ollie,
her neighbor from the apartment
across the corridor.

“What's cooking, Mil?” he said as
he came in.

That was Ollie. A stocky, dark
man with a clicking denture, he
thought and spoke in stale clichés.
He had a job as a stock clerk and
he’d have the same job until he
-died. If he had been her older
brother Mildred might have rec-
ognized and forgiven in him cer-
tain family failings similar to her
own. But as a suitor she found
him intolerable.

He sat on the couch and grinned
at her. “So hot this noon you could
of fried eggs on the sidewalk. Sce
the head-shrinker?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Waste of time and money, you
ask me. What’s eating that per-
sonnel manager of yours?”

“Mrs. Riesler thought hypnotism
might make me ... well, less
bashful. And if it works maybe
she’ll give me a counter job, talking

DEATH AND THE BLUE ROSE

to nice people, selling perfume or—
or those lovely Italian shirtwaists.
Maybe it'll work.”

“Horsefeathers! I admire your
ambition, Mil, but you ain’t got a
chance.”

Mildred walked over to the win-
dow. She stood with her back to it
and listened to the music. When
she spoke next it was as though
she were dreamily rccitmg the
lyrics of a sentimental song. “There
was a girl. She used to be his. pa-
tient. He treated her for the same
thing he’s treating me. You should
have seen her. She was . .. hap-

y.”

“Anybody can be happy that’s
not too busy being miserable.”

“Not like them,” she said.

“Them who?”

“There was a man with her—her
fiancé. They were so glamorous

. so much in love.”

“Shut the window.”

“Shut the window,” he repeated.
“Something I got to tell you, and
I can’t think with all that noise.”

She started to obey but changed
her mind. “It’s too hot,” she told
him, “and I like the music. It
makes me forget where Iam.”

“That’s what’s the matter with.
you—not facing up to facts. Now,
look here,” he said. “You’re all the
time talking about glamour and
travelling and romance. Well, that’s
a lot of hooey. You and me ain't
glamorous and we’re never going
to travel nowhere. So why not
make the best of what we’ve got?”
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figure out the levers, Jerry.”

1 whirled around and Carl stood
there in back of me, one hand
holding the gun by his side, the
other hand holding up the old man.
The old man’s face was almost
completely covered with blood and

his eyes stared at me glassily.
 Lila gasped, and Carl looked at
her and then at me and said, “Pop
‘here is going to work the levers for
us, aren’t you, Pop?” He shook the
old man, and the old man’s head
nodded up and down slowly.

Carl looked at Lila and me again
and said slowly, “The three of us
can settle our score later.”

I licked my lips and said, “Okay.
Later.”

Carl nodded and then seemed to
dismiss the whole thing from his
mind. “Go out and get the car
started, Jerry,” he said. “Be ready
to move as soon as Lila and I come
out.”

I looked at Lila, and her eyes
told me it was all right. I started
while Carl dragged the old man
over to the levers.

I opened the front door of the
jail and looked out. No one was in
sight. I closed the door behind me
and walked quickly to the car and
got in. I fished the keys out of my
pocket and had just turned the
engine over when a loud bell began
to clang from the jail.

I looked quickly at the jail. The
front door was still closed and the
bell was still clanging—and then
two quick shots sounded from in-
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side the jail.

I reached for the door handle,
but before I could open it the jail
door burst open and Carl came
running down the walk. He
yanked at the car door and jumped
into the front seat next to me and
shouted “Get going!”

I froze for a moment and he
yelled over the sound of the bell,
“The old fool set off the alarm by
the levers. I had to gun him down.”

I stared at him and said, “Lila

“Couldn’t get her out. Couldn’t
work the levers.” He glared wild-
eyed at me, then yelled again, “Get
going!”

I put the car in gear and we
pulled away from the curb with
the tires squealing as I pressed
down hard on the gas pedal. The
bell kept on clanging in back of us
as I wheeled the car around the
square and on to the main street of
the town.

I drove almost automatically, still
hearing the bell, and I turned cor-
ners and pushed the car down side
streets not knowing where I was
going until I suddenly realized that
I couldn’t hear the bell any more
and then I slowed down just a bit
and tried to see where we were.

“It’s okay,” Carl said. “We're on
the road out of town.”

I pushed down on the gas again
and kept my eyes on the road while
I tried to think, but it didn’t do
any good. I couldn’t seem to get a
straight thought started in my
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this “accidental” meeting between
his boss, Roger Falconer—and the
man with the homburg.

Roger Falconer was a tall, coldly
handsome New Yorker, stam
with that indefinable brand of the
quietly aggressive, top-flight execu-
tive. At the moment he was not
looking toward the hatcheck booth
and did not see the man with the
homburg. But through the good-
natured din of the business men
packed around the bar, Falconer
was aware of the low but penetrat-
ing timbre of Majel’s voice as she
called out one of her varied and
cuttingly individual insults re-
served for patrons: '

“That tie looks like a tired chip-
pie’s tongue.”

Roger Falconer chuckled. This
was his first visit to the Steak Row
luncheon rendezvous, affectionately
dubbed the “Hog Wallow.” Curt
Horton had dragged him here to-
day. Usually, Falconer had his
lunch in the president’s private din-
ing room in the skyscraper offices
of Universal Metal Cap. Roger Fal-
coner was president and majority
stock holder. But he was glad now
that Curt Horton had brought him
here. He’d never been in a lunch-
eon bar like it

Huge pitchers of extra-dry mar-
tinis loaded the bar. Everyone
helped themselves from the pitch-
ers. There was no bartender for the
lunch period. The honor system
worked on paying for the number
of drinks a person consumed. If a
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customer wanted something other
than a martini he was obliged to go
behind the bar and make it for him-
self.

Some women were at the bar, but
the men seemed conscious only of
Majel Moore at the hatcheck booth.
And she wallowed in the distinc-
tion—in her strange, perverse and
insulting way.

Majel was definitely quite a girl,
thought Roger Falconer. She was
stacked and packed, and fitted into
Falconer’s personal category of a
sexy tart. When he had entered the
restaurant and had given her his
coat and hat, she had stood close to
him, partly touching, and had
raised her pert, sly and very wise
face to his and said: “Hi, Cash Mc-
Call. I don’t have to tell you what
you need, do I?”

He had smiled at her then,
strangely intrigued by her coarse-
ness. And Curt Horton had
laughed uproariously. Then the two
men had made their way to the bar.

Now, Curt Horton had turned
back to his martini, sipping, while
watching the man of the homburg
chatting with Majel. Then the man
moved toward the bar. Just as he
was about to pass, Horton casually
turned and blocked his passage,
saying heartily:

“Well, if it isn’t Joe Beck!”

Falconer turned, saw the startled
expression on Beck’s face; then
heard Horton’s:

“Roger, surely you remember Joe
Beck.”
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was suddenly thrust open and
Roger Falconer strode in.

Falconer said shortly: “Look
here, Curt, you've been talking to
our execs, and they are filled up to
the ears with seniority and preroga-
tive. This merger has got to be a
halfway meeting for all concerned.
If our people don't stop acting like
a bunch of idiots, I'm going to get
damned tough. 'm—"

Horton said soothingly: “Roger,
let’s break up this meeting. We're
getting nowhere. I promise to keep
my mouth shut and go along with
whatever you decide. Let’s break it
up now, and set another meeting
for—say, early in the week. Mean-
while, I won't try to influence any
of our people. A promise, Roger.
Okay?”

Falconer looked strangely at Hor-

ton. Horton had always been the
one to argue out a meeting to its bit-
ter end. Falconer finally nodded.
“All right, Curt. But your switch
does surprise me. I'll adjourn the
meeting.”
- “Do that.” Horton smiled. “And
kiss the boys good-night for me.
Then, Roger, you’re letting me
drive you home. You're a tired
man.”

“Why, thanks.” Falconer remem-
bered his efforts to keep his eyes
open during the meeting. Those un-
accustomed martinis for lunch were
telling now. . ..

When they pulled up in front of
Falconer’s home on East Sixty-third
he was nodding. His home was a
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remodeled-  brownstone  painted
white, fitted with long, narrow
white shutters and graced with an
iron lacework balcony effect in the
New Orleans manner.

Horton said: “Here you are,
Roger. I don’t know how you feel,
but I certainly could cope with a
nightcap right now.” Then he
looked quickly at Falconer, remon-
strating: “Oh, I didn’t mean to be
presumptuous in inviting myself
m—”

Falconer’s ingrained good man-
ners made him say: “By all means
—come in. I guess I could do- with
a pickup myself.” He looked up
and down the dark street, then
pointed. “There’s a place to park
across the street near the light.”

The high front steps of the usual
brownstone had been taken off Fal-
coner’s house, and the ground-level
door had been made into the main
entrance, fitted with a solid, metal-
studded oak panel. Falconer keyed
his way into a large foyer lined
with wardrobe closets. On his way
to one of these closets, he stopped.

He stared at a homburg and a
coat placed over a chair.

Horton appeared not to notice
the strange hatand coat.

Falconer hung Horton’s hat and
coat, then his own. His glance went
back to the homburg. Falconer was
puzzled. The hat was familiar, and,
again, it wasn't. He was vaguely
disturbed and didn’t know why.
But he did know for sure that he
was sorry he'd asked Horton in.
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The next night Falconer left his
office and walked up Lexington
Avenue and turned east onto 45th
Street to the door of the Hog Wal-
low. The time was five thirty-five.

Majel, sleek and tall, welcomed
him with a husky: “Hello, man.”

“Hello,” said Falconer. He could-
n’t help noticing her dress, and ap-
preciating the major problem it was
having in keeping her within its
confines. “Yesterday, 1 misplaced
my cigarette lighter. Mr. Horton
suggested that I drop by and in-
quire if you've come across one.”

Majel moved closer, making sure
that her perfume, warmed by her
flesh, got through to him. She nod-
ded toward the bar. “Why don’t you
have Vince make you a drink while
I check on the lighter.” She stepped
behind him and put her hands on
his shoulders.

Falconer unbuttoned his coat,
though he hadn’t expected to re-
move it. When he took the hatcheck
from Majel, he said: “Hadn’t I bet-
ter describe the lighter?”

Majel’s eyes were inscrutable in a -

deadpan face. “Yes.”
He described the lighter, then
asked: “May I send a drink over to

eyes warmed again.
“Scotch on the rocks, please. Thank
you, Mr. Falconer.” Before he could
react to her knowing his name, she
turned her back and smoothly
moved into her little hatcheck
booth. Falconer’s eyes followed her,
as she knew they would.
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Over at the bar, Falconer found
elbow room, and told the busy
Vince: “Scotch on the rocks for
Majel. Same for me, here.”

The bar was just as crowded as at
noon yesterday. But now there was
less of an atmosphere of casual en-
joyment. The mood seemed to be
more hurried with something qui-
etly desperate about downing drinks
while constantly checking the clock
against Grand Central train sched-
ules.

While waiting for his drink, Fal-
coner’s mind drifted to Curt Hor-
ton. For Curt, surprisingly, had not
once during the day mentioned a
word about last night; not even the
knockdown in the Hotel Duchy
bar. And there had been no word
from Beck.

Falconer was served his scotch
on the rocks. His mind slipped back
to last night.

Adele had locked him out of hcr
bedroom.

This morning, the housekeeper
had made his lonely breakfast. . .. -

Falconer suddenly found Majel at
his elbow. She had courageously
worked her way into the press of
men at his side. Her back was to-
ward a red-faced man. The red-
faced man’s arm moved. Majel
jumped slightly, then grinned over
her shoulder at the man. Turning
again to Falconer, she laid her long-
fingered hand on his arm.

“No good word as yet about the
lighter, Mr. Falconer. I have
checked Henri, and Vince at the
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had a remedy for that. “You may
not know, Roger—but I have a side-
line. Would you be interested in
seeing what I do?”

Falconer remembered Beck say-
ing that Majel had posed for pic-
tures. “Yes, I would.”

Majel went to a table drawer and
took out a sheaf of photographs.
She handed them to Falconer, say-
ing: “I'm a cheesecake model. You
look at these while I make a snack.”

Falconer laid the sheaf of photo-
graphs in his lap and slowly went
through them, taking the top one
off and placing it on an end table.
The pictures showed Majel adorned
with fluffs of gauze, scanty play
suits or bikinis or a not-too-large
towel. What they all showed was
that Majel had the most magnifi-
cent body he had ever seen. Then
he suddenly came upon a photo-
graph that was not in this cheese-
cake category. It had a category of
its own, but it was not publishable
cheesecake.

Majel returned with a tray of
hors d’oeuvres. She whistled when
she saw the picture Falconer was
looking at. “Say! That one should-
n't have gotten in with the others.”
But she made no attempt to take it
from his lap.

Falconer couldn’t take his eyes
from the picture. He felt that if he
touched it, it would burn his fin-
gers. One part of his mind sat back
and speculated on the thought that
Beck might have taken this picture.

Majel asked softly: “You like it?”
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She had a sly, gently mocking smile
on her lips. She leaned down to
him, lifted the picture from his lap. -
Her other hand pulled back his
coat lapel, and she slipped the pic-
ture into his inside jacket pocket.
“For you, darling.”

He pulled her down into his lap,
looked for a long moment into her
eyes, then slowly kissed her. Majel
held her left arm behind Falcon-
er’s head and she turned her wrist-
watch so that she could see that the
time was five minutes to ten. Then
she felt his hands. She closed her
eyes and worked on the kiss.

Falconer, strangely  enough,
found himself thinking of Adele.
He was surprised that he didn’t feel
like a heel. If there was a moral to
all this, he decided, it had some-
thing to do with a wife locking her
husband out of her bedroom.

When Majel again looked at her
wrist-watch the hands said ten
thirty. Her wrist-watch had taken
on a more or less important aspect
as an item of dress. It was all she
was wearing. She was seated, rather
sprawlingly, at the head of her out-
size bed.

Falconer noted with some amuse-
ment that her position was identi-
cal with that of the photograph
which rested in his coat pocket. The
coat now hung on the back of a
chair in Majel’s bedroom. His trous-
ers were neatly folded on the seat
of the chair.

He allowed a vagrant thought to
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enter his mind: sometime, some-
~ where he would be with a woman
—and his clothes would be scat-
tered on the floor where he would
have feverishly dropped them.
Sometime. . .

He was lounging across the foot
of the bed, his hands clasped behind
his head, and his face turned to-
ward Majel. He asked:

“What's it all about, Majel ?”

She cocked her head to one side.
“I dance—but I don'’t follow you.”
“I mean—your interest in me.”

Her mouth curved into a smile.
“You looking for a compliment?”

Falconer shook his head. “Just
tell me—~why me.”

Her smile grew wider. “Surely
you’re not a minus man?”

He got up on one elbow, spoke
slowly. “You insulted every man at
the bar tonight—but not me. I got
special treatment. And you knew
my name. How did you learn my
name?”

“That’s easy, darling. When Mr.
Horton came back into the bar yes-
terday to make a phone call I asked
him your name. You see, darling, 1
was the huntress from the start. A
girl has a better instinct than a man
for things like this.”

While Falconer was digesting
this biological tidbit, the telephone
rang. Majel rolled over and
stretched for the white-enameled
extension on her night table. Her
back was now to Falconer. She
spoke into the phone.

ClYes?,’
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She was silent, listening. Then:
“No, Vince, I'm sure it wasn’t a pipe
lighter.” She looked at Falconer,
and he shook his head. “Anyway,
we can check it out tomorrow. Mr.
Falconer was here,” she winked at
Falconer, “but he left about a half
hour ago.” Majel listened again,
then laughed. A moment later, she
said, “S’long,” and broke the con-
nection. '

Majel stretched again and set the
phone in its cradle. She looked over
her shoulder, smiling at Falconer.
“I'm glad that you are really still
here.”

“So am I. But I should be on my
way. I've got a full day at the office
tomorrow.”

“But it’s early, Roger. The night
is young. Besides—we've only
scratched the surface.”

Falconer started to laugh, and
his laughter turned into a howl.

“Fresh!” She flicked out her bare
foot and sent him rolling off the
foot of the bed to land on the floor.
Then her boisterous laughter fol-
lowed him. She slithered across the
bed and looked down at him. ‘

He grinned up at her face show-
ing over the foot of the bed. “Give
me a raincheck, Majel.” He spread
his arms in a remonstrating gesture,
“I have my business to look after.
Make it a Friday or Saturday night,
and we’ll pull out all the stops.”
Majel’s head disappeared, so he
couldn’t see what expression had
crossed her face. Then she nimbly
sprang to her feet and stood look-
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ing down at him. “As you wish,
darling. But before you go—a stir-
rup cup.” She turned and padded
off into the living room and then
into the kitchen.

From his position on the floor,
his eyes followed her. Stirred again,
he quickly got to his feet and si-
lently followed her. In the living
room his eye caught a flash of her
body in the small crack made by
the partially opened kitchen -door
and the jamb on the living-room
wall. He could see the top of a
kitchen table; two glasses, Majel’s
two hands and the tip of one breast.
The peepshow novelty intrigued
him. He watched.

One of Majel's hands disappeared
and reappeared holding a tiny bot-
tle. Her fingers took out the cork
and poured into one of the glasses.

Falconer softly made his way
back into the bedroom. Now, things
were beginning to add up. The
course of the whole evening was
now taking shape.

When Majel padded into the bed-
room with a glass in each hand,
she saw that Falconer had dressed
to the extent of trousers, socks and
shoes.

Falconer came toward her and
took the glass she offered. Her right-
hand glass. He had maneuvered
- her so that the backs of her knees
were almost against the edge of the
bed. He gave her a playful shove
and she sat down on the bed, her
hand spilling her drink.

“Quit it!” she yelled angrily.
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He put one knee on the bed, and
with his left hand quickly closed
her nostrils and tilted back her
head. Her mouth flapped open in
automatic reaction to get air. Fal-
coner poured the doped drink into
her open mouth. Then he dropped
the glass and clapped his right
hand over her mouth. Her mouth
and nose covered, Majel swallowed
involuntarily.

She became a whipping, strain- .
ing tigress. Falconer put his other
knee across her thighs to anchor
her. Then his left hand released her
nose and clamped like a steel vise
around her flailing arms. Black
venom glittered in her eyes. She
tried to bite him, but his fingers
were too strong and held her jaw
clamped shut.

Majel must have prepared a big
dose; for the drug soon started to
take effect. He just held her until
she wilted back on the bed. Quickly
releasing her mouth he pinched
her. Majel's lack of reaction to .
where she had been pinched told
him definitely that she was out.

Falconer covered her with a
sheet. He finished dressing, his
mind trying to grapple with the
meaning of what had happened. In
the jumble of mental pictures
wildly flashing across his brain, one
single thought stood out sharp and
clear. If he hadn’t scen Majel in the
kitchen he now would be out cold
on that bed—and Majel would be
phoning someone of the success of
her prearranged plan. A perfect
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ther. Curt is a very devious person.”

Horton’s snort was derisive,
“Speaking of devious people, Adele,
do you know where Roger was to-
night?”

Adele looked at her husband.

Falconer now saw the whole of
the mechanism of the trap that had
closed on him. “Curt,” he said,
“you’re dying to tell it.”

“l am . .. Listen to this, Adele:
this evening I stopped in at a bar
where I have an occasional drink.
There is a special chick there, and
I thought we might have a few
drinks together and while away the
night. But she wasn't there, Adele.
She had left earlier with another
man—to go to her apartment.” Hor-
ton sighed. “Now, Adele, imagine
my surprise when the bartender told
me the name of the man who had
taken this special chick to her apart-
ment. You'd never guess, my dear.”

Adele stared at Falconer, her face
slowly coming apart.

Horton was enjoying himself.
“And the funniest part of the whole
thing is this, Adele—the chick in
question is quite a girl. She enter-
tains at smokers, and acts in stag
movies. She can be had anytime,
anywhere by anybody who has fifty
bucks in his pocket.”

Falconer winced.

Adele uttered a half-strangled
cry. She turned and walked slowly
from the room, her head bowed.

Falconer watched Adele leave,
wanting to call her back but having
nothing to say.
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Curt Horton took out a cigarette, -
placed it in his smiling mouth and
felt-for matches. '

Falconer slipped out his lighter,
flicked on the flame, and ignited

Horton’s cigarette.  He watched
Horton narrowly.
Horton genially . smiled his

thanks—and then the smile froze
on his face. He was staring at the
lighter as if it were a cobra in front
of his face. He quickly shook his
head to rid his mind of fantasy and
jog it back to reality. But the real-
ity was right before his eyes. And
when the realization of it finally
registered, he stepped back a pace,
breathing with difhculty.

Falconer gestured with the
lighter, smiled coldly at Horton. -
“Tell me, Curt—I really saved Joe
Beck’s life when I phoned him to- -
night, didn’t I? When he told me
that you were at his room door, you
couldn’t kill him—because I knew
that you were there. You sure .
worked hard on building up the
triangle business, even to steaming
me up enough to punch Joe last

night—before witnesses.”

No words came from Horton’s
mouth. He just stood there, gaping
at the lighter in Falconer’s hand.

“If,” said Falconer, “Majel had
given me a mickey, I would have
had no alibi for the time you
planned to kill Joe Beck. I rather
imagine that Majel figured to get-
me out of her apartment some time
near morning, dump me some-
where—and then swear 1 /fadn’t
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Falconer held her close. He real-
ized right down to the bottom of
his being that he had to use his
head tonight. He had to think—
think faster and more clearly than
he had ever had to think before. He
spoke quietly to the top of Adele’s
head.

“Curt killed himself, Adele.”

She stiffened in his arms. Her face
turned up to his. She said vehem-
ently: “Good! Good! 1 wish he had
killed himself four years ago. What
I've been through, Roger—not
knowing for sure whether or not
you got that letter . . .”

Falconer led Adele to the far end
of the room and they sat with their
backs to Curt Horton. Falconer
said: “We had better phone—"

“Wait, Roger. Let me finish.
What Curt said in that letter, Roger
—it wasn’t all true. Joe Beck and 1
did leave that party early. I did
bring him here. Don’t ask me what
I was thinking, Roger. I don't
know, even now. Maybe it was the
long loneliness . . . But we stayed
here and talked—just talked, Roger.
The first thing we knew, it was
dawn outside. I told Joe that he
would have to leave. Downstairs at
the door, he grabbed me and kissed
me. I—I did kiss him back. But
that is all I did do, Roger. He then
left quickly.”

“That,” said Falconer gently, “ex-
plains his transfer from our outfit.
Joe fell in love with you, Adele.”

Adele bent her head. Her lips
moved but no words came. She
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shook her head as if to clear it of
some insistent thought.

Falconer went on: “In a theatef
of operations, many things can hap-
pen to mail. I'm thankful that I
never did get that letter of Curt’s.”

“And, Roger, I was so sure all
these four years that Curt had never
sent it. Because you never men-
tioned it, or even hinted at it. But
last night when you ran out after
Joe Beck—I was sure that you knew
all the while. That’s why I locked
my door. I was afraid, Roger.”

Falconer got to his feet and drew
Adele up with him. “Will you
please call the police? Use the phone
back there in my study. Simply tell
them that my business partner com-
mitted suicide here.”

As Adele walked back toward
the study, Falconer turned and ap-
proached the body on the floor.
Falconer, using only his fingernails,
drew the picture of Majel out of his
inner pocket. He held it by his fin-
gernails, not permitting his finger
tips to touch it, and kneeled beside
Horton’s body. Falconer pressed
both of Horton’s thumbs on the
front of the photograph.

Falconer once again looked upon
the likeness of the lush Majel. And
a part of Falconer’s mind won-
dered why Adele had not ques-
tioned him about the girl he had
been with. Adele’s lack of curiosity
was not normal. He then heard the
mutter of Adele’s voice on the
phone, and brought himself back
to the business of the picture. He
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“How about leaving it off to-
night, I've got some important
work to do here and 1 need the
light on, and quiet.”

She turned back to the set as if
dismissing his objection.

He glared at her bulging figure
and decided to blast the insipid
expression from her face with his
disclosure. There was no use kid-
ding himself any longer—the
books were off, way off, and there
was only one possible explanation.

Dauphine got up and waddled
back to the couch. He waited,
gloating until she was comfortably
settled, then said, “It may interest
you to know your hero, Reginald
K. Adams, has embezzled twenty
thousand dollars.”

Her head jerked around toward
him. “Twenty thousand dollars?”

“Yes, maybe more.”

Her expression was as stunned
as his own must have been when
he first made the discovery.

“Oh, Harold, you must be
wrong,” she said as if trying to be-
lieve it was a joke.

“No, I am not wrong,” he said
patting the books, “the whole story
is right here, from machinery that’s
been on inventory but never exist-
ed, right down through employees
who've been drawing checks, but
never worked for the company.”

He paused for breath before
pounding home his final point.
“And what’s more, the auditors are
coming next week, and I'm going
to show them just how he’s done
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it. Yes, sir, old R. K. is through.
They'll throw him in prison—not
a doubt in the world about it.”

“Mr. Adams is a fine man,” Dau-
phine said as if it were a record-
ing, “and I'm suré he'd never do
anything dishonest.”

“He stole twenty thousand dol-
lars,” Harold insisted.

“Now, dear, you've made some
silly little error, and before you go
making wild accusations you'd
better talk to Mr. Adams. I'm sure
he’ll straighten it all out for you.”

“But my books prove . .."”

“Oh, Harold, hush! I want to
watch this show.”

He groaned. There was no use
trying to prove it to Dauphine. She
was convinced Adams could do no
wrong—and both Adams and she
were convinced he could do noth-
ing right.

Adams and he had started at
Phillips within a few months of
each other, and he’'d remained pi-
geonholed in the bookkeeping de-
partment while Adams went
straight to the top. Dauphine often’
held Adams up as an example and
wished he would be more like him.
At the moment, Harold too
wished he was more like Adams
because if he were, he’d have twen-
ty thousand dollars and could bid
both his wife and Adams good bye.

It took Harold until ten thirty
the following morning to work up
the courage to approach Adams.
Now, standing before the big
man’s desk, waiting to be noticed,
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squared his shoulders, and then
decided he’d better take care of get-
ting the samples out first.

Still mulling the problem over,
he wandered through the large
busy office to the shipping room
which was located on the north
side of the building.

The sight of Marty did little to
raise his spirits, The blue jeaned
shipping clerk was a tall broom-
stick of a man who’d been bent by
the years. There was a certain rap-
- port between himself and Marty,
for Marty, like himself was
chained to a nagging wife. The
mere thought of the hawkfaced
old shrew made Harold wince. If
anything, he conceded Marty was
even worse off in that respect than
he was.

Marty, he observed, was more in-
terested at the moment in the pin
up magazine lying in front of him
than in packing sample toy air-
planes.

“How you coming along?” Har-
old asked.

“Almost finished,” Marty an-
swered sighing over the luscious
redhead who was spread over two
pages in full color. “Got to be du-
plicate labels made. They’re gonna
send letters along with 'em.”

There were more empty boxes
than full ones. “There’s only a
hundred of them—how about get-
ting it finished before noon? R. K.
says it’s important.”

He picked up one of the boxes,
admiring its clever construction.
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Wire eyelets attached to the bottom
fit through slots in the lid. When
they were bent down, the lid was -
securely fastened.

“T'll get you the labels,” he said
putting the box down. He hesitat-
ed, tempted to ask Marty what he
should do about R. K. Marty was-
n't too bright, but they’d been
friends a long time, and just may-
be . ..

“You know what? These pictures
is faked,” Marty said with great
conviction. “Never was a gal as pret-
ty as this—no, sir. Couldn’t be. They
got artists workin’ them pictures
over—that’s what does it.”

He glanced down at the picture.
The girl’s lithographed beauty
seemed to strike a chord of recogni-
tion. He thought back over the
years, smiling slowly. “You're
wrong, Marty. I knew a girl as
beautiful as that once .. .”

“Ah, go on,” Marty said chortling.

Harold shook his head sadly.
“No, she was real.” The remini-
scence glowed faintly. “Oh, it was
all of sixteen years ago down in a
little Mexican town—Rosario. She
was young and brown, and full of
fire. Lovely, shining black hair.
. . .” He felt younger just recalling
her. “It was the best two weeks I
ever had, Marty. What a girl—warm
black eyes, and her lips—soft and
red and sweet. Conchita—Conchita
Ruiz, that was her name,” he said,
surprised he’d remembered it after

all these years.
“Well, I'll be darned!” Marty said
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going right.

As he neared Rosario, he was
obliged to stop as the doors of a
church opened and the congrega-
tion scattered across the road in all
directions. At first, he was an-
noyed, but then he began to view
the people with interest—particu-
larly the girls. Some were small
and delicate; some were tall and
were Very sexy.

As they passed, he noted he
drew a few interested glances, and
several inviting smiles. The world

seemed brighter. All the way back.

to the hotel, he basked in a self
inflicted roguish glow. He had
some interesting thoughts about
what he and the high breasted
senoritas could do besides spend
his money. Things were not as
gloomy as they seemed. Conchita
had been a disappointment, but
there were other girls. And after
all, he still had the money, and
that was the important thing.

Having nothing else to do, he
decided he deserved a taste of life
as it would be after the money ar-
rived. He stopped at a bar. He
toasted R. K. Adams and the plas-
tic airplane; then Dauphine and
the Phillips Toy Company; the
health of the senoritas of Rosario;
the President of Mexico; Bastile
Day; the Fourth of July; and nu-
merous other people and occasions
he lost count of.

Sometime during the process, he
_invited all Rosario to join his cele-

122

bration, and a good percentage of
the population did. The people of
Rosario laughed and sang and had
a good time, and Harold laughed
and sang and had the best time of
all.

Late in the evening, Harold de-
clared Columbus deserved a med-
al for discovering America, and
that he, Harold Jennings, deserved
two medals for discovering tequi-
la.

Lacking medals, those present
awarded him a motheaten serape
and a sombrero lifted from the
indignant ears of a passing street
peddler’s donkey.

Sometime Monday afternoon,
Harold awoke with seven centa-
vos and a hangover. It was time
to take a stroll to the Postoffice and
collect his money. He wanted to
get it and get out of Rosario. Mex-
ico City—now that was where he
should go.

He walked up to the single win-
dow inside the ramshackle postof-
fice. “Mail for Harold Jennings,
please.”

The gaunt face of the clerk held
the obvious effects of a hangover
and no expression as he looked
through the mail. “Ah, si, senor,”
he said happily, “una lacarta por
Harold Jennings.”

He took the envelope. “A pack-
age—there should be a package
too. Would you look please?”

The clerk grunted and looked
again. He came back to the win-
dow. “No, senor, no package for
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