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Just Plug in

‘FROST

MATIC

Women wont let you take it out!

AND MORE EACH -
EW DEVICE PAYS YOU $500 AND MUKE
5 HAND DEFROSTING FOREVER!

Selling Easy!

REVOLUTIONA
AS HOUSEWIVES END
Patented Features Make

1y

29 MILLION PROSPECTS!!!!
Show housewives how to end forever the
mean, nasty, time-wasting work of hand-de-
frosting refngerators et a new thrill!
Watch patented D-Frost-O-Matic SELL IT-
SELF! Cash in up to $18.00 and more an
hour. Make $5.00 to $6.50 on each easy demon-

stration.
I! 1] ”
Ll

to the new-self-defrosting type!

DRAMATIC DEMONSTRATION!

29,000,000 prospects eager to buy! End This Forever!
Great AUTOMATIC unit converts ANY electric refrigerator
EXCLUSIYE ADYANTABES
® Defrosts automatically EVERY
NIGHT.

® All.Aluminum caée—a preci-
slon instrument.

® Works in ANY POSITION.

Simply PLUG IN. Demonstrates itself! Once housewives see
how “magically” D-Frost-O-Matic saves time—saves food—
saves money—they WON'’T LET YOU TAKE IT OUT! It
defrosts EVERY NIGHT—automatically. No more ice-crusted
coils—sloppy kitchen or spoiling food.

.Underwrlterl’ Laborstories . . .
Toved. Rush coupon today for FREE information about amazing Sure

Selling Plan. Easy as making a phone call—clicks with 87 out
of 100 prospects in homes, apartments, hospitals. WE SHOW
YOU HOW TO MAKE THE BIGGEST MONEY OF YOUR
LIFE.

JOIN THESE MEN FOR EXCEPTIONAL PROFITS WEEKLY!
Received demonstrator today and sold
RUSH COUPON NOW!

‘Spechl Joiagte cord—no ten-
giing wires.

® Patented construction fea-

'Gunr-nneed two full years.

® Fully adjustable—one to 8ix
hows defrost time.

® Exclusive Skir Defrost.
® Nationally Advertin~d.

©® Beautifully finished.

five units first day out,
James W. Little

Rush me 20 more D-Frost-O-Matics.
Guatomers are calling at my home for
A. Kearney

ntee I !old 96 units !n mrae wecks spare i D-Frost-O-Matic Corp.
ﬁli:{"tw”ﬁ"gea'ﬂ. customer for at time.” Clear profit over 3600.00. 1 6 N. Michigan Ave., Dept. PF-8 :
Guaranteed to YOU—Must sell or Sold  arst 6 D- n;ou -0-Matics In 2 : Chicogo, Illinois :
r

RORELEL 0 T8 o) wapdertal” "0 TG R Bavin T B B, T B ETRNCD R I M 8
Our Guarantee backed by the larg- I sold 19 out of first 20 calls. D-Frost- § your amazing Automatic Selling P! 1
est, finest manufacturer of its type O-Matic s finest appliance I ever han- § [
in the world. dled e B oName . vt i 1
Act now—territonies going fast g [
. ] 00 1
’nns‘ D-Frost-O-Matic Corp. I T P PR TTRRTaPS !
6 N. Michigan Ave., Dept. PF-8 8 7oun. . ................... Babe:s s v oies [
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BUILD A FINE BUSINESS
FULL OR SPARE

Call on folks all around you—show and gell amazing

NEW KIND OF SHOE! Hidden elastic in front makes

it easy to SLIP-OFF . . , no more brokemr laces or

wrinkled tongues! And Built-in EXCLUSIVE Vel-
vet-eez Air Cushioned Insole from heel to toe gives

buoyant arch support -on resilient, soothing-soft
foam rubber!

BETTER THAN A RETAIL SHOE STORE
OF YOUR OWN! - -

You can please almost evergone with our
more than 150 styles of dress, sport, work
shoes for men and women! Fit ‘them
CORRECTLY with easy, aé%xrate meth-
ods. Draw “on .stock far bigger than
customers ¢ould -find. in MANY. stores
combined. WE SHOW YOU HOW to

SLIPON...
SLIP OFF!

T S ""”“w.% - fit, sell, build your business!
N Gnummeodb ’
oot .;,,..,,m,,‘,f;g NATIONALLY ' ADVERTISED

Big, powerful ads In Good Housekeeping
scores of other national magazines PAVEZ
YOUR WAY! Wge pay _the bills to tell

MILLIONS about your Personal Fitting

ervice, Tie up NOW with the 46-year-old

eader in thls big. fleld!

GOOD HOUSEKEEPING GUARANTY -
SEAL HELPS OPEN DOORS. . . CLINCH SALES!

Women everywhére know and trust the Good House-
keeping Seal on Velvet-eez shoes. Neither you nor your
customers can lose—and you have everything: to gain.

DOUBLE YOUR PROFITS WITH
GREAT WOMEN'S LINE!

CASH IN on {fast-sellers like this
Yelvet-eez Air Cushion Insole €asual HAVE A PAYDAY done It If W hadn'd
~—worn and want(;i by women aE VE::avndDA: |n‘e‘!o?“:(:|.uq‘o‘.'y:e: d: bo|cd o t::: Il:eul_com-iui&r:a
from 16 to 60! Sizes 4 to 10, sample and ask if he ever wore y ths Gompany ow s
o . Velvet- Air Cushi he nderful line of shoes and
widths AA to EEE. Brings evor forget 10 l:::n't?:nsﬂ?:i‘uy Arments thyt reatly is,"above
restful RELIEF frem ‘‘Hous - £"give Sorrect fit.” beyond Gompetition,

#] have been a sales-
man for thi t years,
but 1 never thought
selling could be so
easy and pleasant.

4#For the past four
Yyears My average
earnings . have been
arcund 880.00 per
week! 1 couidn’t have

work Feet””! Write for —W. M. Bvans, Loulsians. ..oh.ﬂu 7““._
FREE Selling Owutfit To-~
day.

VW AIR_CUSHION RUSH COUPON /NOW[
FEE SELLS SHOES FAST!

You just say: ‘“Feel that Cushion!” ’
When they do —~ THEY WANT,
THEY BUY! Everybody. wants
COMFORT—RUSH YOUR NAME
for FREE Selling Outfit Todq;’

MASON SHOE MFG. CO., Dept, M-680
Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin
RUSH Free sipnngromm including easy-to-sell Alr Cuphioned

BLIP-ON.
strator, fast solling Women’s atxp lhow me hew to B
are

shoe, Velvst- eez Ton Second mm
Fine Bugingss, starting 1§ o 4 lend everyth
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1—SPINE-TINGLING MYSTERY NOVELETTE—I1
The lovely hussy pushed him into—

HIS FATAL FLING__________________________ John D. MacDonald 10
Broker Hanifred taught the ambitious babe —how to give suicide a helping hand.
1—RAPID-FIRE DETECTIVE NOVELETTE—1
When gambling on murder—

KEEP YOUR MONEY SIDE UP_________ A Hank Searls 48
Trying to bluff the Reno hot-shots almost got Shamus Blair a hole in his head.

4—STARTLING CRIME-ADVENTURE STORIES—4
A wayward vixen built—

ONE SWEET FRAME____________________________ Jonathan Craig 28

One way or another, Julie was going to give her agent a boot into hell.
She put all her yeggs into one casket, this—

CORPSE-GATHERING CUTIE________________________ Mel Colton 36

The blonde doll was dynamite to Detective Rock—but he just wouldn’t blow.
No cold storage for—

THE BUSYBODY ____________ o _ John Granger 68
Gumshoe Rory didn’t spill the dame’s blood, but he couldn’t tell that to the cops!

He tried to back out of wedlock because—

DEATH WAS THE BRIDE _________ ____  _________ H. Hagsell Gross 80

Sometimes a wise guy forgets that a woman likes to get her way,

2—TIMELY FEATURES—2
READY FOR THE RACKETS ________________.___._ A Department 6

The lowdown on currently popular ewindle schemes. Here's a chance to test
your ability as a reporter and win $3.00 at the same time.

SEPTEMBER THRILL DOCKET (Illustrated)_________________

417
Preview of Michael Morgan’s thrilling novel, “Charity Begins At Hom(cideﬂ

Complete Book-Length Novel—$2.50 Value

KILL ME, KATE!

by Frederick C. Davis--~-----~ 84

The September issue will be out August 2nd

Any resemblance between any character appearing in fictional matter, and any person,
living or dead, is entirely coincidental and unintentional.
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Are you just wishing?

Those new cars are really something! And nowadays you can just about walk
in and drive off in one — #f you can afford it.

Will a promotion put a new car within your reach? I.C.S. training may
help you get that promotion. In just four months, one thousand nine hundred
and twenty I.C.S. students reported advancement in salary and position.

They did it by studying at honre in their spare time. The simple, practical,
illustrated I.C.S. texts made it easy. What these I.C. 8, students did, you can
do! Start now! Mail the coupon today!

' APP"RUVEDT

_INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

BOX 3277-D, SCRANTON 9, PENNA,
Without cost o obligation, please send me fuli particulars about the course BEFORE whch | have marked X:
Alr Conditioning and O Structural Engineering /. O Industrial Metallurgy Textile Courses
Plumbing Courses O Surveying and Mapping O Machine Sh({y O Mech. Dratting [J Cotton Manufacturin;
[ Air Conditioning Communlications Courses O Mechanical Engineering Loom Fixin 6 Rayon Wesving
[ Heating Ptumbing O Electronics a Mold-Lon Work Textile Designing
D Refrigeration D Sfeam Fitting O Practical Telepho O Patternmaking—Wood, Metal O Woolen Manufacturing
Chemical Courses O Radio, General D Radio Operating [ Reading Shop Blueprints
O Chemical Engineeriny O Radio Servicing O Television {7 Sheet-Metal Drafting Business and
E gn,m,s:,y, IA"dMy(t;c ? (u] TEollegvaoh E:ménurlnn B ﬁe:tou;;t.al Worker O Ship Fit Academic Courses
emistry, Industrial ectrical Courses ip Dratng P ng t
D Chemistry, Mfg. tron & Steel B mcall Drafting O Toal Designing D Toolmaking 8 :f,cpwl;ls.y[:':?lolo:y DDBoA:::'e:';:::
0 Petroleum Refining O Plastics [ Electrical Engineefing 8 Welding E"E"‘”ﬂﬂg D Business Administration
O Pulp and Paper Making O Electric Light and Powes Welding—Gas and Electric D Bus. Corresponcence [ Bus. Law
Civil Engineering, Architec- D Lighiing Technician Railroad Courses O Certified Public Accounting
tural and Mining Courses ] Practical Electrician O Air Brake D Csr O G Hi O ial Ar
D Architecture Internal Comhutﬂou O Diesel Locomotive 3 Cost Accounting
O Architecturat Drafting Engines Cou O Locomotive Engineer O Federal Tax D3 First Year Coflege
D Bridge and Building Foreman Auto Tochmcun O Aviation O Locometive Fireman Foremanshij D French '
O Building Estimating Diesel- Electric O Locomotive Machinist Good Englis| O Migh School  }!
O Civit Engineering Diese! Engines D Gas Engines [ Railroad Section Foreman D Highes Mathematics O lllustrahon 3
O Coal Mining Mechanical Coum- Steam-Diesel Loco. Eng. O Industrial Suporwsmn }
D Contracting and 8ullding Aeronautical Enginger’ _Stationary Eng'r'g Coursea [ Motor Tratfic O Postal Civil Service
E Highway Enxinwmg A-r:nﬂ Drafting DO fllm Enmnm O Boilermakin 1En O Retailing 1 Retail Bus. Management i
Lumber D r% ng Foundry Work O Combustion Enginesring O Salesmanship O Secreteris) !
Reading struclunl Bluepriats 8 Heat Treatment of Metals ngine Running @] smn Lmonnl |
Sanitary Engineering Industrial Engineering Marine Engineering E O Stenography
O Structural Drafting D Industrial Instrumentation Power Plant Eng'r’'@ [ Steam Engr. anﬁc Manlnmonl :
|
Name_ Ags. Home Address. i
City. State. WorkingiHours.———AM. 0 PM :
Present Position. E by |
Length of Service in € under G.1. Bill app for World War |} Veterans. Special tultion rates to members of the Armed Forces. 4
World War |1 i send coupon to Schoots L., Canada. f




“Here | am again, Hank"

Here’s a smart gal! She buys gas and oil
~ for her car the same way she buys cos-
metics—by brand name. Naturally, she
patronizes only the dealer who carries
the brand name she prefers. She knows
that buying by brand name is the only
way to get the exact product she prefers.

Brand names offer you protection! By
knowing brand names, you make the
manufacturer responsible for the prod-
ucts that bear his name. Any manufac-
turer knows that if you find his products
good, you will buy them. If not, you
won’t—and the manufacturer will be
forced out of business.

Brand names assure you of better and
beiter products to choose from. Manufac-
turers compete to improve their products
—to give you more for less money.

Remember—you get protection, qual-
ity, better value—and exactly what you
want, when you buy by brand names.
You’ll find the ads in this magazine a big
help. They include some of America’s
most famous brand names.

INCORPORATED .
119 West 57th Street, New York 19,N. Y.
A non-profit educational foundation
6

Ready for the Rackets
A Departiment

Dear Detective Fans:

It’s a good idea to always be on the alert
when accepting checks. Generally, you
ought to know the person whose check you
cash—or be sure that his references are
real, not forged. Every day we hear about
slick, fast-working check passers who man-
age to gyp honest but careless business-
men with their falsified identifications and
bogus checks.

Don’t let smooth operators prey on
your gullibility, detective fans. Keep up
to date on the rackets that may occur in
your locality. Reading this column every
month will help you be prepared for the
petty chiselers who may come your way.

Besides, this column can help you—by
your helping us. Send us letters telling o¢
your own personal experiences with swin-
dlers and racketeers of all kinds. We'll
publicize the information you send us for
the benefit of other readers—and at the
same pay you $5.00 for every letter used.

Of course, you understand that we can't
enter into correspondence regarding your
letters because of the press of mail in the
office. Also, we can’t return your letters,
unless they are accompanied by a stamped,
self-addressed envelope. If you wish, wag
shall withhold your name from print.

Be sure to address all letters to The
Rackets Editor, care of DIME DETEC-
TIVE MAGAZINE, 2-5 East 42nd
Street, New York 17, N. Y.

Now for data on the current ruses:

Worth Beans to Her

Dear Sir:

It happened on 42nd Street near Broadway.
I edged into the crowd that had gathered around
a street hawker.

“The Indian Sachet Bean,” he was saying,
“gives off a wonderful scent that lasts for years.
Here, lady,” he offered, “notice that lovely
odor?” He handed me an odd-shaped bean
similar :to a kidney bean.

I sniffed obligingly. The scent was strangely
pleasant, yet strangely familiar, too. With. a

(Please continue on page 8)



\} They Never Knew”

It Was SO EASY To Play

Thousands Now Play Populax Songs
Who Didn’t Know a Note of Music Befor

You, too, can learn your favorite P
instrument at home, without
a teacher, this quick,
easy, money-saving way

T HINK of the fun YOU are missing! The popuiarity,
friendship, good times! Why? Because you think it’s
hard to learn music. You have an idea that it’s a slow,
tedious task, with lots of boring drills and exercises.

That’s not the twentieth-century way! Surely you’ve heard
the news! How people all over the world have learned to
play by a method so simple a child can understand it—so
fascinating that it’s like playing a game. Imagine! You
learn without a teacher—in your spare time at home—at a
cost of only a few cents a day! You learn by the famous
print-and-picture method—every position, every move be-
fore your eyes in hig, clear illustrations. You CAN'T go
wrong! And best of all, you start playing real tunes almost
at once, from the very first lesson.

. No needless, old-fashioned “scales”
and exercises. No confused, perplex-

Musjo I8 the magic key to friendship, fum,

ing study. You learn to play by play-
ing. It’s thrilling, exciting, inspiring!
No wonder hundreds of thousands of
people have taken up music this easy
way. No wonder enthusiastic Jetters
like those reproduced here pour in
from all over the world.

Sound interesting? Well, just name the
instrument you’d like to play and we’ll
prove you CAN! (Instruments supplied
when needed, Cash or Credit.) Mail the
coupon or write. Do it now!

U. S. SCHOOL OF MUSIC
3678 Brunswick Bldg.
New York 10, N. Y.

without a teacher.

TRRVEDRR
Wit

i
-
T

E:
Invited to Parties. “Be- Welt Worth Money, Surprised Friend
fore 1 took Your.dourse “The course ia fully ““People who hear me
1 didn’t know one note. self explanatory. When play don’t understand
of musio. Then three one is finished with it how I do it. They ask
months later I started there is little one need if I haven’t had les-
to Dlay for dances. I’ve learn. It is well worth sons from a teacher. To
been invited to many the money and I fully their surprise they find
varties. The course is balieve You have the I haven't. I'm glad to
easy and_interesting.” finest course on the be. a student of your
*R. M, Vancouver, market today.” *R. B. School.”” *F. H. Athol,

. C, Q.. Clarksburg, W. Va. Kanas,

®Actual pupils’. pames on request. Pictures by Professional models

Learned Quickly at Home.
dream I could actually learn to play
Now when I play
for people they hardly believe that I
learned to play so well in so short a
time.” *H, C. 8., Calif.

romance. The person who ¢an play a musical
jnstrument is always sure of a welcome, Why
pot let music open up a new world for you,
Thousands have discovered unexpected pleas-
ure and profit in music, thanks to the ubigue
method that makes Jt amazingly easy to Jearn.

Send for FREE Booklet and
Print and Picture Sample

See for yourself how this wonderful
self-instruction method works. Sit
down, in the privacy of your own
home, with the interesting illustra-
ted booliet. “How to Learn Music
at Home.”” No salesman will call—
decide for yourself whether you want
10 play this easy way.—52nd year.

1 -didn’t

lU. S. SCHOOL OF MUSIC 2 I‘
3678 Brunswick Blda., New York 10, N. Y.

I am interested in music_study, particularly in the in- ll

|strument indicated below. Please send me your free book- l
let, "'How to Learn Music at Home' and the free Print & I
| Picture Sample. ]
|(I;Ialzm _l;ipe. !éaedl Organ  Modern |
nitar enor Banjo Elemont
Hawailan Guitsr  Ukulele ”:m.::‘;" l
Violin Clarinet Mandoti
| Piano Accordion  Trombone andolin ]
Saxophone fute Practical Finger
|Trumnot. Cornet  Piccolo Contrel I
| Mz Have You ]
Mi83ceesvessesrenperrecssrsscacscessThis INStrU. Pevovenss
| Mrs. (PLEASE PRINT) > 1
| Address |
'Ciw.....;....-................... Sta .............-..l
Note: If you are under 16 yrs. of age, parents must sign coupon.
e e e e e s e s e

SAVE 2c—Stick coupon on penny postcard.
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- YOU'RE RIGHT! IT'S §

RISKY NOT GETTING

THE GENUINE ARTICLE.

IT'S LOW-PRICED AND

WE CAN WORK OUT AN

EASY PAYMENT PLAN
FOR you

X .YOUR GUARANTEE > )}

y I Parts reconditioned
YOU SAID IT, HONEY!" Jor replaced with
AND NOW OUR CAR /' Genuine Ford Parts
JWILL LAST US FOR ® Guaranteed by Av-
thorized Reconditioner

® See your Ford Deaier

or ladependent Gae

vage this weekl §

Ready for the Rackets

(Continued from page 6)
woman’s curiosity end twenty-five cents, [
bought two beans which the man deftly dropped
into a cellophane envelope.

Arriving home, I showed my husband the
beans. He sniffed, then laughed when I told
him I had paid a quarter for them.

“I fell for this one years ago,” he smiled, “and
since, I've found out how the scheme works.”
The beans, he told me, were the dried fruit of an
ornamental garden vine. The “perfume” they
were coated with would disappear in a day or
two. It was nothing but that old mosquito-
chaser, oil of citronella, mixed with a bit of
vaniila extract!

Knowing you've been duped makes you feel
foolish and ashamed—but wiser, too!

I. Woerner
Brooklyn, N. Y.

Needled!
Dear Sir:

This is how I was swindled. During the war
I wanted to earn some extra money to help
defray expenses so I decided to do some sew-
ing at home. I was tied down with small
children at the time and was unable to go
out to work and we needed the money so bad.
One day a man knocked on my door and asked
me if I would be interested in buying a sec-
ond-hand sewing machine,

I was quite excited as machines were al-
most impossible to buy at that time, but the
“salesman” told me he had a second-hand
store and just happened to have several ma-
chines left. He assured me he represented a
competent firm and showed me a lot of cards
and papers from the company to prove to me
that he was legitimate,

He explained that I had to be very careful
of door-to-door salesmen and went on to tell
me of an incident or two whereby women
were swindled. Of course after all his big
talk I was pretty well convinced that he was
okay. So I gave him a down payment of
$10.00, which had taken me quite some time
to save. He promised me delivery within a
day or two.

But when a week had passed and no sewing
machine was delivered, I.began to get suspicious.
I went to the address the man had given me
and found there was no such place. I also went
to the sewing machine company and they told
me they were sorry, but they had no sales-
men going from door-to-door. So—I was
swindled and now I do my buying direct from
the companies.

Mrs. Nelson Reid
Winston, Mo.

That’s the swindle-sheet for this month,
detective fans. Keep shooting in your let-
ters with information on the brazen break-
ers of the law you’ve come up against, so
we can all be warned. .
The Editor



BOOK BARGAINS BEYOND COMPARE!

BUILD YOUR OWN HOME—SAVE $75 A DAY

Can you saw a becard? Hommer a nail? Then you and Xour wife can build o beautiful
new home in 20 weckends plus your 2-weeks vacation. And think of lt—you can save
$75 o day while you're busy, What do you dream about—a ranch house, town house,
modern? They’re ail here in Hugh Laidman’s great book

“HOW TO BUILD YOUR OWN HOUSE.” Only $5. Order today . ..

CHILDBIRTH: YOUR QUESTIONS ANSWERED
A Q . WHILE THEY LAST!
by Carl Henry Davis, M.D., and Donita Special Gift Package—Original Editions
Ferguson $2.50 TALES FOR MALES. . .......Selccted by Ed Fltzgerald
. .. It is rowdy 0. 0.0 yoical. . . . Notahle stories by
‘What is the truth about the new method of having a clever writers . . .”—The Saht Lll(o Tribune.
baby painlessly ? Are premature babies invariably handi- THE BEDSIDE BONANZA Edlfed“by Frank Owen
eapped? This and eo many other vital questions are Ttolog:f:");:‘“s!fp p:nsd“]"““m“ « + oM'—Frederick Fell,
answered in this remarkable book. Every expectant Published at $4.99 2 volumes complete $1.98
mother should have a copy.

SPECIALWHILE THEY LAST!7 SPECIAL THIS MONTH—  CHICAGO, CONFIDENTIAL
THE HOLIDAY READER THE BIG MYSTERY The Lowdown on the Big Town
E:ir':: Sreym Bernard Smith, Philip Van CRIME PACKAGE - by Jack Lait and Lee Mortimer

750 pages of stories, poems and es- F
says, especially edited for vacation Wewillsendyousight unseen 4 Che:kyf, tihmpfud:m; burlxcensoix;ed
enjoyment, Almost 100 authors, in- account of the fast, fabulous city.
cliding some of the most celebrated four popular crime novels by  Chicago is the hurly-burly, rough-
names in English and American liter- . . and-tumble, guns-and-girls front
?(t‘urle: l;l{rne:t Heming];vay 1o M}:c- famous writers, the selection  page hero town of the U.S. And

SN t] : N
e dia oy - SIS | o b made by our own staff, 2,7Vl HICACO, CONFIDEN:
niﬁfﬁ)éy'.'. CDHL DaBretios ot The published price of these every Chicagoan, it will have
Thomas Wolfe . . . H. L. Mencken . enormous interest to every Amer-
. many others. will be at least $10.00. ican.
Pub. ot $3.9 tal Pri 1.98
ub. at $3.95 Spactal Price § Speciol—this month only—$2.98 $3.00
THE UNTAMED
SPECIAL—JAMES T. FARRELL PACKAGE

by Max Brand $2.00 N 5
Here's Max Brand's greatest Western 2 Famous Novels—the Danny O’Neill Series

yarn—the story of Whistling Dan Barry NO STAR IS LOST
of the untamed soul, and the mighty MY DAYS OF ANGER

black stallion, king of the ranges and
the wolf dogs. If you collect Westerns, Pub. ot $3.96...... 1040 pages......The 2 Volumes Complete, $1.98

don’t miss this one.

THE FORSYTE SAGA

WHILETHEY LAST—THREE GREAT NOVELS! by John Galsworthy $2.98
VERMII.ION by Idwal Jones This is the motion picture edition of one of the most in-
ﬁvlntng novel full-bodied and to the connolsseur’s teresting novels of all time., Yes, the picture that stars
taste.’—Prentice-Hall, Inc. Errol Flynn, Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon, in book
I WILL BE GOOD by Hester Chopman form—a big book, 921 pages complete, uncut. A rare oppor-
“*An original ana deeply ve hton Miffiln tunity while the limited supply lasts!

BARABBAS by Emery Bekessy
Seoond large printing. d by the R Book

Pub. at $8.25.1296 pages.The three volumes, $2.98 MA"‘ THIS CUUPUN WH"'E SUPP“[S I'AS‘“
| Popular Publications, Dept D, 1
|205 E. 42nd St., N. Y. 17, N. Y.
Send me the books checkod below. 1 enclose remittance
oS T o s e v e v e os s TP
D %a;:::"l;. hm" $1.98 g ;;l: ;e:ig:deMBﬂ::'nzs }sl 98 |
1O How to Build Your Own [J Big Mystery Crime 1
House, $5.00 o s:::‘al e, $2 .
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HIS FATAL
FLING o

Pushed to violent extremes was broker Hanifred . . .
when he had to hook up with a luscious social-climber—
or hang. :




Spine-Tingling
Mystery Novelette

By JOHN D.
MacDONALD
[ [

CHAPTER ONE
Bound in Blood

ARRIL HANIFRED walked out
D of the smoke and noise and con-

fusion of the Braydenton’s party
onto the twelve by twelve low-walled
terrace. Before he even sensed the night
air’s tang, he saw Florence, his wife.
She was standing in close embrace with
a man whose face he could not see. Hani-
fred reacted with a precipitate and unex-
pected violence which, during his child-
hood had been labeled, by a succession of
governesses, ‘“‘temper tantrums.”

He flung himself at them, a half-articu-
lated sob in his throat, his eyes almost
closed, his hands upraised and formed into
fists. He ran into them, full tilt. The
man gave a vast grunt of dismay and
Florence made that same hissing intake
of breath that she used when they had a
close call in the car.

Then Darril Hanifred was on his
stomach on the low wall staring down into -
the dizzy cavern of the street. They
were dropping away from him, both of
them, with that sickening rapidity with
which the runway drops away from a lift-
ing aircraft.

Long after he thought they should have
struck the pavement, they were still there,
apparently turning slowly. He let out

He ran into them full-tile,
11
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his breath when they struck. It made a
sound as though a small boy had popped
a paper bag in a closed closet.

Darril Hanifred stood up. Somehow he
had bent the bow on his glasses. He
backed away from the edge and took that
opportunity, as he straightened the bow
between his thumb and finger, to look
around and see if by any chance anyone
had observed him.

Within him was that desperate sense
of guilt and impending punishment. It
was no different, except possibly in de-
gree, from the time he had scratched his
sister’s face with a fork as she slept. Or
the time in college, when he had stolen
the sedan. Or the time, during the war,
when he had informed one of the cus-
tomers of the brokerage house that an
order had not been placed, so that he could
take skyrocketing profits on a highly
speculative issue for his own.

He adjusted his hand-painted tie and
strolled casually from the sun deck back
into the party. A girl with an enormous
blood-rimmed mouth was doing imita-
tions, shouting over the blare of the music.
A dogged Canasta game was going on
amid the hubub. The white-coated bar-
tender looked harried and worn.

Darril gave. the man a pleasant smile
and asked for a scotch and water. As he
sipped it, he looked around the room for
any eyes that might be on him, any look
of questioning. And he tried to see who
might be missing. It was odd to kill a
man— almost by accident, you could call
it— and still not know who on earth it
might have been. Tall, dark suit, apparent-
ly a deep voice, if a grunt is any clue.

But all the faces he saw were party
faces, ingrown by alcohol pondering over
what to say next, ignoring all conversa-
tions except the continual one within their
own minds. He went over to the Canasta
game and kibitzed Myra Braydenton. He
had always admired her from the rear,
with the sleek structure and the long gold-

en hair. A pity that she had a face rather
like a rattlesnake. One of Florence’s spe-
cial friends.

She had a fistful of cards and a natural
Canasta of sevens in her hand. The pack
was frozen and she was cleverly discard-
ing her sevens.

Sirens cut the surface of his mind and
growled to a stop nearby. He turned his
head slowly, casually. A man he didn’t
know went out onto the sun deck. Pretty
soon the man came back in. Darril moved
over toward him.

“What’s the excitement? Fire?”

“I think it’s a street fight, right under
here. Big crowd. Looks like it might
be that.”

The following minutes were impossibly
long. He waited as long as he dared.
Tad Cooper, one of his acquaintances, was
talking to the bartender. Darril went
over and said, “Say, have you seen
Florence around lately?”

“Lost your wife eh? There's one place
they won't let you look. She’s probably
in there.”

The knock on the door was heavy with
authority. It quieted the babble. A girl
turned down the record player.

“See who wants to complain about the
party,” Myra Braydenton said.

Someone opened the door. There was
a man in a dark suit and a man in uni-
form. The man in the dark suit flicked
his eyes acrosst he score of faces. “Quite
a party,” he said quietly.

“Any complaints?” Myra
“Come in and have a drink, boys.”

The man walked through the room and
out onto the sun deck. A flashlight shot
its white beam back and forth on the con-
crete and on the railing. He looked over.
He came back into the room.:

“Better take a count,” he said. “Better
take inventory.”

“What on eatth is this?” the big-mouth
girl demanded.

“Lady, it looks to me like you lost a

asked.



His Fatal Fling 13

couple of guests overboard. They had
to take ’em away. It’s a long drop to
the pavement. Now sober up and take a
count. You got anybody missing?”

Darril widened his eyes and stared at
Myra. “Where’s Florence? Where’s my
wife?”

The man in the dark suit looked at
them all with grim amusement. ‘“Maybe
that’s one. Now we need the name of a
guy. Guy in a dark gray shetland tweed.
Black hair. The gal had dark red hair,
cut short, and a lemon yellow dress. Is
that Flo?”

Darril walked stiff-legged to a chair
and dropped into it. The muted record-
player gave off a Cuban beat. He cov-
ered his face with his hands. He stared
up at the man and said, “But how?
How?”

The girl with the big mouth turned
half around and whimpered in her throat
as she dropped. She struck the rug as
though she had been clubbed.

“The man was John Leyer, her hus-
band,” Mpyra said thinly. “And only
Florence Hanifred was dressed like you
say and had dark red hair. Everyone
else is here. I've been counting.”

A few people bent to help Margo
Leyer. “Get her on her feet,” the man
said. ‘“We’ll hold transportation down in
front. Better get them identified for sure
as soon as possible.”

At the door he turned and said, “I
want a complete list of guests, names,
addresses, occupations. We're taking over
a room off the lobby. There’ll be a cop
there to direct you as you come down.
We want to talk to everybody. You're
Hanifred? Come down with the Leyer
woman as soon as she’s able and we’ll
get that part over.” He gave a crooked
smile. “Sorry to bust up the party this
way.” The smile faded. “Nobody goes
on that terrace understand? Nobody.
You keep ’em off, you there with the
shoulders.”

THEY let Margo Leyer go back to her

own apartment, accompanied by a doc-
tor. She alternated between hysteria and
apathy. They told Darril Hanifred to
wait in a small room for Lieutenant
Breek.

When the lieutenant came in, Darril
looked up from his hour wait and saw that
it was the same man who had announced
the death. He sat behind the desk, sighed,
pushed his cigarettes across to Hanifred.

Breek took out a handkerchief and
patted his forehead. “A hell of a thing,”
he said. “That’s a long drop. But rough-
er on you, friend. A lot rougher on you.
Feel better now?”

“Numb, Lieutenant. Just numb. I
can’t think about it and my mind keeps
turning back to it.”

“Yon won’t have to see her again,
Hanifred. Now let’s get to it. They went
over the edge just fourteen minutes be-
fore I knocked on the door. Can you re-
member where you were fourteen minutes
before I knocked ?”

Darril frowned down at the cigarette.
““At a party it’s sort of hard to remember.
I think that about that time I was kibitz-
ing on a Canasta game.”

“Did you go out on that terrace at any
time during the party?”

“Oh, yes! Three times in all, I think.
I like to take the air when I can. All
that smoke bothers me.”

“When was the last time you saw
your wife?”’

“T’d say that it was better than a half
hour before you knocked. In fact, I was
out on the terrace after I saw her for
the last time. I didn’t stay out there long.
Just long enough to cool off.”

““Have you got any theories, Mr. Hani-
fred?”

Darril rubbed the ashes off the tip of
the cigarette into a tray shaped like a
rubber tire. “I have. I've been thinking
about it. That is a pretty fast crowd.
You may have guessed as much. Their
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standards—well, they aren’t like ours—"
He paused. “I can’t remember that
everything’s changed and I must use the
past tense now. “Florence and I are . ..
were very conservative, you might say.
None of this fooling around that goes on
in that group. Now, if he could have
enticed her out onto that sun deck on
some pretext and then tried to kiss
her—"

“They were seen going out there to-
gether.”

“Oh? I didn't know. Well, Florence
wouldn’t stand for that sort of thing.
John Leyer, earlier in the evening, seemed
quite drunk. He could have been un-
steady. Now if she had repulsed him
violently and he had struggled to subdue
her, I rather imagine that they could have
accidentally gone over the edge.”

Breek yawned. “Frankly, it begins to
shape that way. Leyer was a wolf. Your
wife’s reputation was onmly fair, Hani-
fred.”

“Now wait a minute, Lieutenant!”

“Don’t get angry, friend. Maybe those
good pals are knifing her a little. They
said fair. But there’s no evidence that
Leyer appealed to her. We got a yellow
thread off the edge of the wall. The lab
will prove it came off her dress. And that
pretty much convinces me that Leyer
backed her, drunk as he was, against
the wall. It is low enough to have hit her
behind the knees. If Leyer was unsteady
on his feet, they could have gone over
that way, even if she was cooperating.

“But for the sake of your pleasant
memories, we'll say she put up a fight.
It still fits. The papers are going to give
you a going-over. This is a natural for
them. Don’t let it upset you. You'll have
to give evidence in a few days. I say it
will go through as accidental death.”

Darril leaned closer. “Lieutenant,
could anyone have . . . have pushed them
over?”’

“It isn’t impossible. But I’m voting

against it. I know a legitimate reaction
when I see it. Look, go get some sleep.
Take pills if you've got any. . . .”

Darril Hanifred awoke and glanced,
through habit, over at Florence’s bed. He
frowned as he saw that it had not been
slept in—and suddenly he remembered
why. The previous evening had the
quality of a dream. He moved through
the dream acting perfectly the only pos-
sible part that could have saved his life.
He had drawn on some unknown reserve
of strength. Now, he shook violently
with the reaction. Through the back of
his mind floated the image of the body he
had been forced to identify.

The phone buzzed softly on the bed-
side table. He waited until it had buzzed
four times. As he picked it up, he saw
that it was a bit after ten. There was no
need to call the office. They would have
seen the papers.

The voice was unctuous and soapy.
“Mr. Hanifred? This is Mr. Ludlam
of Ferris and Ludlam. We want to ex-
press our sympathy in this hour of great
loss. We have . . . ah . . . brought the
body of your wife here to our establish-
ment, but as yet we have no instructions
as regards the services you desire. May
I suggest, sir, that we—"

“It was Mrs. Hanifred’s expressed
wish, Mr. Ludlam, that she be cremated.
There will be no funeral. I shall arrange
with the pastor of her church for a short
memorial service.”

“Yes sir. Now there are two other
matters. There are certain papers to be
filled out, you know. And we should dis-
cuss in more detail which type of crema-
tion you would prefer. Then, we wish to
know about her rings. When there is a
burial, it is sometimes the wish of the
bereaved that—"

“I'll be down after lunch to fill out the
papers. You can have the rings ready for
me to pick up, I imagine.”

“Oh, yes sir, And—"
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“Good day, Mr. Ludlam,” Darril said
firmly.

Darril took a shower. As he shaved he
examined himself carefully in the mirror
at different angles and at varying dis-
tances, as though he were determined to
memorize what he saw. It was not a par-
ticularly distinguished face. The hair-
line had receded until the features seemed
oddly bunched beneath the high dome of
the forehead. The pale blue eyes had a
naked look with the glasses removed.
There was softness and self -indulgence
about the mouth.

He looked into that face to see what
quality it was that had enabled him to
bear up so magnificently after the .
accident had occurred. Could it be a
hidden strength in the line of the jaw, or
a thin blue flame behind the eyes?

After he dressed he called the office and
got in touch with Homer Mershon. The
brokerage firm was Connolly, Mershon
and Hanifred.

“Terrible thing, Darril,” Mershon said
portentiously. “Dreadful! Ghastly! Was
about to phone you. Anything we can do,
old boy. Where is she, by the way?
Flowers, of course.”

“T’ll tell you where to send them later,
Homer.”

“We shan’t expect you for a few days,
of course. We'll give all your accounts
special handling. No need to fret about
business in this hour of . . . harrumph

. loss. Any little thing we can do,
you just give a ring, eh?”

“Thanks, Homer.”

He walked aimlessly into her dressing
room. It held the scent of her. It tingled
in his nostrils. He pawed through the
racked dresses stirring up more of the
scent. The top of the dressing table was
covered with jars, bottles, tubes, tins.
He uncapped a few and sinelled them ab-
sently. One turned out to be smelling
salts. He gasped and coughed and his
eyes ran.

He felt as though it was here he should
weep, that here in this room so redolent
of her familiar presence, the bars should
break down and the great plunging sobs
should come.

But there was—nothing. A tinge of
regret. A vague annoyance at the en-
forced change of habit. He remembered
the slow downward spinning through the
night. Even the horror of it was gone.
They had told each other they loved.
Then what sort of love could this be,
tearless at the end of it?

ARRIL remembered the voice of a

governess of long ago. “Darril, there
is no warmth in you. You love yourself
far too wmuch to ever love anyome else.
You are a nasty, sneaky, egocentric little.
boy.”

Of course, he had reported her and she -
had been politely dismissed.

 Maybe part of it was the money. Al-
ways having it, always being able to add
to it, almost effortlessly.

Still, from one point of view, the mar-
riage” had not been what could be called
a success. In Florence the fires ran deep
and constant. There had been times he
suspected her after the first years of mar-
riage, times when she came in late, flushed,
bright-eyed, kitten-languid. But suspi-
cions can be forced out of the mind when
it is realized that to voice them will mean
an inevitable quarrel, an annO)mg break
in habit and routine. i

But seeing the two of them like that.
That had been another matter. As though
in a restaurant, a stranger reaches over
and forks a morsel from your plate. Quick
anger comes at that. The same stranger
could steal the entire plate when your
back was turned, and to save a scene you
would order again. But if he were flagrant
about it, the impulse would be to strike
him,

The temper had been surprising. It .
had been years since he had felt it.
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Hanifred surveyed the dressing room.
The maid who came in three days a week
could probably not be trusted to pack
everything up. He remembered the com-
bination and opened the little wall safe
Florence had had installed, with a Braque
print to cover it.

Her jewels were there. A bright record
of anniversaries, birthdays, Christmases.
Later he could attend to them. He shut
the safe and spun the dial twice.

Suddenly he snapped his fingers. What
a fool to forget! Florence’s sister in
California. He composed a long wire and
sent it off by phone.

He went down to lunch across the street
at a place he knew was excellent. A girl
stood across the street and seemed to be
watching him. He looked at her curiously.
She gave him a slow inviting smile and
he turned away sharply. Not at all an
attractive sort. A nice body, at least, but
a wide-boned heavy Slavic face with that
pure-animal look that some of them have.

It was a warm day. Her suit was
flimsy, with the stretched wrinkles of poor
cutting. He glanced back at her as he
entered the restaurant. She still smiled.
Her taffy-blonde hair looked parched and
unkempt.

He thought of her during lunch. It
detracted his attention from the superb
sole. He had been approached before in
the city, but never so blatantly and never
at so early an hour. When he went out,
she was gone. He hailed a cab and gave
the address of the undertaking establish-
ment. it
As Darril leaned back in the seat, he
turned and saw the same girl sauntering
out of the entrance of his apartment
house. :

At two-thirty, all details attended to,
he left the establishment. Florence’s rings,
wrapped in tissue paper, were inserted in
his lower left-hand vest pocket. He
- walked by a newsstand and saw one of the
tabloids. He bought it. On the back was

a picture of the apartment house, with a
white dotted line starting at the terrace
edge and looping down to an X on the
pavement.

The coverage, as always, tiptoed on the
very thin edge of libel. He had become,
“the young victim’s elderly wealthy hus-
band”. He snorted. Florence had been
thirty-six, eight years younger than he.
John Leyer had become a playboy. Margo
Leyer, by dint of a few months singing
in a club long ago when it had been
fashionable to do so, had become “Leyer’s
showgirl wife.”” The hinting was broad
and non-specific. He crumpled it angrily
and threw it into the gutter.

Restless, he turned in at a second-run
movie on Forty-first and wasted two
hours. By five o'clock, he was back at
the apartment to change. As he went
down in the elevator at quarter to six he
had half a mind to ask Charles, the door-
man, what the hard-looking blonde had
wanted earlier in the day. But he realized
how easy it was for Charles to misinter-
pret the question.

Dusk was on the city. Charles pre-
sented a properly mournful face. He had
extended his condolences earlier in the
day.

“Cab, please, Charles,” Darril said.

Charles whistled and waved his arm.
A cab detached itself from the line at a
stand down near the corner. As it cruised
up, Darril felt his arm grasped firmly
and a hoarse young voice said, “Gee,
honey, it sure took you long enough.”

He started violently and looked into
the face of the blonde. The unkempt hair
had been tightly curled into a high style.
She wore a flowered evening dress and
a startling cerise evening jacket.

“I beg your pardon, but—"

“Oh, I didn’t mind waiting. T didn't
mind walting at all, Mr. Hanifred.”

She urged him toward the car. Charles
held the door with averted, disapproving
face. Darril had an intense aversion to
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unpleasant scenes of almost any kind.

“You comin’ or not, Mac?” the cabby
said.

Darril gave another look at her smiling
face. The streetlight showed the tiny
spheres of mascara at the end of each eye-
lash. He handed her into the cab, and
climbed in himself. Charles slammed the
door with a shade more force than usual
and the cab plunged out into the early
evening traffic.

“I...ah...”

“The Carmen-Plaza, please,” the blonde
sald with husky, haughty tone. “The cock-
tall lounge entrance.”

“You can get out there,” Darril said in
a half-whisper. “You put on a good act,
but it’s over. I'm not getting out there.”

She hooked her arm possessively around
his, warm fingertips touching his wrist.
“Like the new outfit? Bought it this
afternoon. Hairdresser too. I always say,
Mr. Hanifred, that when you’re afraid
to spend money you’ll never get any-
place.”

“This is hardly the moment for a dis-
cussion of personal economics. I'd like
to .ave you explain yourself and tell me
how you happen to know my name.”

“Darril Hanifred. That's kinda dis-
tinguished, like they say. Florence is sort
of an ugly name, don’t you think? I al-
ways thought so. I'm Kit Gwynn. Kinda
cute, isn’t it? Hell, it used to be Anya
Drastnak back in Throop, Pennsylvania.
That’s right outside of Seranton, but no-
body ever heard of it. Now it’s Kit
Gwynn, all legal and everything. Cost
me fifteen bucks to change it. That's a
nickel more than this dress cost me this
afternoon.”

“Miss Gwynn, please. I don’t know
what your object is, but I won’t have
anything to do with it.”

She giggled hoarsely, reached up and
yanked down on his hat brim. “Ah, you're
cute. You’re an old cutie-pie.”

He pushed her away vigorously.

She moved back and her face was,
inches from his. Her slightly tilted eyes
flashed. She barely moved her lips as she
spoke. Her voice was a deadly monotone.
“Don’t you ever get rough with me again,
you old goat! I'll bend those glasses for
you. The way they were bent last night.
That mean anything to you?”

Darril leaned back. He felt weak and
dizzy. He wondered vaguely if he was
going to be sick to his stomach. “We. ..
we'll have to talk,” he said feebly.

“Why, sure we will! That’s what this
is all about. That’s why I had to buy the
clothes, Pop.”

“Don’t call me Pop,” he said through

gritted teeth.

“I think I'll call you Hanny. From
Hanifred.” She ran warm fingertips down
his sweating cheek. “Buck up, Hanny,”
she cooed. “We’re about to go places to-
gether.”

CHAPTER TWO

Devil’'s Troth

E FOLLOWED her blindly into
the cool depths of the cocktail

lounge after leaving his hat with
the check girl. Kit walked with her shoul-
ders back and her head up. The new dress
fitted far too tightly across her firm body.
Smooth muscles in her shoulders rippled
as she walked, the hideous cape over her
arm.

The waiter pulled out a table for them
and they sat side by side on the padded
bench that ran across the back wall.

“Martini, please,” she said mincingly.

“Make it two,” Darril said.

The waiter went away. “You know,
Hanny, I saw a picture of the inside of
this place once. I always wanted to come
here. I guess they touched that picture
up a little.”

The drinks came. As he lifted his glass,
she bumped it soundly with her own. A
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splash of martini cascaded onto the back
of his hand. He dried it on the napkin.

“To us, honey,” she said. “To Kit and
Hanny. These things are going to give
me the giggles. I tried 'em once before.
They've got a bang like the fourth of
July.”

There were no other couples within
hearing distance. He said, “Let’s get
down to business, Miss Gwynn. Why did
you make that strange remark about my
glasses?”

“Strange? Don’t try to bluff me. It
got you in here, didn’t it? It’s like this,
Hanny Panny. Today I quit my job. I
didn’t even give notice. Boy, were they
burned! Now you’re supposed to ask me
what my job was and I tell you that I
was a maid. Belng a mald is the real deal
in this town. I got a hundred and a
quarter a month plus room and board.
Two kids, but I'm like a horse and work
doesn’t bother me none—though I can
mention that I don’t love working. You
see, I gave up a good job.”

“Why do you keep talking around the
subject?” he asked angrily.

“From the windows I can look down
on that terrace where the Braydentons
live. The windows are at an angle in the
front room of my employers’ apartment,
so I can see good. I could make out
somebody smooching down there and it
was maybe like the movies. My people
were out and the kids were in bed, nat-
urally, it being midnight. I turned out
the light and then I could see better.
Believe me, it was better than the movies.
It was making me wish it was my night
off.

“Then all of a sudden I see a guy come
charging toward them from the doorway.
Boom! Over they went. Look here. I
bit the back of my hand until it bled. I
saw him straighten his glasses but I
couldn’t see his face, not even when it
looked like he was looking right toward
me. But when he went back in, I saw

he was bald back to here and I saw the
pattern on the tie, real clear. I took a
chance and sneaked out. Boy, those two
were really smashed. It nearly made me
sick. I hung around until you left, Hanny
Panny, and I saw that tie I couldn’t forget
on you, a guy with glasses and bald back
to here. I memorized your face. I hoped
you'd get away with it. I checked this
morning’s papers. You did.

“It gave a name to go with the face.
I quit my job and went over to the address
in the phone book. I looked you over.
Same guy for sure. I smiled at you and
it bothered you. So I got the clothes and
the hairdo and joined you. Now don't
try to tell me I'm mistaken. Because I
know damn well I'm not and I know they
can put you in that chair with a hood on,
or put you up the river for life. Don’t
fool with me, Hanny. This is for keeps.”

He didn’t answer her. He signaled the
waiter and ordered another round. She
said, “And just for the record, Hanny
Panny. Maybe you've knocked other
people off. Maybe you could knock me
off. Maybe you're thinking about it. I
wrote the whole thing out, every word
of it. It’s addressed to the cops. It’s in
a safe place. You can’t ever find it. I
have to go once a week and make an ar-
rangement. Any time I don’t go there, the
letter gets sent.”

He waited until his pulse slowed down.
“All right, Miss Gwynn. What do you
want? How much?”

“It isn’t that easy, Hanny. And I don't
want to take dough. Not exactly that
way, anyway. I've got a better way. I
want to hear a proposal, Hanny. I want
to be Mrs. Hanifred. Mrs. Darril Hani-
fred.”

“You're mad!”

“I'm not sore at anybody.”

“I mean crazy. Such a thing is—it’s
unthinkable., You don't know how to
dress, or act, or talk. You couldn’t enter-
tain, Such a thing.”
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She smiled at him. It wrinkled her nose
and the corners of her eyes. Her teeth
were large and white and strong-looking.
The powder didn’t quite cover a sprinkling
of oversized pores in her broad face. Her
uptilted nose was a bit bulbous at the tip.
Her forearmis were slim, but muscular.

“You're the crazy one, Hanny Panny.
You've flipped your wig, honey. You're
sitting there thinking you're not going to
do it. And you know very damn well
that you are—because it’s the only thing
in the wide wide world that’ll save your
skin for you.”

“Of course,” he said distinctly, “there’s
always the chance that by concealing in-
formation they’ll find you as guilty as I
am.”

She frowned. “But Hanny! Don’t you
remember? You saw me in the window,
and you hunted me up and told me you'd
kill me if I talked You forced me to
marry you to keep me quiet, because a
wife can't testify against her husband.”

“You have a certain animal shrewd-
ness,” he said.

“That sounds like a nasty crack. It
won’t take long to teach you.”

“To teach me what?”

“That for every crack you make you'll
pay and pay and pay until you find out
it isn’t worth it. But that’ll come later.
Let’s get organized. Another round and
then you take me to a nice place to eat.
Tomorrow I want money. A couple hun-
dred ought to do it. I've got things to
do. One of those charm school deals.
How to walk and talk. That ought to fix
me up.”

“How old are you, Miss Gwynn?"

“Twenty. Does it matter?”

“Suppose I say no. Do anything you
please. Go to the police.”

She looked at him for long moments.
She stood up, pushing the table away.
“If you want it that way, Pop. T'll call
’em from here.”

He leaned forward and caught her

wrist as she started away. He pulled her
back. A waiter, sensing trouble, sauntered
over. Darril gave him a reassuring smile
and he went away.

He turned to Kit. “All right, all right!
A year ago a friend of mine was attracted
to a...girl. He found a very discreet
Frenchwoman who smoothed off the rough
edges in a month. Phone me at my apart-
ment in the morning and I'll give you her
name. You can go to her. I'll take care
of the bills she’ll send me. I'll make the
arrangements in advance.”

Again the touch of warm fingers on his
cheek. “I knew you were a cutie-pie!
Lordy, I'm starving. It's feedbag time,
hon. And a month will be about right,
because that’s when we're getting mar-
ried. One month from tomorrow. I just
decided.”

“It's nice to know the date.”

“I forgot something. I've got to heat
you say it. Go on. Ask me.”

Darril swallowed hard. He had the
uncomfortable feeling that Florence was
about to walk in.

“Miss Gwynn, will . . .
me?”

“Why, sure, Hanny Panny! Natch.”
She took a deep swallow of her drink.
“First dinner and then a good place to
dance. I'm a bear on dancing, Hanny.
You better get yourself in condition. I'm
going to give you a rough time.”

will you marry

DARRIL was back in his apartment at

three, completely and utterly ex-
hausted. At the end of the evening, he
found she had taken her luggage to Grand
Central and checked it. She insisted on a
hotel room. The best. He took a suite
for her in a smart uptown hotel. That
put her but six short blocks away from
him. Her abundant energy dazed him
and her harsh laugh still rang in his ears.
He groaned as he remembered the ex-
pression on the face of the night clerk at
the hotel.
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He took a hot shower and collapsed
into bed. The sleep of utter exhaustion
overtook him as his head touched the
pillow. He awoke at his customary hour
of eight, with a bad taste in his mouth
and a great longing to see Florence.

After a drugstore breakfast, he felt too
restless to go back to the apartment. It
was a cool misty day, the sort of day that
takes the press out of clothes and coats
faces with what feels like thin grease. It
shadowed and muffled the sounds of the
city and yet intensified all colors. His
best thinking had always been done afoot.
He walked slowly downtown.

There had been no time in his life when
he had not considered himself the master
of his environment. When a strong force
opposed him, he had found it easy to move
to the flank. He could weight the strength
of the opposition and never wore himself
out with misapplied effort.

Kit Gwynn stood squarely in his path.
There was no sublety to her. He winced
as he remembered the feel of her clean
hard body in his arms as they had danced.

“Sometime,” she had said, “I gotta
teach you the polka, Hanny. I gotta
limber you up. You dance like you were
carrying a tray of dishes on your head.
Get into it, Pops. Swing it around.”

Even in the agony of an entire evening
of embarrassment, Darril had not failed
to notice that Kit was constantly appraised
by knowing and interested male eyes. She
gave an animal impression of being com-
pletely functional.

The very simplicity of her thought
processes constituted his greatest danger.
She had a single-mindedness about mar-
rying him that, in its own way, was as
awesome as the lava flow from Paracutin.

Direct opposition was impossible, even
unthinkable. And she had mined both
flanks so that deviousness was impossible
also. He thought of introducing her to
Mershon and Connolly. What would they
think of this hasty remarriage? What

would the columnists write? What would
his friends whisper? He moaned aloud,
and a passing couple stared at him curi-
ously.

Her unexpected demand on him pointed
up his own belated realization that the
acceptance of Florence’s death had been
tinged with relief. He knew that he was
best suited for bachelor existence.

Remembering his promise of the pre-
vious evening, he went into a phone booth
and called Roger Winkle, a broker in
another firm. The conversation was awk-
ward becatise Roger was profuse in his
expressions of sympathy.

When the first pause came, Darril
cleared his throat and said, “Roger, old
man, can you talk?”

(‘Yes"’

““A year or so ago you told me about a
young friend of yours who needed . . .
ah...social schooling. I seem to be face
to face with a similar situation.”

Roger gave a slight gasp of surprise
and then chuckled nastily. “Why, you
dirty old man, you! The capacities of my
friends continually startle me. Wait until
I look at my book. Here we go. Write
this down. Jeanne d’Agustin. She’s very
good and very expensive. You know
what a hell of a wonderful job she did
on my little pal. Phone this number. Tell
her you're a friend of mine.”

Darril phoned her from the same booth.
“Miss d’Agustin. My name is Hanifred.
A friend of Roger Winkle. I am wonder-
ing if you will accept a new—ubh. . .pupil,
a young lady.”

“It ees possible, Monsieur. But I do
not take on anywan who has not the in-
gredient, you call it, The ingredient, it is
beauty. Faces like mud cookies, no. I
must look. If I say oui, it is two hundred
dollair the week plus the money for what
things it is necessary to buy for the lady.

“If she has no good clothes, nothing,
the first month she works very hard and
the money, in total, is two thousand.
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When Jeanne is entirely finish, poof, the
lady is so charming one can say she is
possibly French. You send her to me
and I look, eh? Then I call you and what
is your numbair. She comes to me at
this address I now geef you.”

Darril Hanifred wrote it down. When
he left the drug store he turned uptown,
walking more quickly. He went up to his
apartment. Almost as soon as he was
inside, the bell sounded on the foyer
phone, the house phone.

Charles said, with overtones of disap-
proval, “There is a person here who
wishes to see you, sir. A young person.
A Miss Gwynn, she claims.” There was
a long pause. “Are you there, sir?”

“Yes. Send her up please.”

Kit stayed for one hour. She spent
the hour learning the apartment the way
a farm cat will learn the intricacies of a
new barn. She tried on several of Flor-
ence’s dresses, came bounding out each

time to spin slowly around, saying, “How
do you like me in this one?”

She did odd things to Florence's
clothes. When they had swathed Flor-
ence’s patrician-slim figure, they had
expressed the cool disdain of superior
couturiere. In a sense, the dresses had
worn Florence. But Kit tautened them,
strained them, subdued and dominated
them so that they appeared to give up
their original purpose of remote elegance
and concentrated merely on resisting the
careless vitality that threatened to sunder
the fabric across the more hearty curves.

Kit settled for a skirt of British wool,
a tobacco-colored cashmere sweater and
a short coat that Darril remembered Flor-
ence purchasing in Paris. She balled up
the clothes she had worn, winked broadly
at Darril and crammed them into a waste-
basket. She said she was “borrowing”
the outfit. She said that it was too bad
she couldn’t take any of the shoes, but
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they all seemed too narrow for her.

At the last moment she emptied her
purse, threw away most of the contents,
transferred cosmetics from the dressing-
table drawer to a big alligator purse Dar-
il had bought for Florence in Guatamala,
added the few things of her own she
wanted to keep, and left for the appoint-
ment with Miss d’Agustin.

Darril hated to go out. He would have
to pass Charles. Charles would have
noted the change in her costume.

He sat, as numb as a broken hand, and
across his lips was the metallic taste of
the jaws of the trap.

d’Agustin phoned him at noon. “That
wan,” she said breathlessly. “Oh, that
wan.”

“You can’t...ah...see your way clear
to...”

“But oui! She must work hard. She is
of surpassing ignorance, but wise, like a
naughty child. You will see. You will
see. In two weeks, Monsieur, I will
permit you to see her. Your check T will
expect? One thousand please. More
later.”.

“You’ll get it,” he said, overcome with
relief at the thought of two weeks without
Kit,

CHAPTER THREE

The Last Laugh

E WEPT, at the memorial service,
H with a sincerity that startled him.
He returned to work. The office
_ staff acted very soberly around him for
a few days and then it was once again
as it had been before the Braydenton’s
party. He made new arrangements with
the maid so that she came in each day
after he had left, cleaned the apartment
and made his bed. He did nothing about
Florence’s belongings.
The sister had flown east for the mem-
orial service. He had given her the

jewelry that had been in Florence’s family.
He had signed over to her Florence’s
small inheritance. He had offered the
sister her choice of anything from Flor-
ence’s wardrobe. The sister had demured,
said she couldn’t think of such a thing,
that it would be such a sad reminder. She
had ended by taking the mink and the
ermine cape.

She was an older, more brittle, edition
of Florence and she made it quite clear
that she was prepared to show her grati-
tude. She seemed a bit miffed when Dar-
ril carefully skirted the suggestion by
purposely misunderstanding. She gave
him a sisterly peck on the cheek at the
air terminal.

On a Friday, he received a call on his
office phone. The voice was soft, throaty,
intimate and strange. “Darril, darling?”

“Uh? Who is this?”

“Your Kit. Don’t you think it’s about
time you took me to dinner?”

“Why...yes, T think that—"

“Come for a drink, dear. Say six?”

“At your hotel.”

“Of course.”

She stood at the open door of her suite
as he stepped off the elevator. At first,
he thought it was a stranger smiling at
someone beyond him. He performed a
double take that an actor could have been
proud of.

“Come in, darling,” she said.

The brass of her hair had, with al-
chemist’s magic, been transniuted to an
odd silver, a warm silver, with the wide
waves looking as soft as a kitten’s throat.
The shape of her face had been changed.
He saw, only by looking very closely, that
it had been done by the shape of the hair
style, a touch of shadow at the hollows of
her cheeks, a clever use of lipstick. She
had lost weight. The dress she wore was
most odd. Navy with one shoulder cov-
ered and the ram down to the wrist. One
wide lapel of stiff white started at the

_covered shoulder and slashed down across
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her all the way to the left hip, where it
appeared to be fastened with two large
white buttons. The other shoulder and
arm were bare, a creamy honeyed hue in
contrast with the white.

She pushed the door shut as he entered.
She leaned against it, her head back, her
chin up, her eyes half closed. “Like?”

“Fantastic!”

The old harsh laugh came from her
lips and now it was anachronistic. “I'm
half done,” she said. “Wait two more
weeks, Darril.”

She brushed by him and went to the
coffee table, swirled the glass pitcher and
poured the fluid gold into the fluted
glasses. Her walk had changed and her
posture. Yet there was no hint of imita-
tion, of iron control. It was as though she
had always known how to carry herself.
She handed him his glass, looked into his
eyes and said,

“Here’s to crime, darling.”

He drank to her toast and he could not
keep his eyes from her. Somehow this
had become a woman to be seen with, to
be taken to the smart places, to be in-
troduced to acquaintances who might and
might not be able to conceal their envy...
and their surprise.

Darril laughed. The laugh filled his
throat and the room.

“Something amuses you?”

“I am thinking, Kit, of the thousand
times a day I've wondered how to trick
you, how to get rid of you.”

“And now you don’t want to?”

“I don’t think I do. I—I'm sure I
don’t.”

It was an evening. She had aquired an
unruffled coolness. Sometimes her diction
slipped. At moments there was an awk-
wardness. He took her to places where he
had gone with Florence.

“How did she teach you to walk like
that? Before, Kit, you were like a girl
fullback.”

“That was the easiest part, Darril. She

has a room with bright lights and nothing
but mirrors. The walls are all mirrors.
She put a chair in there, a table, a tea
service. I had to take off all my clothes
and go into that room and walk across
it a hundred times, sit down and stand
up a hundred times, stand and pour tea
and pour it back into the pot until I was
ready to kick holes in the mirrors.

“She’s an ugly little woman who looks
like a toad with the tummy ache. She
sat in the corner and made me stand still
whenever I was awkward. She made me
stand and look at my reflection. She kept
saying, ‘Eet ees not the flesh, child. Eet
ees the bones. When the bones they are
in propair position, all else i3 lovely,
non? ”

“All else is lovely, yes,” he whispered.

There were more table hoppers than
he had ever experienced with Florence.
Kit acknowledged the introductions grave-
ly, casually, with just the faintest trace
of insolence, which she softened with a
smile.

With the blood thudding in his pulse,
he took her to her hotel. She turned at
the elevator and laid a cool hand in his.
“Thank you, darling. It’s been a good
evening.”

“But...”

“Good night, darling.”

Ten days later, the license was pro-
cured. Darril sensed the disapproval of
his friends and business partners. He
could almost hear them whispering, “The
old goat! Why couldn’t he have waited
another three months at least? Of course,
she is one very exceptional item. Very
choice. But it’s only a month since Flor-
ence...”

He knew they would forget. They al-
ways forget. And he suspected that envy
kept the male tongues wagging, while
jealousy worked on the females....

Mr. Darril Hanifred was united in
marriage with Miss Kit Gwyn in a quiet
ceremony on the third of June. The bride
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looked charming in a traveling costume
of gray. She wore a corsage of orchids.
Later the happy couple left on a wedding
trip which took them, by air, to Mexico
City. They stayed three weeks at the
Reforma.

The bride was gravely beautiful and
Mr. Hanifred, on his return to the city,
appeared to all who knew him to have
dropped ten years from his age. He was
bronzed and his eyes were clear. He
dressed more youthfully and he had
changed his style of eye glasses to a heavy-
rimmed type that was more becoming to
him.

The newly-wedded couple entertained
quietly and well, at first in the apartment
Mr. Hanifred had occupied with his pre-
vious wife and later in a penthouse apart-
ment on West Seventieth Street. They
were seen together in all the smart places.

IT WAS an August night and Darril

Hanifred whistled softly to himself.
Life, which a few months ago had seemed
so impossible, had re-arranged itself very
neatly indeed. Kit was a creature of in-
finite and unexpected delights. Long ago
there had been another Darril Hanifred,
an austere and dry and sombre individual
living in spiritless respectability with a
woman whose face he could barely re-
member. That Darril Hanifred had been
dying in the midst of life and not realizing
it.

But now life was as vivid as a match-
flame in a darkened room, as rounded and
full as a contour of one’s beloved, as pre-
cious as the flame-sear of known lips. It
made him want to write poetry, something
he hadn’t done since Exeter.

He wore the flannel dressing gown she
had bought for him. He stood in the open
doorway of the dining room breathing the
warm night air, looking out across the
roof and the parapet to the city glow
against the clouds in the west. Silent
lightning played in the far distance, mov-

ing closer. From time to time, the still
wind freshened and there was a hint of
rain,

Life was good. Their plans were good.
The other night, together, they had gone
over his holdings and made computations.
There was no good reason why he should
keep working. Already he had taken the
major steps. He had sold out the specu-
lative issues which needed daily watching
and had reinvested in the blue chips. It
added up to about eleven thousand a year
after taxes, without touching capital
Ample for their needs. They had both
loved Mexico.

Inside the penthouse apartment, on the
desk, was the draft of his resignation. Kit
was a good wife. She could help without
interfering, offer advice without being an-
noying. They had worked on the draft of
the resignation and the offering of the sale
of his partnership together, she standing
behind him with her hands on his shoul-
ders.

It hadn’t gone well. “Let’s finish it in
the morning, darling,” she had said.

He had made numerous starts at the
letter, both here at home and at the office.
He lit a cigarette and, as was his habit
before going to bed, he strolled out across
the roof. His bride of a little over two
months was getting. ready for bed.

The wind touched his face. He stood
and looked down at the sidewalk on the
far side of the street ten stories below.
A foreshortened couple stood, arm in arm,
looking into the lighted window of a book
shop. A dog trotted along, a black dot
moving with the sideways motion of a
puppy. A taxi with roof light glowing
came slowly around the corner.

The breeze brought to his nostrils the
musky fragrance of her perfume, and he
wondered why he could smell it so far
away. He was about to turn—when came
the fantastic and unthinkable thrust
against his shoulders. He put his hands
out as though to hold himself away from
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the night and the emptiness. The sharp
edge of the parapet struck him just above
his knees, painfully. He slapped his right
hand down and, as he fell face down across
the foot-wide wall, his fingers caught the
inside edge.

It turned his body so that he could look
up at her. Her expression was that of a
woman finding the threading of a needle
unaccountably difficult.

“Kit!” he gasped. “Kit!”

As he tried to pull himself back, she
grasped his right ankle in both hands and
threw it up and out. His legs struck the
sheer face of the building and the impact
tore his hand free from the edge. He went
over backwards and the city and the lights
and the cab and the window-shoppers and
the trotting dog were all images on a
wheel that spun slowly around him so
that they moved past his eyes at each slow
circle. The wheel tilted strangely. There
was something he had to remember. He
had to remember it. It was....

* * *®

Lieutenant Breek came into the pent-
house apartment. He carried his suit coat
over his arm. His tie was pulled down
and the wilted collar of his white shirt
was open. It was a day when heat thun-
dered in the city. His shirt was soaked,
clinging to his thick chest so that the
darkness of chest hair showed through
the fabric. His hat was pushed back off
his damp forehead. :

Kit Hanifred wore no makeup Her
dress was dull black and her gleammgv
hair was pulled back in severe style.

“A scorcher,” he said. He threw his
coat and hat on a chair. He held his hands
out, one above the other. “This high,
with ice in it, honey.”

“My name,” she said coldly, “xs Mrs
Hanifred.”

“Okay, Mrs. Hanifred then, honey

“Why do you keep bothering me?

Haven’t I had enough trouble with—"
she sighed—“what poor Darril did?”

“Get the drinks, honey. Get the drinks.”

“I can call your superiors, you know.”

“Go ahead. Call.” He smiled. She
stared at him for a mement and then
turned and walked into the kitchen. Her
back expressed anger. He heard ice cubes
tumbling into the sink.

She brought him the drink. He stood
up to take it. As she turned away to
cross to the other side of the room, he
slapped her smartly. She spun around,
her face flaming, spilling part of the drink,
holding her other hand behind her. “Why
you damn little—"

“Hey, hey! What happened to the lady
talk ?”

“Get out of here!”

He pushed her roughly into a chair.
More of the drink spilled on the front of
her dress. “Shut up and listen, Anya,
honey.”

Her eyes slowly widened and her face
paled. “My name is Kit.”

“Sure. Two weeks I sweat this out
now. Two long weeks. I had to take a
leave of absence to work on it, honey.
I even went to Throop. Little town near
Scranton. Ever hear of it? Don’t answer
that question. Here’s another question.
Ever hear of a family named Batcheldor ?
You should have. They paid you and gave
you a room to sleep in.

“What was tough was finding out
whether they were out the night Florence
Hanifred took the nosedive. They were,
From the front room you get a nice look
at the Braydenton’s sun deck. So what
happens? I find a doorman at your old
address, Hanifred’s old address. You
show up right after she dies.

“Hanifred gets chummy with you right
away. I got a squint at the bank’s photo-
file of cancelled checks on his account.
Twenty-three hundred bucks he pays to
have that Frenchie make a lady out of
you—on the surface. And he paid your
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+ hotel bills while you were getting edu-
cated.”

“T just happened to meet him when he
was mourning for his wife. He liked me.”

“Didn’t he, though! Now, about his
suicide note. Pretty formal, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t think I know what you mean.”

“Hell, T know it by heart. ‘I have de-
cided that I do not wish to continue our
relationship. This is a step which I must
take at this time. I hope that you will
understand that I do not wish to cause
any inconvenience, but this life has be-
come unsatisfying to me.” Honey, that’s
right stilted.”

“He always expresesd himself that
way.”

“HELL, I got into his desk, honey.

There were some funny notes there
on a scratch pad. I've got ’em. One of
them starts, ‘I have decided that I do not
wish to continue our pleasant relation-
ship. This is a step which I must take
this time. I have enjoyed my years with
the firm and my desire to sell out my
interest is not due in any part to any dis-
satisfaction. Frankly, I wish to retire.”

He went over to her, put his hand
under her chin and pulled her head up
roughly and looked down into her eyes.
“Got to you a little, didn’t I? You don’t
know about those other notes. What
were you doing? Helping him write his
resignation ?”’

“Damn you! Damn you!”

“I always do a pretty good tail job, if
I say so myself. That lawyer didn’t need
. much encouragement to talk. He kept the
~ sealed envelope in his safe and you
checked with him once a week. You made
a special arrangement when you went on
the honeymoon. Then, four days after
Hanifred died, you went and picked up
your envelope. You burned it.”

“You haven’t got enough, chum. You
can’t make it take.”

“Don’t give me that,” he said quietly.

“Just don’t give me that. You know bet-
ter. You know I've got a case and you
know it’s enough to make a first-degree
charge stick don’t you?”

She jumped up, her face flaming.

He laughed. “The lady act is wearing
off, honey. Let’s go. Let’s go talk to the
right people.”

She made a sudden run for the bed-
room. He caught her in three steps, spun
her around, splitting her mouth with a
backhanded slap that dropped her to her
knees. She called him a name. He slapped
her casually again. He didn’t break her
until his hand was sore.

Then she lay on her side on the floor
with her puffing, discolored face in her
hands and wept. He made a drink for
himself. He sat and sipped it and watched
her. Finally he went to the bathroom,
soaked a towel in cold water, wrung it
out, brought it back and threw it to her.

When at last she stood up, wavering
on high heels, her eyes were dead.

“Tell me you killed him, honey.” :

She didn’t speak. He walked over to
her and doubled his fist. She shrank back.
“Don’t! T did! I did it!”

“Sit down and write it out. Sign it.”

He stood behind her and watched the
pen as she wrote. “Now sign it, honey.”

He leaned over her, took the statement,
waved it in the air to dry it, then folded
it 'and put it in his pocket.

“What should I take with me?” she
asked.

“Going some place?”

She frowned. “You've had your fun.
What do you want to do?”

“Can you cook, honey?”

“Yes.”

“““Then let’s you make me another drink
and then go see what you can whip up.
All the Breeks got a hell of an appetite.”

She brought him the drink. Her face
was purpling. .

“I’m not a bad guy,” he said as he took
the drink, smiling up at her,
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“So what?”

“So I'm thinking of getting married.
So I'm tired of being a cop. There’s no
future in it. Now you got just what I
need. A wad of dough. With a little more
meat on you, you'll be husky enough, And
any time I want to slap you around, there
isn’'t a damn thing you can do about it.”

She was silent. He put the drink aside,
caught her wrist and twisted it violently.
“Is there? Answer me.” ;

She whimpered. “No, there’s nothing I
can do about it.”

“That’s better. Now go on and start
cooking. And you better make it good.
For eight years I wait for a chance like
this. I'll make you happy, honey. You'll
get ten bucks a week for your very own
and you'll wonder from now on when I'll
get sick enough of you to give you the
same treatment you gave Hanifred.
You're going to work like a horse and
every time you start to pull the lady act
on me, I'm going to slap it out of you if
I have to bust my hand on you. Inside
of a year there won’t be a guy who'll
look twice at you. So there’s your choice.
Be Mrs. Breek or be dead.”

“Please, I—"’

“You want to remember, there’s noth-
ing I hate like a killer.”

“There’s something crazy inside of you.
What do you want?”

He lowered his voice. “Something I've
always wanted. Something I've got now.
Somebody I can smash until I own every
inch of them. Somebody that won’t dare
breathe unless I say breathe. Somebody
I can make clean the kitchen floor with
her tongue, if I feel like it. Now get out
there and start cooking.”

He began to laugh. She walked wood-
enly into the kitchen. She leaned her
bruised face against the illusory coolness
of the white metal of one of the kitchen
cabinets. His laughter filled the pent-
house. There was a crazy note in it.

The muscles in her shoulders felt
knotted. She arched her back and felt
a dull ache. Without looking, she reached
down and slid the drawer open. She
found the handle of the carving knife,
grasped it, took the knife out.

She turned and leaned her shoulder
heavily against the cabinet. She looked
at the bright blade, plunged it with all her
strength into her heart. And there, in
that moment of the fading laugh, in the
sparkling kitchen, a wisp of fantasy
brushed across her mind and it seemed
that the blade was one tongue of the
flame of a frozen fire.

THE END
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She was leaving him flat,
his pretty client warned heel Hamby—
and he had no kick coming.
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She saw.the sh rp, glistenin,
tip of H mby’s shoe go ba
for a kick . . .

‘ J INCE HAMBY said, “You're very
lovely tonight, treasure.” His pale
eyes, deep-set in a darkly handsome
face, traveled appreciatively the length of
Julie March’s five-feet-four of slim legs
and full-blown curves. “That silk jersey
~dress is quite effective. Doesn’t leave much
to a man’s imagination, does it ?”
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The hotel room was air conditioned, but
Julie March felt a little too warm. She
leaned back against the door, staring past
Vince Hamby at the rows of glossy photos
that lined the walls. Her own picture was
there, along with those of others who
called Vince Hamby their agent.

She said, “I didn’t come up here to im-
press you, Vince. There’s something you
and I have to get straight. Tonight.”

“That movie offer?”

“No. We had that out before. You've
got my contract, you won’t release me,
and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

Vince Hamby nodded, smiling. “That’s
right, treasure. There’s nothing you can
do about it.” He gestured toward the cock-
tail table. “Drink?”

She shook her head. “I’'m not drinking.
This isn’t a social call, Vince.”

Hamby made a clucking sound with his’

tongue. “Still got that chip on your shoul-

der, huh? No reason to act like that,k;

honey. Boys will be boys, you know.”

“Maybe,” Julie said. “But Stan doesn’t
see it that way. He knows I'm up here,
Vince. I told him this was the last time I'd
see you alone, even on business.”

Hamby’s smile faded. His face set in
hard lines.

“So that’s it! That damned Stan Logan
again! If that guy keeps getting in my way
he’s going to be the youngest has-been in
the dance band racket. He’ll be just one
more trumpet man, playing for peanuts.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”
Julie asked. “Don’t you remember that I
called it quits with you the minute I found
out you were married?”

Hamby’s pale eyes seemed to darken.
“Don’t give me that!” he said bitterly.
“It’s just the old, corny story,.all aver
again, You come out of the sticks, a.dumb
country kid with nothing but the clothes

on your back and a half-way decent voice.

You come to me because you'd heard I was
a big-timse agent. You'd read the Broad-
way weeklies until the lingo was running

out your ears. You thought you knew the
whole score.”

“I’'m sorry it turned out this way,” Julie
said. “I know I owe a lot to you. But—"

He made an impatient gesture. “Sure.
You owe me a lot, and look at the thanks T
get. I build you up, put you right in the
top drawer. And so what happens? T’ll
tell you. You give me the go-bye for a
second-grade horn man!”

Julie took a deep breath. “Please try
to understand, Vince. Stan and I—"

“Stan and you!” he cut her off. “Al-
ways Stan and you. I’ll have that guy’s
scalp if it’s the last thing I ever do in this
racket!”

The skin prickled along Julie’s shoul-’
ders. “You're angry because Stan opened-
my eyes. If it hadn’t been for him, I might
still be falling for that big brother act of
yours. I know what you are now. You're
rotten all the way through. How I ever
could have believed you, I don’t know.”

Hamby’s thin lips peeled back from
white teeth, His voice was a strained whis-
per. “You.. . little...devil!” ‘

Julie reached behind her, grasped the
door knob. She said, “That’s the way it
is, Vince. We're through. For keeps.”

Vince Hamby’s dark face twisted. He
cursed, lunged forward.

Julie saw his fist blurring toward her,
felt the blow smach against the curve of
her jaw. Blinding white light burst behind
her eyes, the hotel room revolved lazily
around her, and then she was on the floor,
pain stabbing downward through her neck
and shoulders. She saw the sharp, glisten-
ing tip of Hamby’s shoe go back for a kick
and she twisted away, fighting the numb-
ness in her throat that kept her from
scrgaming.

HER shoulder struck the heavy cocktail

table. A half-empty bottle of scotch
upended, rolled off the table and thudded
to the carpet close to her head. She
grasped the bottle by the neck, and
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scrabbled quickly to get on her feet.

She stood there, swaying slightly on her
high heels, legs wide apart. Her wide-set
smoke-gray eyes under their sooty lashes
were round with fear. Her lithe body
heaved under the clinging silk jersey of
her dress. She brandished the whiskey
bottle like a club. :

“Vince!” she gasped. “Have you gone
crazy? Stay back!”

Hamby loomed tall above her. He took
two quick steps toward her, then hesitated,
his pale eyes shuttling between Julie’s
blanched face and the upraised whiskey
bottle.

Hamby stood there for seconds, fists
clenched hard, his lips working soundless-
ly. Then he let his breath out slowly. His
wide shoulders slumped and he shook his
head as if to clear it. An apologetic smile
spread across his angular face. He held out
his hands, palms up in supplication.

“I’m sorry, Julie,” he said quietly. “I—
I guess I lost my head. I let my jealousy
get the better of me again. I've got to
watch that.” He pushed damp, dark hair
away from his sweat sheened forehead
with one hand and extended the other
toward Julie. “Better give me that bottle,
honey,” he said. “You wouldn’t want to do
something you’d be sorry for.”

Julie March edged backward toward the
door. Her voice was tight in her throat.

“TI told you to stay back, Vince. So help
me, if you try to hit me again. I'll—"

Snarling, Vince Hamby went for her,
his hand stabbing upward for the bottle.
Julie jerked her body to one side; saw
Hamby’s shoulder go back and his hand
ball into a fist. She swung the bottle at his
contorted face with all her strength. At the
same instant something smashed against
her like a sledgehammer. :

The lights went out for Julie March and
she felt herself spiraling backward and
downward through cold, moist dark-
ness . ...

When consciousness returned, it was

with a suddenness that brought back all
her fear and pain. There was nausea now,
too, and a strange pounding in her ears.
She came up on her hands and knees,
reached out for the arm of Vince Hamby’s
easy chair and pulled herself erect.

She lurched toward the door, trying to
smooth the disordered waves of her straw-
berry-red hair. She wanted out of here,
and fast. Where Vince Hamby had gone
to didn’t interest her. Her watch told her
she had been out almost half an hour. She
had to get back downstairs to the hotel’s
Grecian Room. Stan Logan was down
there waiting for her. He’d be wondering
what was taking her so long. She had to
hurry.

And then she saw Vince Hamby. . . .

Julie felt her eyes bulging, the sudden
hard pounding of her heart. She smothered
a scream.

Hamby lay sprawled on his back, one
arm twisted beneath him, staring at the
ceiling with death-filmed eyes. At his right
temple was a small mound of broken, dis-
colored flesh. There was very little blood.
Inches from his head lay the scotch bottle,
an ugly dark smear across its white label.

“I’ve killed him,” Julie gasped. “I’ve
killed him.”

There was a knock at the door, loud, in-
sistent. A taut male voice demanded, “All
right, Hamby! Open up!”

It was Stan Logan’s voice. With a
stifled cry, Julie tore her eyes away from
the dead man and flung open the door.

“Stan!” she choked. “Oh, Stan, I—
I_’”

Logan’s face, under its musician’s pallor,
was set in tight-lipped anger. His blue
eyes were narrowed, his chin thrust out.
“It’s about time!”” he said pointedly. “You
said you just wanted to tell him off. You’ve
been up here long enough to tell him your
life history!”

He stook back, took another look at the
expression on her face. “Julie! What’s
wrong. What did that guy do to you?”
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Her hands went out to his shoulders.
“Stan, he’s—I mean, I—"

Cold glints came into Stan Logan’s blue
eyes. He brushed her hands from his
shoulders. “Never mind,” he grated.
“Whatever it was, it was too much!” He
pushed past ‘rer and into the room.
“Where is he ? Where’d the scum run to?”

Julie reached behind her, closed the
door. Her whole body felt numbed; she
couldn’t think. She watched as Stan turned
slowly from the dead man on the floor to
stare searchingly into her eyes.

She took a deep breath. She would tell
Stan . . . and then she would call the
police.

“I—I did it, Stan,” she said. “I told
him we were through. It seemed to drive
him crazy. He hit me. I got hold of the
bottle, and when I saw his fist coming at
me again I swung at him. He—he must
have hit me at the same time. I blacked
out.” She moved around Logan, toward
the phone stand.

He reached out, caught her by the arm.
“What are you going to do?”

“The only thing I can do. Call the
police.”

“But, Julie. You don’t even have a
lawyer.”

“It was self-defense, Stan.”

“I know that. I believe you. But that
doesn’t mean the police will.”” He ran his
fingers through close-cropped yellow hair,
shook his head. “Julie, we’ve got to think
this thing out.”

“There’s nothing to think out, Stan. I
didn’t mean to do it. But just the same—I
killed him.”

Logan’s sloping shoulders slumped be-
neath his tuxedo jacket. A tiny pulse beat
at the corner of his firm mouth.. “A hell of
a lot of good I am. Just when you need

" me most—"’

“Thanks, Stan,” Julie sald softly “I
know you want to help me. But there’s
just nothing we can do.” Her hand went
out again toward the phone. “This is the

right way, Stan. I'm very sure of it.”
HE knock on the door was not loud,
but it was determined. A woman’s
knock. Julie’s eyes swung from Stan’s
drawn face to the door. She ran the tip of
a pointed tongue across dry lips.

Theknock sounded again, a little louder.
“Then, “Quit trying to be cute, Vince. I
know you’re in there. I heard voices.”

“Damn,” Stan Logan said. “That’s
Doreen.” He glared at the door. “Of all
people, it has to be Hamby’s wife.”

The knob turned and the door swung
inward.

Doreen Hamby was taller than Juhe, al-
most as tall as Stan Logan. Gold-white
hair was piled high over an oval, delicately
featured face. Her eyes were the same
deep-green as her tailored corduroy suit.
Her small, even teeth were white against
the moist redness of her mouth as she
looked quizzically from Julie to Stan,

“Hello,” she said. “ knew Vince had
company—"’ she smiled at Stan—"’ but I
hardly expected you, Mr. Logan.” She
glanced about the room. “Where #s that
husband of mine?”

She laughed, and then her gaze fell upon
Vinee Hamby’s twisted body. She stood
as if transfixed, her green eyes wide be-
neath arched eyebrows, her lower lip
caught between her teeth.

To Julie March it seemed somehow like
watching a movie. She knew this was no
make-believe, no creation of her imagina-
tion—and yet a part of her mind refused
to believe this thing that had happened to
her. She felt an almost irresistible com-
pulsion to giggle, realized she was on the
thin edge of hysteria. She clinched her
hands together tightly, felt the long nails
bite into the flesh.

“He’s dead, Doreen,” she heard herself
saying. “You may as well know ... .1
killed him.”

Slowly, the expression of horror went
away from Doreen Hamby’s face. When
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she turned to face Julie again her features
were composed, her voice even. “How did
it happen?”

Julie said, “Please believe this, Doreen.
When I first met Vince I didn’t know
about you. I didn’t know he had a wife.
When T found out, that was the end of it.
I tried to tell him so. Many times. But he
wouldn’t let me alone.” She glanced at
Stan Logan, felt the tightness growing in
her throat.

“And then I met Stan. Vince couldn’t
understand that I was through with him,
that there was only Stan. Tonight, when I
came up here to tell him how things were,
he—he just went crazy. He came at me
with his fists. I tried to protect myself
with the bottle. It wasn’t that I wanted to
—to kill him.”

Doreen’s shoulders straightened. Her
voice was level.

“I'm not going to pretend that this
breaks me up,” she said. “Vince Hamby
was one of the lowest things that ever
crawled. I hated him. I’ve hated him ever
since he ran out on me, two years ago.”
She laughed softly, bitterly. ‘“Blondes,
brunettes, redheads—they were all the
same to him. Even on our honeymoon. . ..
Oh, what’s the use talking about it? It
doesn’t make any difference now.”

“I wish there was something I could say
to you,” Julie told her. .

“There isn’t anything you need to say.
You weren’t the first girl Vince thought he
owned, and you wouldn’t have been the
last.” She shook her head. ‘“You poor
kid. You poor little kid.”

“It was self-defense,” Stan Logan said.
“Anybody can see that.”

There was something close to pity in
Doreen’s eyes as she looked at Julie. “It’s
a terrible thing to happen to you, Julie,”
she said. “Just when you were getting to
the top, too. It’'ll mean the end of your
career, Julie.”

“I know,” Julie said. “But that can’t
be helped.”

“Vince got just what he deserved,”
Doreen said. “But the newspaper boys
will write their own version of it. When
they get through with all the angles they
can dream up—"

“There’s no use talking about it,” Julie
said. “I guess we may as well call the
police, Stan. I—I want to get it over
with.”

“Julie,” Doreen said softly, “do you
really think the police will believe it was
self-defense?”

Julie looked at her, surprised. “I told
you the truth, Doreen!”

“Yes, I know. But what everybody will
remember is how you threatened him. It
was all over town.”

The words hit Julie March like so many
blows. She had forgottten that threat, but
the scene came back vividly to her now. It
was true that she had threatened Vince
Hamby ; it had happened in his office, at a
time when almost a dozen people were
there.

It was the day the scout from Zenith
Pictures had pleaded with Hamby to re-
lease Julie from her contract, only to have
Hamby refuse and order him out of the
office. Julie had lost her temper, said a lot
of things she hadn’t meant to say. And
among them had been the threat to do
bodily damage to Vince Hamby.

“They’ll crucify you, Julie,” Doreen
said. “They really will. All you’ve got is
your story. You don’t have a single wit-
ness to back you up and there isn’t a mark
on you to show that he started anything.
You threatened him in front of a lot of
people, all friends of his, and tonight
you've killed him. That’s all the cops will
need. You won’t have a chance.”

“But I didn’t snean to kill him,” Julie
said, knowing how empty the words
sounded. I—"

“That won’t help you any when a smart
D.A. gets hold of you,” Doreen said flatly.
“He’ll go to work on you twice as hard,
dearie, just because the case will be in the
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headlines and he can make himself a repu-
tation. And the women on the jury—
they’ll do the worse they can, out of pure
envy!”

FEAR, swift and consuming, filled Julie

March. Her eyes jerked to Stan Logan.
“Stan! What am I going to do? She’s
right, Stan. The police—everybody—will
think I planned to kill him!”

Logan chewed at his lower lip. His
young face was studded with sweat. “It’s
too late,” he said. “If only—"

“Why?” Doreen broke in.
makes you think it’s too late?”

He looked at her in astonishment.
“What do you mean?”’

She shrugged. ““I mean that if Julie has
to pay for this, why, Vince will sort of be
getting the last laugh. T don’t know just
how to say it, but he’d be wrecking Julie’s
life, just like he tried to do while he was
alive. I'd hate to have him get away with
it.” Her voice was edged with contempt.

“Vince Hamby never gave me anything
but trouble. He made me get down and
crawl for the few stinking dollars he had
to give me to live on. That’s what I came
over for tonight, my pittance. Why should
I want to see Julie ruin her career, go to
prison, just for protecting herself?”” She
looked straight into Julie’s eyes. “You
can count on me to the limit. I mean it,
Julie.”

Doreen turned to Stan Logan, “If we

“What

put our heads-together, we might figure a
way out. That is, if nobody saw Julie
actually come in this room.” She glanced
back at Julie. “Did they?”

Julie thought a moment. “No,” she
said finally. “I heard the elevator doors
close before I got to the room here, and
there was no one else in the corridor.”

“How about you, Stan,” Doreen asked.

“No. I came up the stairs. I was mad
about Julie being up here so long and I
didn’t want to wait for the elevator. But
no one saw me, as far as I know.”

“Good,” Doreen said. “Nobody saw me,
either. That means the cops can’t prove
we—any of us—were ever Inside the room.
They can prove we got off at this floor,
but that doesn’t mean a thing. We knocked
on the door and there wasn’t any answer
so we went away. It’s as simple as that.
That’s the tough part. Now all we have to
do is round out the story.”

Julie March felt she had to say some-
thing, stop this madness before it went any
further, but somehow no words would
form. Suddenly she turned away from
Doreen and Stan, walked to the window.
She stood there, motlonless, one hand
grasping the heavy drapery, staring down
into the neon-bordered street three floors
below.

There was something wrong, something
that she could not quite pin-point in her
mind. A vague uneasiness grew within her.
It had nothing to do with the police, or
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with the things that would happen to her
after they came. It was here, in this hotel
room, a feeling of some lurking, intangible
thing.

She -pressed her forehead against the
cool glass of the window, closed her eyes.
She had to think, force her mind back into
a logical pattern.

Behing her, Doreen Hamby said, “How
about this? We’ll clean up in here, get rid
of Julie’s fingerprints, and then we’ll all
go to Julie’s room. We’ll order  drinks
sent up so that we can have a witness to
say that he saw us there. Then we can go
to an after-hours club. We'll be seen to-
gether the rest of the time.

“When the maid finds Vince in the
morning and the cops start asking ques-
tions, we can swear that each of us was
within sight of the others all evening. We’'ll
just say we got together a half-hour or so
earlier than we did, that’s all. That way,
Julie will have an alibi.”

Julie turned from the window swiftly,
faced her. '

“How did you know this happened only
about half an hour ago, Doreen?” she
asked.

“Because,” Doreen said patiently,
“That blood on Vince’s face isn’t even dry
yet. Surely—”

“That isn’t good enough,” Julie cut
her off. “There’s something out of chord
here, Doreen. You never spoke a civil
word to me, until tonight. Then you walk
in here, find your husband dead and that I
killed him, and yet you want to help me get
out of it. What'’s this all about ?”’

Doreen looked at Stan, smiled sym-
pathetically. ““I know how she must feel.
The poor kid’s so distraught she doesn’t
know what she’s saying.”

Julie stared at her a moment, and then
she turned and crossed the room to where
Hamby’s body lay. She stoaped to peer at
him closely, trying desperately to recon-
struct that last nightmarish instant when
he had lunged at her.

Suddenly every nerve in Julie March’s
body felt as if it were crawling through her
skin.

VINCE HAMBY had been killed by a
t ¥ -blow to his right temple—and yet she
had held the whiskey bottle in her right
hand when she struck at him. The bottle
would have hit the lef¢ side of his head, not
the right.

She went down on hands and knees,
close to the dead man. She could see it
plainly now—the tiny discoloration at the
left hinge of his jaw. Her breath caughtin
her throat. This was the mark her blow
had left. It was enough of a blow to knock
him out, maybe, but certainly not sufficient
to kill him. The other blow, the one on his
right temple, had done that.

“Stan!” she gasped. “Come look!
There’s—" Her voice choked off.

Doreen Hamby had opened her purse.
Now, as Julie watched, stunned, the other
girl’s hand disappeared into hér purse,
came back into view holding a small, blue,
snub-nosed revolver.

Doreen swung the gun in a lazy arc be-
tween Julie and Stan. Her voice was
menacing. “Get over here, Julie.”

Julie felt as if her legs had turned to
rubber. But somehow she forced them to
carry her across the room.

Julie found her voice. “¥Y ou killed him,”
she said. “You did it and tried to make it
look like it was me.”

Doreen’s hand tightened on the small
gun. “Of course I did, you little idiot. But
you wouldn’t have known the difference if
you hadn’t been so dumb lucky, if you
hadn’t wanted that second look at him.”

She laughed tonelessly. “Sure, I killed
him. And why not? I wanted him dead
so I'd get his money.”

Beside her, Julie heard Stan Logan
cursing softly. She knew she had to stall
for time. She said, “You must have
planned this a long time.” '

“Don’t be a dope,” Doreen grated. “I
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was going to do it eventually, yes, but not
tonight. T just happened to come to the
door at the same time you and Vince were
having your little scuffle. I listened in, and
when I heard sounds like two bodies fall-
ing, I tried the door. It wasn’t locked, so I
let myself in.”

“But—but you came back,” Julie said.

“I remembered the money Vince always
kept around. I meant to have it. Then,
when I heard Stan’s voice, I knew that all
I had to do was walk in. You’d figure your
goose was cooked, that I’d blow the whistle
on you.

““And you did figure that way. Once I
got you sweating, I was going to ride
along with you on that alibi thing. You
know why? Because it would give me an
alibi. Sort of cute, I thought.”

“Listen, Doreen,” Stan broke in.
“You're crazy if you try anything with
Julie and me. We can still alibi each other,
the way you said.”

Her finger whitened on the trigger.
“Nice try, Stan,” she said. “But no
thanks. Things have changed. The way
it is now, I’m going to tell the cops that I
came in here, found Vince dead and you
and Julie standing over him. You both
tried to jump me, but T got this gun out in
time. Vince has another gun, an automatic.

“When the cops get here they’re going
to find your prints on it. I'll say you were
trying to get it out of your pocket when I
shot you.” She tilted her head to one side,
looked at him along her green eyes. “Just
like that. And I'll have time to wrap
Julie’s hand around that bottle again, just
to make sure her prints are around, too.”

Stan Logan made a sound from in back
of hig throat, took one short step toward
her.

“Easy there, hero,” Doreen told him
softly. ‘“Don’t make me cut this any
shorter than I want to.”

Julie March put her hands to her face,
shook her head slowly. “Something’s

wrong with me,” she said. She swayed a
little, moved back from Doreen and Stan,
back toward the studio couch. “I think
I'm going to...to...” She took one fast
look at the heavy, castered cocktail table,
got it in a direct line between herself and
Doreen Hamby.

Her eyelashes fluttered; she sighed
softly, collapsed to the floor.

“T wondered how long she could take
it,” Doreen said scornfully. “Well, Stan,
it looks like you’re Number One.”

Julie March sucked in her breath. With
all the strength of her sleekly-muscled leg
she suddenly straightened out her bent
knee, sent the heavy cocktail table blurring
across the floor. It smashed against
Doreen Hamby’s legs, threw her compl®te-
ly off balance. Her hands went out in-
stinctively to break her fall. The small gun
flew from her fingers and thudded against
the wall.

Stan Logan shouted, grabbed for her.
She screamed, throwing herself backward,
away from him. Her shoulders struck the
window. Glass shattered. Doreen’s hands
clutched wildly at the drapes, and then she
disappeared through the window into the
darkness. . . .

Tt was almost noon the next day when
the police finally finished with Julie and
Stan and told them they could leave head-
quarters.

On their way out of the gloomy gray
building, Julie said, softly, ‘“ She must have
suffered horribly, Stan.”

He was silent a moment. Then he said,
“We’re just lucky she lived long enough to
tell the police what happened. Whatever
she was, whatever she did—she still
cleared us.”

They went down the steps to the side-
walk. s

They walked slowly along the street,
not going anywhere in particular, just
savoring the wonderful feeling of being
together—and alive.
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For the fraction of a
second, he hesitated + « ¢

On a hunch that the cuddly bundle in his arms
was fingering him for a hot-seat fuse—
Detective Jimmy Rock puiled a few switches.

on the nose, I reported to Mr.

Hiram Rickler, the night man- Col_'l")N
ager of the Walker Hotel. I was dressed,
but conservatively, wearing a dark blue
suit, standard for house detectives, a
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white collar and nice four-in-hand blue
tie. :
My shoes were shined, my face bright
as a three-way torch and my gun in belt
so as not to bulge the coat. No cocked
bowler; just wavy brown hair, nicely
combed and cut short. Mr. Jimmy Rock,
security police, on duty.

Hiram Rickler, the night manager, was
looking important. A dandy, this Rickler,
with puffs of gray hair, large expressive
brown eyes, a pencil-thin mustache above
soft lips set in a florid face. He was
dressed in expensive tweeds, white shirt
and red flowered tie. He walked with a
swivel-hipped movement and his hands
seemed to flop as he walked and talked
and probably when he washed his teeth.

He looked me over with eyebrows
arched, shrugged, then showed me my
room which was formally Clem Stewart’s,
handed me the hotel keys which were
Clem Stewart’s and Clem Stewart’s se-
curity badge. I was waiting for him to
hand me the bottle Clem had emptied.

Then he went into a windy explanation
of the hotel’s rules and regulations which
made as much impression on me as a wet
match on a slippery pavement.

Rickler finished thickly: “Clem Stew-
art, who had been with us for years, got
a little too familiar with the bar’s liquor
and we had to let him go. I hope you
fully understand the policy of help drink-
ing, Mr. Rock.”

I said I did. However I knew Clem,
the house dick that got canned. Clem was
a drinker from way back, and could hold
his load with the best. To suddenly dis-
cover this fault of drinking had the old
“convenience” fringes hanging all over it.

But I gave Rickler the old two-fingered
salute, walked into the lobby and pulled an
elbow rest on the cigar counter. It had
all the earmarks of the routine, dull
evening.

The bar was part of my rounds. And
I first saw her at the bar perched upon a

leatherette stool, drinking alone. She was .
tall, well dressed in a light green suit and

fancy lace blouse that added grace to a

very graceful smooth neck. She was

about twenty-five. Dark flashing eyes ac-

cented by a fair skin and platinum hair

that set straight back on her head, with

a white line of scalp cutting the middle.

To describe her quickly, one would say
she was Russian, with that Russian para-
dox of appearing cold and calculating but
with a fever heat intoxication for a game
called love. She was an attractive bundle
of invitational disaster. Boiled down to
one word: Luscious.

During one of my rounds I stopped and
watched her. She was solo, and it seemed
that was the way she wanted it. That
didn’t mean she wasn’t given the oppor-
tunity to look into some handsome Joe’s
deep flashing eyes and listen to hilarious
jokes way back from college days ; but she
warded off the passes with the same in-
different stare of a subway rider.

AME one-thirty a.m. and I made an-
other round. The lobby was showing
the slow measured traces of the long
drawn-out wait for the morning to grow
up. The small lamps were dotting dimmed-
ringed lights on the carpet, and the clerk
behind the round reception desk was mov-
ing with the cramped steps of one who I8
just putting in time.

I yawned and moved to the bar, which
was just off the lobby, two steps down.
The crowd had all gone to the resting place
of drinkers. The bar was empty and quiet
and sedate. Six feet of blue smoke still
hung in layers like fog, and the indirect
lighting that glowed down from small
ceiling portholes was turned out. Only
the bar lights were on.

Half-way down the bar, she sat drink-
ing, watching the ice cubes bounce in the
glass. I came down and rested elbows on
the far end of the bar. The bartender, a
moon-faced, weary-eyed individual in a
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white jacket and black bow tie came up
tome.”

He said: “You the new house man?”

Isaid: “Yeah.”

He started to wipe off a glass. “Guess
you know about Clem ?”’

I said: “Yeah.” I was full of conversa-
tion. My eyes were full of the girl, con-
spicuous as a lone pin left standing in a
bowling alley.

He raised his eyes to me. “I could get
you a drink.”

I said: “Thanks, buddy, but I need a
little more mileage in this place for that.”
Then I nodded with chin outward. “The
girl. She a guest here?”

“Yes, she is. Checked in yesterday.
Waiting for somebody, I guess.”

“Looks like a stand-up, and to a girl
like that.”

He looked . at me and managed a sick
smile. “Yeah, if you care?”

He loaded that one. If I didn’t catch
his meaning, brother, I was last place in
the moron run for backward children.

The girl in question took a final sip and
rattled her ice cubes. The bartender
perked up, fixed his black tie and saun-
tered over to her. She said something.
He nodded, looked over in my direction
and shook his head. It meant yes, or come
over, pal, or let’s have a party?

I instinctively fixed my tle—she was
that kind of a dame—and did a casual
walkover to her perch.

She greeted me with a smile. “Bill tells
me you're the house detective ?”’

I nodded. That made the bartender’s
name Bill. That made them acquaintances.
That put me in the middle.

She batted her eyelashes a little and
winked at Bill. “Are all house detectives
that young and handsome ?”

Bill scratched his nose. I tried a shrug
and a silly grin. I felt my face get hot. I
laughed and started away, but she held
me with her hand on my sleeve. “Can a
house detective have a drink?”

The bartender looked at me and lifted
his eyebrows.

“Gimme a beer,” I ordered and sat
down beside her. As I did, I felt, her
brush against me, just momentarily, but
it carried shock, believe me.

The bartender moved to the other end
where the draft set-up was, and out of

earshot. I felt her fingers pinch my
sleeve.

“Don’t go away. I'm ({rightened.
Please.”

I got facetious. “You have me. You
have a hundred and ninety pounds in six
feet. I've got a gun and I'm the house
man. You have protection.”

She smiled; red, lush lips on a cold,
white face.

My beer came with a nice top and the
bartender went back to his glass cleaning.
I looked at the foam and said quietly:
“What’s the pitch?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Forget it.”” I made a move to go.
She made a move with her hand again to
keep me from moving. She easily suc-
ceeded. :

“ Another beer, Bill,” she ordered. “For
the house man.”

I was chain-lighting a smoke when the
frosted glass door swung open from the
street side and a tall man entered and
steadied by the door. The door swung
closed behind him. He was wearing a
snap-brim hat that shaded small jerky
eyes.

HE HAD high narrow cheekbones that
* drew tight skin down to his jaw.
His lips pressed around a cigarette and he
stood, topcoat collar up to his ears, and
let his eyes range the shadowy bar. His
color was pale ash-can gray and about as
expressive. He moved to the far end of
the bar, his steps set like fixed calipers.
The bartender ran a slow thumb along
his chin and went down the wooden walk
toward the stranger. I felt the girl’s fin-
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gers tap my hand. She kept her eyes
glued to her drink. '

The man in the topcoat addressed the
bartender: “Still serving?”

“We stop serving at two. You got a
few minutes yet.”

“Make it a fast scotch.”

The bartender nodded and bent down
behind the bar for a scotch bottle. The
tall stranger had difficulty focusing his
eyes in the haze of the hlue smoke. Then
he seemed to straighten up and he stared
down at us.

It all seemed to happen at once. The
girl looked away from her glass and
straight at him and gasped:

“Karl!” It was short and cryptic and
forced. Then she slid into my arms.

The stranger’s hand swept in and out
of his coat pocket in a smooth action and
came up with a black, powerful-looking
gun. For the fraction of a second he
hesitated, as if the action of the gun was
secondary to a sudden doubt that had
formed in his mind.

Two short spurts not loud, spit from the
bartender’s hand as he came up slowly
with a small gun. The tall stranger stif-
fened; the gun tight in his hand as his
head started to turn slowly toward the
bartender. The bartender shot again.

The stranger took his time in falling.
But when he decided to fall, he fell all at
once, head first upon the carpeted runner.

He spread out, arms flung V-like, and
his gun turned his wrist as they hit the
floor.

The girl’s hands were all over my lapels
in a frenetic actio®. Then she buried her
head in my chest and began to jerk in
heavy sobs. The bartender, bathed in
perspiration, came up to full height and
bent over the bar to peek at his target.

He ran a sweaty hand through his curly
black hair and came out with a wet palm.
Slowly he turned to me, his weary eyes
sinking deeply into his face. His breath
was pulling hard, rasping like a cold

motor dragging on a nearly-dead battery.

“You saw it. He tried to hold us up.
You saw it.”

I saw it. I saw too much. I saw the
bartender come up with a gun—a very
conveniently hidden gun—and shoot fast
and sure without hesitation. I said
nothing. I nodded noncomittingly. The
gun was still glued to the bartender’s hand
as if he would have to go through life
just that way with it—stuck.

I reached around to the girl’s shoulders
and set her on the stool and held her.
She plucked the handkerchief from my
coat pocket and held it against her face
and went into more bouncy sobs.

The bartender came out and around
the bar, looked down at the dead scotch
drinker, then carefully walked around him
and came up to us. He laid a soft hand
on her shoulder and his eyes were watery
under the sweaty forehead.

“Maybe you oughta get her to her
room,” he advised.

She seemed to rise with me as she again
buried her head in my chest. As we walked
up the steps, Rickler came waddling down
toward us.

““What happened, Rock? I heard...”
His eyes caught the dark long shadow
spread out on the floor and his jaw sagged.

I walked the girl pass him. “Better get
some law and quick. And close up the
bar.”

The bartender said: “Good idea. T'll
lock up. Will you get the police, Mr.
Rickler ?” :

I guess Mr. Rickler said yes, but I
wasn’t sure. We were half-way across
the deserted lobby and heading fgr the
one open and lighted elevator. There was
nothing slow or unsteady about her walk.
We were trying to get as far away as
possible and quick. Her face still hugged
close to my chest. At that, this hotel racket
had its good spots.

The elevator operator came from behind
a cubby hole and nodded as we entered:
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“Take us up to—"" I stopped. I didn’t
even know her name.

From the vicinity of my chest, via hand-
kerchief, came the slow murmur: “Anges
Clarkson, six fourteen.”

The guard gate closed and the glass door
banged and we went up, as slowly as
elevators will go when youre chasing
every second.

And in my mind: Anges Clarkson.
Anges Clarkson. Anges Clarkson. Very
familiar . . . somewhere and somehow?
Then the name became associated with
“Karl” and T had it. Just like that, I had
it. And I didn’t feel so good about having
it, either. 5

E STOPPED at six, and the elevator
boy said: “What happened in the
bar, Boss®”

“Dead man. You-didn't see it and keep
it that way.”

We left the elevator, turned to the right
and went down the hallway, Jimmy Rock
and a beautiful girl, arm in arm, accom-
panied by sobs, now slowing up to a dead
stop. Anges Clarkson straightened up and
handed back my handkerchief. She took
a deep, clearing breath.

“I’'m sorry for being such a coward.
Forgive me. I—I just went all to pieces
when that man brought out a gun and
pointed it at us.”

We made another turn, this time to the
left and passed 612. “You expected him?”
It sounded like a question but I didn’t push
it much.

She turned active eyes on me. “Ex-
pect him?” She made her answer a big
question.

She stopped in front of 614 and faced
me and slid two fingers up my tie and
down my tie. She smiled with lips that
were meant to detour a man’s sensible
thoughts. She bent her head a little. Be-
ing a tall girl, she didn’t have to reach
up too much to reach my lips. I didn’t
make it tough for her.

She said: ““Now. There.”

I pushed her away, gently. I liked it,
don’t misunderstand. I like beautiful
dames kissing me at two-ten in the morn-
ing outside their hotel rooms. But the
hallway was cold and gloomy and damp
with the thought of a dead man down-
stairs filtered with bullet holes and the
police to come, and with me operating on
my first night as house man playing
comforter to a witness.

Angles. Always angles.

I said: “Look, beautiful, some other
time, but right now let’s quit horsing
around. You just saw a killing and go
all to pieces with music against my chest.
Now suddenly you get cuddlesome on one
elevator ride.” I grabbed hold of her arms
tightly, and T shook her a bit: “It comes
again, sister. What'’s the pitch?”

She made an effort to get out of my
grip. Her face lined up very unsweetlike
and her voice lifted a few notches, loud
enough to rattle down the silent corridor
like tin cans rolling off a junk truck. “Let
go of me, you house dick, you!’

I shook her. “Off the scream,” I
warned.

“You're hurting me.” Her voice went
up the scale. “Let go of me!”

In spots like this, you don’t have much
choice. You have a dame ready to scream
in a hotel hallway, and whether she is
drunk, sober or conniving, you got your-
self a bad time; practically, you're on the
skids and greased, but good.

So you do one of three things. You
run like hell—which is not so good; or
you slug them to shut them up—which is
worse ; or you talk it low and professor-
like—and hope against hope. I tried hope
against hope.

“Look, sister. There’ll be cops down-
stairs a mile long and two deep. You
better lay off the charm stuff and get a
good story because—"

She wiggled from my hold and brought
up a hand, clawed it sharply across my
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cheek. It stung and bit. She tried a num-
ber two swing, but I caught that and
shoved her hard against the door.

It happens. It invariably will happen.
612 opened up and a bald-headed old man
without teeth showed.

“What'’s going on there?”

“Drunk,” I snapped. “Go back to
sleep, grandpa.”

Grandpa didn’t go back to sleep. He
came out farther in tight pajamas. He
cocked his head : “Who’s drunk ?”’

I snapped: “Relax. House man. Just
making the rounds.”

“Kinda loud, ain’t it.”

I turned to the old man. 614 opened
and shut, quickly. I turned back. No more
Agnes. So I waved at the old man, coyly,
as if I were waving a dainty at the Queen
Mary pulling out. He shut the door in
my face. '

And that was that. Nice and quiet and
refined. Hotel business? Nuts.

I walked back to the elevator, but it
was a closed, black rectangle. I turned
left down a short hall to the steps where
the carpet ends and the cement begins.
As I reached floor five, I was thinking and
trying to figure why the stranger named
Karl who handled a gun like he was born
with two loaded holsters on the Fourth of
July should suddenly hesitate?

And T was doing a lot of “whying”
which is not good business for a house
dick, alias a private snooper—especially
when, because of said occupational mental
therapy, something sneaks up from the
shacdows and bangs the head, high and
firmly enough to bring down the heavy
curtain. I slumped and lunged crazily,
grabbing at nothing, hitting rug, miles of
dirty rug and then the curtain.

LEAVES were falling and I was under

them. Some joker with a sharp rake
was playfully gouging my face. I yelled
and jumped; with consciousness hitting
me first, then a breaker of nausea, then

air and sight and faces. Take your choice
of faces: Angry, curious, indifferent.-

I settled and shook my head. A
heavy head, leaded. I was in my assigned
hotel room, on the bed, and looking up at
Hiran Rickler. His was the angry face
and his eyes were telling me that as a
house man for the Walker Hotel I was
washed up.

There was the moon-faced bartender
with his head hanging from exhaustion,
and he was between two blank-mugged
huskies that said: cops.

The indifferent face belonged to a tall,
thin man dressed in a sharp brown gabar-
dine suit with the Hollywood touch along
the lapels. That could fool you because
he was Captain Simms from Central
Homicide, my old boss. His face was
light-skinned and his eyes were light blue
and his lips were gentle, but he was hell
on wheels and double-tough in the
clinches.

The guy pushing me and shaking my
teeth and blowing stale breath in my face
was Sergeant Hallran, a former flatfoot
with brains to match.

Sergeant Hallran slapped my face. I
rolled and sent out an arm which pushed
him aside, temporarily. I sat up and
blinked. Hallran came back with intent
showing in two ready firsts. Captain
Simms grabbed his arm and nodded him
aside.

Simms addressed me: ‘“Rock, you're
in trouble again. What happened?”

I ran a hand over my cheek and felt the
scratch marks with which Anges Clark-
son had bid me good night. I moved the
hand up and behind my head, where a
small round ball greeted me with pain.

“Sapped, Captain. High, but profes-
sionally. Sapped.”

Hallran snorted:
Rock.”

I raised an eye, the mean one: “Still a
flatfoot.”

Hallran came again. I got up. Simms

“Still  dramatic,



42

Mel Colton

was betwéen us. “Break it. Now, Rock,
you hdve a lot of talking to do, so do it
here or down at headquarters. Some of
the boys downtown, unfortunately, are
just waiting for the chance.”

Hallran said: “Amen, Brother.”

I glanced at Rickler. He hedged my
look by examining his fingernails. His
lips moved together and stuck. The bar-
tender’s eyes were half-way up in his
head.

So I told Simms, up to and including
the sapping job on floor five. It didn't
sound so good telling it. It sounded too
pat; it was jumpy and inconsistant and
as hurried as an impatient society doll
at Reno.

Simms took out a pack and extracted a
cigarette and lit it. “You knew this Karl
Testman,” he said.

“So it was Karl Testman.”

Simms said tersely: “It was Karl
Back after serving his full five years,
Back to meet his wife, who took her
maiden name as Anges Clarkson.” Simms
stopped. I said nothing. Simms added:
“Well, take it from there.”

“Take what?”

“Take it from there. Smooth it up for
me. You were on that case when you
were on the force.”

I said: “Karl Testman was a reformed
juvenile delinquent who had a bookkeep-
er’s job with a metal manufacturing com-
pany. He finagled fifty grand from the
books and then gave himself up. Blamed
it on horses. Not a cent left. He got five
years.

“I understand the insurance company
put a tail on his wife for years. No sign
of the fifty grand. She worked as a nurse
and lived up to a nurse’s income. No sud-
den spurting of money.” I raised my eyes
and pointed a finger at the bartender: “So
what's his story ?”

Simms said: “Shot in self-defense. Said
as soon as Karl showed a gun, he thought
it a hold-up. He happened to have a

gun—and ' Bure grabbed it out fast.”

“Happened to have a gun?” I inter-
rupted.

Moon-face managed to build up a weak
sneer, Hallran had a healthy sneer, but
Captain Simms had training—he showed
a small mirthless smile. Rickler liked the
looks of his fingers.

“Have you checked Anges Clarkson?”
I asked.

That brought the group to attention.
All eyes seemed glued to me with nasty
thoughts in them. Simms came close and
muttered: “Good idea. Let's go see her.”

“Six fourteen,” I informed.

Simms nodded: “I know.”

We single-filed out and up the stairs
to the sixth floor. At 614 there was a
unformed cop stationed ; and there was a
lump forming in my throat as we went into
the room. There was the untouched bed,
the one window with shade down, the
dresser, the small telephone desk and
Anges Clarkson.

ANGES was still dressed in the green

suit with the fancy lace blouse. She
was sprawled unladylike on the rug, her
head was resting against the telephone
desk leg. Dead. Horribly dead. The only
recognizable part of her face was the
platinum-blonde hair.

Simms pressed his lips and said sharp-
ly: “Head bashed in back and front.
Found ag is. Coroner just left and said
she died between one and two in the
morning, or minutes either way.”

Simms handed me a funny look. I was
looking at the girl on the floor and I
shrugged. I bent down, careful not to
touch her and examined her head and face
and hands and fingernails. I didn’t miss
a trick. Then T got up and shrugged
again, this time with confidence.

“Better cut the rough edges for me,
kid,” Simms said. “We have a witness in
the room six twelve as to the noise you
two created and that you threatened her.
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It was around two a. m. in the morning.”

I stood, just stood. Simms added;
“That cheek of yours. She scratch you in
the fight?”

““She scratched me,” I admitted.

Hallran, almost gay, said: “Don Juan
Rock. Down one, hah.”

Very funny.

The bartender went into a series of
harsh, sandpaper coughs. His eyes rolled
up into his head and he braced himself
against the bed. “Don’t feel so good. I'd
like some sleep.”

Simms watched him.
sleep.”

Hallran poked an elbow into the bar-
tender’s side. “Go ahead and get some
shut-eye. But stay in the hotel.”

The bartender looked sheepishly at
Rickler. Rickler turned slightly: “Have
the clerk set you up with a room.”

The bartender said, “Thanks,” and
stumbled out of the room holding onto
his head.

I moved to the door, nonchalantly. A
big hand reached out and grabbed my
forearm and swung me around. I was
facing Sergeant Hallran.

He said, sweetly: “Where’d you think
you're strolling to, Sherlock ?”

I looked at him. I looked at his hand
and said: “Off the arm, Utility.”

Dumb Hallran. Big and dumb Hall-
ran. Strictly blockade Hallran, He tight-
ened his grip on my arm and started to

“Let him get some

drag me to him, which caused him tobend
in the middle and naturally set his jaw out
just close enough for e to haul off with
my free fist. I felt his jaw give like fresh
meat and his bone ripped like toothpicks
breaking.

Hallran, with no eyes now, just wide
openings, and a jaw that jellied, fell back
and sat like a passive Buddha.

The uniformed cop came in with a,
“Hey, what—"" I caught his shirt, turned
him around and sent him stumbling
against Captain Simms. I closed the door
and bounded down the hallway.

I had seconds, precious seconds to ac-
complish what had been in my mind ever
since I checked Anges Clarkson against
the telephone desk.

I ran down the corridor, passed the
elevator again and down the stairs, "I
loped around the landing turns like a kid
playing Run, Sheep, Run, and 1 hit the
first fioor. Ahead of me, one flight down
was the hurrying figure of Bill, the bar-
tender, headed for the basement.

E GLANCED back over his shoulder.

His face wrinkled with surprise as I
dove and hit him amid-ships. We rolled
on the cement floor and crashed against a
steam boiler.

I went to work. I got up and cuffed
his ear. He sprung and staggered and
dumped. He got up slowly, shaking his
head and lifting a hand in peaceful ges-
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ture. I shot'in a straight right that missed
his chin but landed on his windpipe. He
sputtered and hawked and hacked like a
dog with a chicken bone in the throat. His
knees bent and his back bent and his head
hung; he coughed and spit with a beet-
red face and eyes pinned with fear.

As his breath came back, I moved in
again. I grabbed his hair and shoved his
head back. His hands went to his neck,
protectingly.

I was sore. My temples hammered
against my skull and I had a headache.
I shouted at him, savagely :

“I don’t like frames. I don't like them
with murder and gals with bashed-in
faces. I don't like billy’s sapping my
head.” T jerked his head and his feet be-
gan to slip. I jacked him up. “Now, who
is she?”

He tried to speak but his throat clogged,
so I eased up on his head. I slapped his
face, hard, purposely. “Who is she?”

His Adam’s apple bounced as neck
cords vibrated. Finally: “Agnes Clark-
son. . .Karl's wife.”

I slapped him again. I put meaning in-
to it. I don’t go for free-for-all murder
dances around the pole, with me the pole.

Veins, like aqueducts lined his fore-
head. Pressure was beginning to bulge
his eyes. His lips twitched and I got:
“Lil Gordon.”

“Where is she?”

His head swayed and hung. He slumped
to the floor. He wanted sleep. He was
getting it. '

I wasted a lot of time. You can do that
when you push too hard for answers. I
looked down at the bartender. I thought
of this Lil Gordon. But where? Where
the hell could she be? Where the hell
else could she be?”

I looked right and left and then walked
passed the row of boilers, through an open
door to the steam pressers, all lined like
hospital beds in a county ward. Over to
the far corner, next to a wall partition,

was a desk and ‘a cradle phone. I lifted
the phone and waited. I whistled. I
waited some more.

Finally a monotonous voice: “Oper-
ator.”

Sharply: “Captain Simms speaking.
Police. In what room is Lil Gordon regis-
tered?” I made it sound official.

“Beg your pardon?”

“Lil Gordon. Room number. Quick.”

If you play it snap-snap, you get it
snap-snap. It’s some sort of a psycho-
logical game or law. Came the voice re-
spectfully: “Miss Gordon is in room
eleven-twelve. Shall I ring?”

“No. Definitely no.”

“Yes, sir.”

I hung up....

Small white glass letters on a black
square background over the door an-
nounced: 1112. I hesitated. I looked
down the hall. A small light was feebly
trying to keep the shadows from being
swallowed by the early morning’s yawn.

On the door of 1112, T knocked lightly.
Silence. Once more. I knocked with short
staccato taps. A movement of a chair, a
shuffling of feet and a hushed voice by the
door:

“Yes?” Feminine. Cautious.

“Bill.” T whispered.

“Just a moment, Bill.”

So I waited again. This time no
whistle; just wait, with my shoulder
pressed firmly against the door and my
feet solid, spread, like a football player
ready to hit the dummy.

The seconds tugged and dragged and
fooled around with the minutes, while
Captain~ Simms was probably playing
posse down the corridors looking for Bad-
Man Rock, the split-second kid.

The door bolt slid back into the lock.
The door opened with inch-by-inch pre-
caution. I pushed my shoulder and swung
the door open. I looped my hand around
with the lunge and caught the wrist by
the knob, whirled into the room, clamping

Soft.
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my other hand in the general direction of
where the face should be.

I bull’s eyed and the momentum carried
us both over a chair and onto the floor.
My weight broke her breath and she lay
still. I got up, facing her. Her face
caught life again and new breath flushed
her cheeks.

I WAS looking down at Anges Clark-

son, or Lil Gordon. But she wasn’t
blonde now, she was raven-haired, a new
freshly dyed brunette. Her hair was still
damp. She was dressed in a long gray
dress, caught in the middle with a gold
belt. She had on stockings and high-
heeled shoes and she showed a lot of nylon
as she bent a knee to get up.

I said: “So you're Lil Gordon.”

She got to her feet and flashed her dark
eyes at me. She ran a hand through her
hair and then straightened her dress. She
caught some more breath.

“You play rough,” she puffed. “I
didn’t think you cared this much.”

She seemed almost happy to see me,
but there was a reason for it, and it was
behind me closing the door.

“Guess who?” she asked.

I only had one answer and it had been
in my mind for some time. I said: “Clem
Stewart.”

Her face pinched. I turned around and
faced Clem Stewart, who was showing me
a .25 with much pride and security. Clem
was short, with two hundred and fifty
pounds to spread around. His flabby face
was screwed up as if he had a lemon in
his mouth ahd couldn’t spit it out.

He said quietly: “You figured it, eh
Rock?”

“I figured it.”

“Too bad.”

I looked around his gun to new airplane
luggage banked against the far wall and
to an old gladstone bag near the radiator
by the window. Clem watched me and his
face loosened up.

“If you figured it, then you figure the
bag, too,” he said.

“Yeah. Fifty grand that Karl swiped
and hid and left to his faithful wife to
hold. Fifty grand for five years service
in the Big House. Ten thousand a year.
Not bad. But he ended up with slugs in
his belly as compound interest.”

Clem wiggled the gun. “Sit down,
Rock, on the bed. And face me with your
hands on the bed.”

I did as the man said.

The now-brunette Lil Gordon walked
around me, keeping away from the line
of fire.

Clem backed to the bathroom door and
leaned against the frame. The one window -
rattled and a whiff of air sneaked in the
room. I was cold enough. I didn’t need
any help.

“Tell me more,” Clem teased. They’re
all alike. When they got you, they want
to rub it in,

“Knob-polishing and cigar-takes in the
lobby, Clem, that’s for you. You're too
old and fat to move anything else. You
handled this lopsided.”

Lil stepped behind Clem and into the
bathroom. She left the door open and
started two faucets running full into the
bowl. Running water helps soften the
noise of a gun shot from a smaller caliber,
and the gun in Clem’s hand was a .25.
Then she turned on the shower. A gal
as smart as that had possibilities. Defi-
nitely.

Clem kept his eyes pasted on me. I kept
going with talk. “You've been throwing
it down the hatch for years, Clem, and
I never saw you actually drunk. Ah, but
suddenly Clem Stewart, the guzzler from
way back, gets so drunk he gets fired. I
don’t buy that.”

The brunette came to the bathroom door
and I added one for her: “And I don’t
buy the sweet act in the hall. The loud
act. With witness. A dead husband down-
stairs in the bar and a homespun quarrel
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upstairs. It surely smells from frame.”

Clem nodded. He might be too old and
fat to move something big, but he had a
brain yet. He proved it.

“And now you come up here,” he said,
cutting off each word sharply, “and Miss
Gordon, not knowing you as the house
dick, shoots you as an intruder. In self-
defense, of course. It fits. Rock, it fits.”

“Except for one small item,” I injected.
“Lil Gordon can’t possibly shoot me, but
Anges Clarkson Testman can!”

NGES CLARKSON'S face etched

with worry lines. Her arms stiffened

and her hands clenched. Clem turned all

sour again. I scored. So I started to tell

stories. You tell them fast and furious
and they sound good.

I carried on: “The girl downstairs as
Anges Clarkson is Lil Gordon, because
Anges Clarkson gets kind of tired and
frustrated hiding fifty grand of ready
dough which she can’t spend, since as
Anges Clarkson she’s a marked woman.
And she’s supposed to be faithful to her
husband Karl Testman, who gets out after
five years.

“So she wires him to meet her at the
Walker Hotel, where she has a set-up
with the house detective who's getting old
and fat with no pension future, and a bar-
tender stooge named Bill. The house man
gets himself canned, because he needs time
and the freeway to set up a fall guy.

“Anges takes care of the charin on the
new man, while Bill takes care of Testman
—and Clem takes care of putting Lil Gor-
don in Anges Clarkson’s room, face be-
yond recognition. Then Anges Clarkson
can walk out of the Walker Hotel as Lil
Gordon with fifty grand and no insurance
tracers.”

They were too occupied with my great
deductions to notice that my arms were
braced on the bed. I smiled at Anges.

“And it plays well, beautiful,” I con-

tinued. “But you upset it. You didn’t
expect resistance to your charms and you
didn’t figure a rough dick. So you slapped
him and drew blood from the check. My
blood, beautiful. And Captain Simms
knows about this—” this I was making
up—‘“and he’s going to check the dead
woman’s fingernails for my bloodstain to
clinch his case. So?”

She forgot about Clem. She took a step
forward and brushed his arm.

Clem snapped: “Look out, you fool!”

I didn’t wait for the rest. I leaped from
the bed, head down and caught them both
as the gun went off, angling off Anges’
hip. Both hit the bathroom door at the
same time, like bargain shoppers in a
revolving door.

Anges slid away to the entrance while
Clem and I hit the bathroom floor to-
gether. My hand dug into his face. I
lifted his head and dropped it against the
tile, until it stayed down.

I got up and stepped over his body,
which squeezed in just right between the
tub and wall. T locked the door on him.

In the room, Anges was rolling and
moaning and holding her hip. I took hold
of her gray dress collar and dragged her
into the closet and closed the door, tried
to blot out the bitter memory of an in-
nocent girl dead on the floor in room
614, with just platinum hair and no face
to leave this world.

I sat down on the bed and thought about
Karl Testman, who had a workable idea,
but who trusted his wife too much. Did
he hesitate with the gun under the tension
of the moment? Or under the fear of
shooting his wife? Or because by shoot-
ing his wife, he was also killing any chance
to get the fifty grand he gave up five years
to get?

I got up from the bed and picked up
the telephone. Why keep chasing a long
foul ball? I asked for Captain Simms,
Let him come up and bat his brains on it,
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When the rod-happy cardsharps tried to heist
a Barbary Coast flame’s cold-deck winnings,
Shamus Mike Blair rolled up his sleeves—

and started playing for coffins.
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CHAPTER ONE
Flame’s Buddies

WAS lying on a strange iron bed in

a strange bare room and my head

throbbed. Something told me I had
been rolled, but outside of that I was feel-
ing no pain.

It had been quite a night.

A tune was racing through my head,
and a flashing smile, and flaming red hair
and taunting lips . .

A fog horn moaned, so I knew I was
still in San Francisco.

This, for some obscure alchoholic
reason, made me very happy. I tried to
whistle. Nothing came out. I touched my
mouth. My lower lip felt like an inner
tube. Apparently somebody had made
some changes in my lovely mug.

I sat up. The walls spun around me,
and the mattress rocked. I swung my
feet over the side of the bed. I needed a
drink.

On a battered dresser stood a bottle—
not the best brand of wood alcohol, but
maybe the second best. I lifted it and
peered at it. It was purely a dead soldier.
There was a cigarette butt in the bottom.

I groaned.

“You up, Casanova?”’ The voice was
cheerful, and it was female, and it came
from the next room. I followed the sound

Rapid-Fire Detective Novelette

By HANK SEARLS
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and staggered into a tiny kitchen. There
were two eggs frying on an electric plate
and a jug of wicked-looking coffee. Tend-
ing the whole mess was the most beautiful
cook I had ever seen.

She had red hair and taunting lips. She
was wearing a flimsy housedress and she
was flung together like the girl on a hard-
ware calendar. She seemed vaguely fami-
liar. I felt as if I ought to know her name.

“Hello,” 1 said as if T'd known her all
my life.

“Hello, Casanova,” she said.
member me?”’

“How could I forget?” I lied gallantly.

“What's my name?”

“Name?” I stumbled. “What's in a
name, anyway? You are as gorgeous as a
spring day. I will call you Gorgeous.”

“You, Casanova, are drunk. You will
call me Flame, which is my name.”

“Flame? Very, very pretty. A little
corny but very, very pretty. It matches
your hair.”

“That’s why I picked it.”

“The hair?”

“The name. Have a cup of coffee.”

I had a cup of coffee. It was just a
little thicker than pea soup, but it cleared
my misty brain.

“And now, Flame, do you mind telling
me how I got here?”

“Not at all, Casanova. I brought you
up because I hate to see a good man sleep-
ing in the gutter, which is where you
planned to spend the night.”

"The name isn't Casanova. It's Mike.
Blair.”

“Last night it was Casanova. Casanova
Blair, kiag of the underworld, czar of the
Barbary Coast, emperor of the water-
front.”

I shook my throbbing head. “I must
have been drunk.”

“Yes,” she said. “You were drunk. You
were cooking with gas. You were so frac-
tured that they almost threw you out of
the Club Tornado, and when you're that

‘lRe-

fractured, brother, you're pulverized.”

“Club Tornado . . . Club Tornado.”
The name struck a chord. “A dive down
in North Beach, with palm leaves all over
and goldfish swimming in a tank behind
the bar?”

“That’s it.”

“And you're the singer. Right?”

“That’s right.”

“You were singing requests for me.
Right?”

She nodded. “Until the request got
too rugged. Some of the things you asked
me to sing !”

A little man began hitting me on the
head with a large sledge hammer. I had
another cup of coffee.

“I seem,” I remarked, “To remember
something else.”

“That’s right, Mike.”

I felt my lower lip. “Something about a
fight.”

“You were in a fight, all right. That’s
why I brought you here.”

“Why did T start a fight? And how
does the other guy look?”’

“Other guys, Mike. And you didn't
start it. They did.”

“There was more than one?”

“Yes, there were three. And they had
guns.”

My heart dropped into my fluttering
stomach. “Guns? I must have been
drunk.”

“You were druank, all right, but it didn’t
slow you up any. You were out of this
world.”

I looked at her closely.

“Are you sure you aren’t thinking of
somebody else? Ordinarily I can’t punch
my way out of a paper bag.”

She laughed. “Well, you could last
night. Of course, you talked as if you
owned the town. That might have had
something to do with it.”

“1 did?”

“You said you were the biggest wheel
in San Francisco. Casanova Blair, pride
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of the crime belt. All you had to do, you
said, was whistle, and you could fill the
place as full of hoods as a prison yard at
lunch hour. That slowed them up, and in
the meantime you started pitching bot-
tles.”

“And they had guns?” I couldn’t get
over it.

“They had guns. They were shooting
at you, too. That only seemed to make
you madder.”

“WHAT was it? A stickup?” If I'd

broken up a heist at the Club
Tornado, it ought to take care of the liquor
situation for a while.

“No, Mike, they were after me.”

“After youf” This was even better.
“What for?”

She hesitated. “Maybe they thought I
had some money. But you stepped in.”
She gazed at me seriously. “Drunk or
sober, you were fine, Mike.”

“Oh, well.” I began modestly, shrug-
ging.

She stepped toward me. ““Shut up,” she
said. “You're scared stiff at what you
did, and I know it, and I love you for
it.” She put her hands lightly behind my
neck, drew down my head, and kissed me,
hard. Her lips were warm and soft, and
there was a faint smell of good, clean soap
in her hair. I felt my blood pressure ris-
ing.

She stepped away. “You wouldn't let
me thank you last night.”

“I wouldn’t? Say, what was I drink-
ing, anyway? This doesn’t sound like me
at all.”

She shrugged. “I guess not.. Well, how
about some eggs?”’

My stomach turned over. “Not right
now, thanks,” I muttered weakly. “You
wouldn’t have a drink around somewhere,
would you ?”’

She toek a bottle out of the kitchen
cabinet and set it on the table. She sat
down to her eggs. And I drank my break-

fast. I refreshed my bloodshot eyes with:
another look. She was out of this world.
I wondered why she was singing in a
hole like the Club Tornado and living in a
dive like this.

“You're new at the Club Tornado,
aren’t you?”

She nodded. “I'm new in San Francis-
co.”

“What are you doing singing in a
dump like that? A girl with your looks
ought to be hitting the hig time.”

She shook her head sadly.

“No voice,” she said. “As vou'd know
if you'd been sober. A song in my heart,
but just no voice. Booking agents go
crazy at first, but there always comes
a time when I have to sing, and that
finishes me. Of course, in a place like
the Club Tornado, nobody hears me any-
way, so it’s all right.”

The fluttering in my stomach was be-
ginning to settle down. “You can sing to
me any time, honey. Any time at all.”

She smiled, and the dingy kitchen was
brighter. I tried to gather up the ends
of my own private lost weekend. I had
been on some sort of job, a job for a
client. Client, client. It wasn’t as if I
had a lot of them.

Suddenly it came to me—Mrs. Chal-
mers. Mrs, Chalmers was purely routine.
She suspected Mr. Chalmers and his pri-
vate secretary. So I had tailed Mr. Chal-
mers to the Club Tornado and found that
the Missus was right about Mr. Chalmers
but wrong about the secretary.

Actually, it was a waitress in the com-
pany cafeteria. Now all I had to do was
break the good news to Mrs. Chalmers,
tell her to be sure to mention me to her
friends, and pick up fifty bucks. I shoved
my chair away from the table.

“Well, honey, thanks for the lodging
and the liquids. Are you singing tonight?”’

She looked up quickly. “You aren't
leaving ?”

“It’'s breaking my heart, but I'm a
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working man. I thought I might drop
down to the Club Tornado tonight, to see
if your voice is as bad as you say.”

“T don’t think the Club Tornado will
open tonight. You should have seen it
when we left.” A shadow crossed her
eyes. “Don’t leave, Mike.”

It sounded attractive as hell, but fifty
bucks is fifty bucks. I got up and walked
behind her. I ran my hand through her
hair. “I’ll be back this evening. If you
don’t have to sing, we’ll go out and spend
seme of the cabbage I'm picking up today.
Stick with me, honey. You'll be wearing
diamonds.”

She turned and grabbed my wrists. Her
hands were shaking. “Please, Mike. Don’t

”»

go.

I wavered. “What is it? Is there some-
thing bothering you?”

She walked to the window. “No. Skip
it. Go ahead. I'll be here when you come

back.”

RS. CHALMERS took the news

well; in fact she seemed overjoyed.
I could almost see the alimony shining in
her eyes. She wrote me a check for fifty
clams and I went to my office to pick up
my mail. There was nothing but bills, so
I banged out a couple of reports.

For some reason, I couldn’t concen-
trate. The redhead was on my mind. She
was beautiful, and she was very much
available, but that wasn’t all. There was
something about her that bothered me.

She was frightened. She was so fright-
ened that she’d begged me to stay with
her. What was she worried about? Then
I remembered what she’d said about the
fight. The mien had carried guns, and they
had been after her. She’d said that she

didn’t know why, unless they'd thought-

she had money ; but that didn’t ring true.

Why would they go into a bar full of
men and try to hold up the singer? They
wanted her for something else, and sud-
denly I felt that she knew why. I grabbed

my hat and quickly hopped into a taxi.

I lunged up the dark, creaking stairs
to her apartment, three steps at a time.
I knocked. There was no answer. I tried
the lock and walked in.

The place was a shambles. It looked as
if Gargantua had been playing leapfrog
with the furniture. It was scattered all
over the living room. The drawers in the
kitchen were pulled out and tossed on the
floor. The mattress in the bedroom was
slit, the pillows were torn, and there were
feathers on the floor ankle-deep. Flame’s
clothes were tossed everywhere. -

No one was home. Well, maybe she’d
been looking for something in one of her
drawers. Maybe she’d stepped out for a
moment to buy a paper. Maybe she’d gone
to work,

And maybe she’d been snatched.

For a moment I wondered if I wanted
to go on with this. I wasn’t a cop any
more, and Flame wasn’t my client, and
there was nothing I could do anyway, ex-
cept waste time. I touched my lower lip
and asked myself if I wanted more of the
same. For all I knew, Flame was a cheap
crook, a stool-pigeon maybe, who'd been
ferreted out by a hoodlum who owed her
something.

Then I remembered the look in her eyes
when she’d asked me to stay. . . .

I decided to find her. The trouble was,
there was no place to look.

Idly, I kicked at the clothes on the floor.
I looked around in the kitchen and the
bathroom. Not a clue, naturally. I decided
to go to the Club Tornado. Maybe she
had gone to work, after all.

“Hold st, buddy.”

I jumped as if I'd been jabbed with an
electric needle. I swung toward the door.

A natty young fellow, with clear gray
eyes and thin lips, stood in the doorway.
In his hand he cradled a stubby .32 auto-
matic.

“Hold it,” he said again. “Where is
she?”
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“Who?” : vids

He stepped toward me. “Let’s not play
games. Where is she?” '

I decided not to play games.

“Flame? I don’t know. I just got here.
Maybe she’s at work.”

“She’s not at work, and you know it.
Where’s the money ?”

“Now there, Mac, you got me. I don't
know anything about any money.”

“Where’s Nino?”

“I don’t know any Nino, either. I just
met Flame last night. I don’t know where
she is, if she isn’t at work. I don’t know
who messed up her apartment. If you're a
friend of hers, you better get to looking
for her, and cut out the detective-story
stuff.”

He didn’t seem to be listening. He
gazed at my face thoughtfully. “What’s
your racket? I don’t remember seeing you
at Nino’s.”

“That’s not unlikely—I never heard of
him.”

“What're you doing in Flame’s apart-
ment?”’ His voice was tight. It looked
as if I was rapidly becoming one corner
of an eternal triangle. I thought pretty
fast.

“I'm a theatrical agent, caught her act
last night and thought I might get her a
booking at a better place.”

“Where’s she working ?”’

“At the Club Tornado.”

He motioned me with the gun. “Come
on. We're going. And she had better be
there.”

He slipped the gun into his coat pocket
and left his hand in with it. He stood aside
as [ went out the door, and with his free
hand gave me a very quick and expert
frisking. He whistled for a taxi and we
sat in the rear seat, very chummy, me with
the .32 in my ribs.

I began to get-irritated.

“Listen, buddy,” I said. “I can get you
for assault with a dangerous weapon, I—"'

“Shut up,” he said.
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CHAPTER TWO

Meet Mr. Slay-Boy

E DREW up in front of the Club
\/VTomado, and my friend paid the

driver. The place was just open-
ing up. We walked in. The Club Tornado
looked like its name.

The goldfish tanks behind the bar were
shattered. The goldfish, apparently, had
lost their happy home in the brawl last
night. There was a tiny, ominous hole
in the wall behind the piano, and the
rest-room attendant was sweeping up
broken glass. The bartender a long, loose-
jointed character with buck teeth, was
shining glasses. He was very disconsolate.
He looked up and saw me and turned
white.

“Say, you're the guy. Listen, Blair, the
next time you wanta play hero, do it
somewhere else.”

“That’s a fine way to talk to a guy that
broke up a robbery in your cheap joint.
I thought you jokers would roll out the
velvet carpet for me.”

“Yeah? Look at the place. We hire
a bouncer for the strong-arm stuff. And
we carry insurance for robbery. So next
time you get the urge to be a boy scout,
try the bar across the street.”

My buddy with the gun raised his eye-
brows. He slid onto a barstool and nodded
to me, his hand still in his pocket.

“Go on,” he said to the barkeep. “You
interest me. What did what’s-his-name
—" he jerked his head at me. “What did
Blair do last night?”

The bartender shrugged. “Some strong-
arm boys busted in and started for the
singer. A hold-up, that’s all. Everybody
is taking it real easy except Casanova
here. He’s got to shoot off his mouth and
start heaving bottles.” The bartender
swung his arm around. “Look at the
place. And it almost got into the papers.”

My buddy looked at me thoughtfully.
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He turned back to the bartender.

“You say they started for the singer
first?”

“That’s right.”

“Where is she tonight ?”

The barkeep sprugged. “Hasn’t showed
up. Maybe she figured we wouldn’t open
up after yesterday. Well, she can’t sing
anyway.”

“Would it be all right,” I asked my
friend, “if I had a drink? Or don’t you
approve of drinking?”

He nodded and ordered himself a mar-
tini. I ordered a shot of bourbon and a
glass of beer.

“Cheers,” I said. “Would you please
take your hand off that gun so I can en-
joy my drink?”

He smiled tightly. “I guess you’re not
tied up with Nino, if you broke up that
job last night. Why’d you stick your neck
out for Flame?”

“Like I said, I'm a theatrical agent. I
hate to see talent shoved around.”

He shook his head. “You’re not a the-
atrical agent. You're a cop.”

Certain parties in the police department
®ould have loved to have heard that one.

“That’s a lie,” T said.

“You're right,” he gaid pensively.
“You're not a cop. You’Ee a private eye.”

Only the boys who live near the under-
world can spot a cop or a private eye.
Once they do, there’s no use trying to fool
them.

“Yeah, I'm a private investigator.
Why? You have anything you want in-
vestigated P’ ‘

He thought for a while.

“As a matter of fact, yes. I want you
to find Flame.”

(‘Why ?”

“I have reasons. Flrst why were you
in her apartment if you’re not a theatri-
cal agent?”

‘I like her looks. I wanted to take her
out tonight. But when I got there she was
gone, so I decided to look around. I'm

just one of those very curious guys.”

His voice was low.

“You wanted to take her out? Well,
just get that idea out of your head right
now. It'll be healthier for you.”

“Oh?” I sipped my beer. “You know,
Buster, you’re beginning to get on my
nerves, waving a gun at me and talking
like that. I don’t appreciate it, and I
don’t scare, so why not quit?”

“Listen, Casanova, or whatever your
name is—"

“Mike. Mike Blair. And you?”

“Kid Farrow. Blair, lay off Flame Con-
don. Unless you want to end up under a
stone.” He sounded as if he meant it.

I shrugged. “That’s up to her. You
say you want to find her. Why?

* “You want to take on the job?”

“I don’t work for free.”

“If you find her, I'll pay you.” -

“Oh no. I don’t operate that way.
Twenty-five bucks a day, and expenses.
And fifty dollars in advance.”

He reached into his pocket and hauled
out a roll. He peeled off fifty dollars and
slapped them on the bar. His fingers were
slim and sure, and he handled money like
a gambler. I picked up the money and
stuffed it into my wallet.

“Okay,” I said. “Now you can brief
me on everything you know. I assume
that the same guys that tried to snatch her
last night got her today?”’

He nodded. “If she was snatched, they
snatched her.”

l‘Why?’J

He looked at the bartender, shining
glasses a short way up the bar. “Say,” he
called. “Are you missing any of this? You
want us to move closer, so you won’t
strain an eardrum?”

The bartender looked up, drooling in-
jured innocence. “Whatta ya mean? I'm
not listenin’ to ya.”

“Come on,” said Farrow. I followed
him to a booth. He glared at the barten-
der and leaned over the table.
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“I’M A gambler,” he said. “I make

my living knocking over the big
bovs. There’s this place in Reno—Nino
Costa’s. Big-time operation, five roulette
tables, eight crap tables, about a dozen
blackjack games. Well, I took a black-
jack game for twelve grand in one after-
noon.

“I guess Nino let it get that high be-
cause he fisured he’'d roll me before I got
out of town. Only, I shook the hood he
put on me and left town that night, for
New York.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Very clever. What'’s
that got to do with Flame?”

“Flame was singing at Nino’s.
were—"

I thought of the beautiful redhead fall-
ing for a jerk like this. “Go ahead,” I
said impatiently. “I guess you gave her
the dough so if they rolled you, they
wouldn’t find it.”

He nodded quickly. “That’s right.”

“That was thoughtful. Then what did
you do?”’

“As I say, I lit out for New York. I
told Flame to hang on in Reno for two
weeks, and then quit and come to San
Francisco. She sent me her address when
I was in New York.”

“So Nino’s bays found out where she
was, and decided to pick up the dough be-
fore you did. Right?”

“I guess so.”

It began to look as if the boys who had
Flame were playing for keeps. I didnt
like it.

“Suppose I give you back your fifty
bucks and we call in the FBI? If she's
kidnapped, they’ll find her. By the time
I track her down, she’s liable to be dead.”

“I don’t want the FBI in on it.”

“Why not? All you did was win some
money. You have nothing to hide. Or
have you?”

He spoke slowly, his lips tense.

“I don’t want the FBI.”

“Even if it means this guy Costa might

We

knock her off 2”7 I thought it over. “Alt
right. I'll work on it for twenty-four
hours. If I don’t have any luck, I'm call-
ing in the Feds. Take it or leave it.”

“If you call the cops, I'll get you if
it’s the last thing I do.”

I began to dislike Kid Farrow.

“What's the matter? You afraid you
won't get your money back if we call
the cops? What do you want? The girl
or the money?”

He looked at me sullenly.

“That’s what I thought,” T said. “All
right. As I say, I'll work on it until to-
morrow. If it looks as if I'm spinning my
wheels, I'm bringing in the cops.” I
finished my beer and started for the door.

I stepped out into the foggy night. I
heard Farrow call my name and ignored
him. I started down the street, looking
for a taxi. I heard the door of the Club
Tornado open and close.

“Blair? Hey, Blair!”

A man in a gray overcoat, collar turned
up, stepped out of an alley ahead of me
and sidled past. A short, fat man, with his
hat pulled down. T heard Farrow's quick
footsteps, following me.

Then there was a muffled shot in the
gray void behind. I spun and dedged into
a doorway. I heard the slap of running
feet on the wet pavement and the clash
of gears. A car pulled away from the
curb, lights dim.

Cautiously I poked my head around the
corner. I heard a groan. I broke into a
run for the Club Tornado, my heart
pounding. I stumbled over something soft
and heavy and looked down. It was a
man. I stooped and turned him over.

In the yellow glare of the street lamp
I saw his face—Kid Farrow. A dark
stain spread over the sidewalk, running off
into the gutter. And in the gutter was
a police .38. Whoever had shot him
wasn't going to get caught with the gun.
... I felt for a pulse. There was none.

Well, T thought, it couldn’t have hap-
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pened to a nicer guy. And now there’d
be no objection to the F.B.I. I stepped
into the Club Tornado, determined to
wash my hands of the whole thing.

The bartender was just hanging up the
phone. When he saw me, he almost
dropped his uppers.

Instead, -he very calmly just raised his
hands.

“What the hell?” I said. “Call the
cops. There’s a guy been murdered out-
side.”

Slowly the barkeep lowered his hands,
watching me keenly.

“Call the cops,” I said again. “What’s
wrong with you?”

“I called ’em. I called ’em when I
heard your shot.”

“My shot? I didn’t shoot him and you
know it.”

“No,” said the bartender quickly, “I
never said you did. I never said you did,
Mr. Blair. You gonna stick around and
wait for ’em?”

“Of course I'm going to stick around.
Why not?”

The bartender looked away.
Why not ?”’

“Wait a minute,” I sald. “What are
you going to tell them? I just have a
feeling—"

The barkeep looked at me eagerly. “You
got nothing to worry about. T'll tell ’em
it was self-defense. I saw him run out
there and call after you. And he had a
gun on you when you came in—I saw
that.”

The guy was certainly getting ready to
hang me!

“Listen,” T said. “I didn’t—" In the
distance I heard the lonely howl of a siren.
“I didn't—"

What was the use? He wouldn’t be-
lieve me, and the cops wouldn’t believe
me.

Even my very own mother wouldn’t
believe me.

I stepped back into the night. ...

“Sure.

CHAPTER THREE

Laddy on the Lam

’ I \ HE trouble with a guy on the lam
is that he always heads for the
cheapest flophouse in town. And

strange as it seems, that’s where the cops

go to look for him.

But not old Mike. I was too smart for
that. I was going to take my fifty bucks
and register at the best hotel on Nob Hill.
Then I was going to wait until things
cooled down, and light out for Reno to
solve the Flame Condon kidnapping, and
incidently clear my fair name of the charge
of murder.

I thought of all this as I stumbled
through the alleys in the fog. I thought it
all out as I swung onto the Powell and
Mason cablecar. I thought of it as I en-
tered the ornate lobby of the Nob Hill
Hotel and slogged through a carpet so
thick you could drown in it.

I told the room clerk that I'd like a
quiet room. I was still thinking of how
smart I was when I signed the register.
And T was feeling absolutely brilliant by
the time I dropped off to sleep.

I slept like a drugged alligator for about
three hours. Then something deep in my
gubconscious awakened me. I had for-
gotten something. Whatever I had for-
gotten loomed bigger and bigger in my
mind.

I lit a cigarette. I tried to remember
what I'd done. I knew my fingerprints
were on the glass at the Club Tornado, so
all the cops had to do was check with the
FBI and the Navy file would tell them
who they were looking for. All right. The
bartender had heard Farrow call me by
name, anyway. Nobody had paid any
attention to me when I registered in the
hotel.

When I had registered at the hotel—
That was it! I tried to think of the
name I had registered under. Joe Smith?
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Robert Brown? Casanova? Johtt’ Doe?

No. I'd registered under my own name!
Just plain Michael Blair.

What a hot criminal I was.

A guy like me couldn’t shake a blind
detective with a broken leg. A guy like
me should see a psychiatrist.

I jumped out of bed and threw on my
pants and shirt. I draped a tie around
my neck and tossed on my coat. I started
for the door.

I heard whispering outside.
“Okay, Blair, open up.”

I whirled and looked for the fire-escape.
There were twelve stories of good gray
fog outside my window, and the ﬁre-
escape was three rooms down.

Then:

I walked across the room and opened

the door. The room filled with San
Francisco’s finest . . . in and out of
uniform. A big, dark-eyed detective

named Morello, who had gone to school
with me on the wrong side of Market
Street, eyed me curiously.

“I thought I recognized the name. Well,
Blair, it seems as if you're in the soup.
Why did you do it?”

“I didn’t.”

“Naturally,” said Morello. “Naturally.
Well, come on.”

“Listen,” I said. “Listen Morello.
That barkeep had the wrong idea. I know
who killed that guy. He was a short, fat
character, and he stepped out of an alley
in front of me. He drove off in a car.”

Morello scratched his nose. “Did you
see the guy’s face?”

“Not very well. Tt was foggy.”

“What kind of a car?”

“Like I say, it was foggy.”

“Come on. . .."”

I sat in Morellos office. He lounged
behind a battered desk, smoking a cigar.
He offered me a cigarette. I took it.

“Well, Blair, it’s been a long time.”

I nodded. This was going to be the
friendly treatment.

He smiled. “What are you doing for

a living now? What's the latest’ dope ?"

He knew what I was doing for a liv-
ing, and he probably knew I knew. I
sighed.

“After I got out of school, I went on
the L.A. police. Now I'm licensed private
investigator. Divorce and insurance
cases.”

“Is that so? This guy Farrow, the
deceased. Where did you meet him?”

‘‘Before we start playing quiz games,
am I under arrest?”

Morello shrugged and pushed out his
lips. “Well, yes.”

“What'’s the charge?”

“Suspicion of murder.”

“You don’t expect me to talk without a

. lawyer, do you?”

MORELLO flicked his cigar. “In a

case like this, why not? Tt doesn’t
look too serious—maybe seli-defense.
Why fool with a lot of red tape? Tell us
what happened, and maybe we can get
you out on bail.”

Same old stuff. Underplay the criie,
convince the criminal that everything
will be all right if he just cooperates, get
his signature on a confession.

“Look, Morello, I was in this racket
once myself. You can cut out that stuff.”

He tried once again. “We went to
school together. Give me a break. Make
me look good.”

“I appreciate your problems, Morello. I
liked you in school, and I like you now.
But I didn’t kill the guy, and I want a
lawyer.”

He shrugged. “Which lawyer ?”

“Tony Driscoll.”

He pressed a button, and a little turn-

‘key came in.

“Lock himy up, Pete.
Driscoll. . ..
I'd been on the wrong side of the bars

Aud call Tony

- once before, for breaking into the wrong

room in a divorce case. That time, they'd
tossed me in with a bunch of drunks. It
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had been kind of chummy, in a smelly
sort of way.

But this time the taxpayers were provid-
ing me with a private cell, outside ex-
posure, inside plumbing, and an inner-
spring plank to sleep on. I climbed onto
the’bunk and Iit a cigarette. I dropped off
to sleep and dreamed of scaffolds, and
gas chambers, and hot seats, and flaming
red hair. . . .

At some unearthly hour the next morn-
ing a bell jangled and the normal prison
noises began. I needed a shave, and a
toothbrush, and a drink of whiskey. I
hollered for the guard.

He arrived, towing Tony Driscoll, the
poor man’s mouthpiece. Tony had a shav-
ing kit, cigarettes, and no whiskey. He
draped his long body over the bunk and
lit a cigarette. He mussed his carefully
rumpled hair.

“Well, Tony,” I said bitterly. “I hope
this isn’t too early in the morning for you.”

“Sorry, Mike,” he said. “I wasn’t
home. I just got word. What's the
story 7"’

I told him the story. He only showed
interest once, and that was when I men-
tioned the redhead and told him to get the
FBI on the case.

“That redhead,” he said. “She was
really all right?”

“She was,” I said. “Are we going to
discuss her, or are you going to put that
massive brain of yours to work and get
me out?”’

“Get you out? How can I get you out?
There's no bail for murder.”

“Yes, Tony, but I didn’t murder the
guy.” I looked at him closely. “Or do
you think I did?”

He walked to the tiny window. “If you
killed a man, even in self-defense, I'm the
president of the WCTU.”

I relaxed. “Thanks, Counsellor. What'll
I do?”

Tony chewed his lip thoughtfully. “I
don’t exactly know.” There was a tap

at the door:of the cell. The gate opened
and Morello shuffled in.

“You've got your lawyer now, Blair.
Come down to my office. I'd like a state-
ment.”’

We sat in Morello’s office, with a
stenographer, and Morello began reading
from a notebook.

“It seems that the bartender thinks
Farrow had a gun on you when you came
in. He heard you arguing about a girl
named Flame—a singer at the Club Tor-
nado. Then, it says here, you moved to a
booth. Your voices were raised, you
argued in the booth.

“Then you got up and left. Farrow fol-
lowed you. He called your name. There
was a shot outside and the bartender
looked out the door and saw Farrow ly-
ing on the sidewalk. Then you came back
in. 'What have you got to say?”

‘II_!,

Tony broke in: “Did you question the
bartender, Morello? Personally?”

Morello looked up. “Me? No. These
are the facts that the boys on the night
shift got. Why?”

Tony shrugged. “I just wanted to
know.” He walked to the window. “No,
Morello, you're on the wrong track. My
client wasn’t even in the bar. He never
saw Farrow.”

I GASPED. Tony sounded as if he were

taking it in the arm. My prints were
on the beer glass at the Club Tornado, the
bartender had seen me twice. Tony’s sad
story just wouldn’t stick.

Morello laughed. “Honest, Driscoll,
sometimes I wonder. The bartender will
identjfy him. Anyway, we’re checking the
prints on the glass he used. What’s your
angle?”

“I want a line-up.”

“What for? We've got a print, prob-
ably. -You're wasting our time.”

“I want a line-up anyway. The print
won’t prove anything. My client was in
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there the night before—maybe you have
a glass he used then. How do I know?”

Morello pushed a button and a cop
came in. “Chuck, call the bartender at
the Club Tornado. Have him get down
here right away. Then get seven or eight
vagrants out of the cell-block for a police
line-up.” He looked at Tony bitterly.
“Or do you want a couple of dozen, to
make it harder?”

Tony said calmly. “Seven or eight will
be fine. Well, do you mind if I go back to
the cell with my client ?”

Morello shook his head and left with
the guard. When they closed the cell
door, I swung on Tony.

“That bartender can identify me. Be-
sides, they have my prints on the glass.”

“Mike, you used to be a cop. Would
any of the boys on the night shift be
around this time of the morning ?”

“No. Why?”

“Then there won’t be anybody at the
line-up who saw the bartender last night.”

“Nobody but me. What are you driv-
ing at?”

“Listen. Whatever happens at the
line-up, don’t be surprised. Even if the
bartender doesn’t identify you. Under-
stand ?”

“He’ll identify me. Don’t forget, he
saw me two days in a row. Besides, what
about that glass with my prints on it?”’

Tony lit a cigarette.

“Suppose he claims that he didn’t wash
the glasses. Suppose he says the guy that
shot Farrow might have had your glass
from the night before?”

I peered at him in the gloom of the
cell. An idea filtered into my head.

“You're not going .to try to bribe this
joker, are you? Hell, Tony, you'll lose
your license—they’ll disbar you.”

He recoiled as if I'd hit him. “Mike!
Bribe him? How can you say such a
thing? Now just sit tight, and leave it
to Uncle Tony.”

He pounded on the cell door and was

gone . . . leaving me with my thoughts.

It wasn’t fifteen minutes before the
turnkey came to get me. He led me to a
paneled room with a miniature stage at
one end. There were half-a-dozen drunks
and pickpockets lined up, horsing around
in front of the footlights. When I walked
in, they stopped and leered at me. A
big cop was in charge.

“Okay, you guys, quiet down. Whea
the man comes in to see you, keep your
eyes straight ahead. No pointing, no
fooling around. Understand ?”

I stood near the end of the line, try-
ing to see past the footlights. The door
opened and Tony Driscoll walked in with
Morello. A seedy character followed
them, a man I'd never seen before, a man
who needed a shave. A very self-conscious
man, with shifty eyes, who looked as if
he wanted to leave. A thought struck me.

“Okay,” growled Morello, turning to
Shifty-Eyes. “You see them all. Which
one is the man who was in the Club
Tornado the night of the murder?”

Shifty-Eyes moved to the foot of the
stage and gave us a bleary inspection.
Finally he shook his head. “I don’t see
him here, nohow, Inspector. He ain’t
any of these.”

Morello jerked as if he'd been stabbed
in the back. “What?”

I tried to look as if I'd known it all
the time.

“Look 'em over again,” barked Morello.

Shifty-Eyes inspected us again. He
wagged his head sadly. “Nope, Inspec-
tor. The guy in the bar was kind of
skinny. He ain’t here.”

“All right,” said Morello sharply, He
turned to Driscoll. “We'll have word on
those prints this afternoon. I'm holding
your client until we find out.”

“Just a minute,” said Tony. He looked
at Shifty-Eyes. “That glass you showed
the police. Had it been washed from the
night before?”

The character looked away. “Don't
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tell my boss, but I didn’t have time to
wash them glasses. Busy day.”

ORELLO acted as if he were going

to blow a gasket. “You say that
glass hadn’t been washed from the night
beforef”

Shifty-Eyes shook his head regretfully.
“Can I go now?”

Morello grunted. “Yeah. Get out.
But stay in town!” He looked at Tony.
“You know,” he said dangerously, “if
I didn’t know you better, I might think
you’d been doing a little cabbage-passing
on the side.”

Tony frowned. “Watch it, Morello.
Did you ever hear of slander?”

Morello grated: “I'm keeping Blair
anyway. There’s something funny about
this.”

Tony said: “Good, I'm glad to hear
that. Blair hasn’t got much dough, but
when we slap an attachment on your
salary for false arrest, we’ll both be fat.”

Morello reddened. “All right,” he
yelled suddenly. “Get you and that phony
private eye out of here. But see he
stays in town, or so help me, I'll—"

Tony nodded toward the door and we
left. Shifty-Eyes followed us out. As we
rounded the corner toward the desk, he
tapped Tony on the shoulder. His voice
was hoarse: “Say, buddy, you think that
job was worth another fin?”

Tony reached into his and slipped him
a bill. “Okay. Now stay out of sight. In
about ten minutes, every cop in town’ll
be looking for you.”

The little guy scurried away.

“Tony,” I said quietly. “How the hell
did you get rid of the real bartender ”

He started to answer.

“Shut up,” I whispered. A man was
standing at the desk as we passed. A
tall, lanky guy. A guy I'd seen before,
The guy I'd seen behind the bar at the
Club Tornado. I turned my face away,
my heart pounding. The desk sergeant

had my valuables——but he could keep
them. Then we were out in the street,
and climbing into Tony’s car.

“How’d I get rid of the real one?” said
Tony. “That’s easy. I just beat him to
the punch. I didn’t get rid of him.”

“You’re telling me,” I breathed.
“You're telling me. . . .”

We went to a little bar called the Friars
and sat in a booth near the back. We
ordered two boilermakers and lit two
cigarettes. My hands were clammy and
I still needed a shave.

“Well,” said Tony.

“Well,” T answered.

A pretty blonde waitress arrived with
our drinks and was rewarded by Tony
with a pat on the hand.

We lifted our glasses. “I guess,” said
Tony, “I'm the cagiest, smartest, sharp-
est character practicing law in this town.”

“I’ll say you were,” I agreed. ‘“What
are you going to do for a living when
Morello finds out what you pulled?”

“Break rocks at San Quentin,” Tony
said sadly.

“Greater love hath no man,” I said
sweetly. “It was such a nice practice,
too.”

We drank to Tony’s practice. We
drank to Tony. We ordered another
round and drank to the waitress. We
drank to Morello, then we drank to me.

“Mike,” said Tony. “From here on,
you've got to clear yourself. I don’t
want to be around when Morello dis-
covers that I ran in a ringer on him.
I’'m leaving town.”

“He’s already found it out,” 1 said.
“The real bartender was at the sergeant’s
desk when we left.”

Tony shrugged. “Well, what are you
going to do?”

I thought it over. “I’'m going to Reno.
I’'m going to find that girl, if she’s still
alive. Then I'm going to head for Outer
Mongolia. T'll come back when Morelle
drops dead.”
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“That seems like a very good idea, but
why bother with the girl? e

He had something there. Why bother
with the girl? Why not head for Mexico,
or Canada, right away? Wait until things
cooled down, and then come back and
try to clear myself? I thought of the red
hair and the laugh that had brightened
up the grimy kitchen; the taunting lips
and the desperate look in her eyes when
I'd left. I decided to find the girl.

“First the girl, then the Big Skip,” I
said.  “I’ll need some money.”

“How do you like that?” said Tony
reaching for his hip pocket. “I wreck my
career for you and now you want me
to pay for the privilege. Such a client
shouldn’t happen to a dog. Will two hun-
dred do you any good?”

“Thanks, Tony,” I said. “Thanks a
lot.”

CHAPTER FOUR
A Gambling Fool

ing the municipal airport, so 1

grabbed a cab and went to a little field
near Palo Alto. I bargained with a hang-
ar bum who wore a tattered Air Force
jacket and owned a battered surplus
trainer.

We staggered into the air heading East.
It was very rough, especially going over
the mountains, rougher than the Aleutians
in '41. But we made it, landing with a
bounce and a bump and a sigh of relief
at a little airport outside Reno. I tottered
out, shook hands with the pilot, and called
town for a taxi.

Reno was hot, glaring hot after San
Francisco. I registered at an air-condi-
tioned hotel under the name: “Paul
Remsen.” 1 was very proud of the name.
I might not be so smart, but I had im-
proved since the night before. I bought
a razor and finally got my shave and
shower. Then I gulped a beer.

I FIGURED the cops would be watch-

I was in Reno, and the cops wetre look- -
ing for me in San Francisco. What did
I do now? -

Well, the only way to get a line on the
redhead was to find the gambling estab-
lishment of one Nino Costa.

Of course, I might call the FBI. But
suppose I was wrong? If I was wrong,
the FBI wouldn’t do the girl any good
and I'd land in the same smelly cell in
San Francisco. I decided to give myself
twelve hours. Then I'd call the FBI, spill
the whole story on the phone, and light
out for far-away places and strange-sound-
ing names.

This eased my conscience. If Nino
Costa, whoever he was, had the girl, I
might be able to get her. If I could con-
vince him that Kid Farrow had told me
where the twelve grand was, maybe he’d
release her. Of course, when Nino found
out I didn’t know where the money was,
I'd probably end up at the bottom of the
Truckee River. . ..

I decided to visit Nino. I asked the
bartender for the name of Nino’s club.
Strangely enough, it was: “Nino’s,” and
only a block away. I slapped four bits
on the bar and moved out into the shim-
mering heat.

Nino Costa ran a nice place. Just as
Kid Farrow had said, he had roulette
wheels, crap tables, blackjack games. It
was clean and cool. A bar stretched across
one end of the room, a mirrored bar,
gleaming with chromium and nickle.
There were a few cowhands, genuine and
tourist, leaning on it. There were wait-
resses, pretty little girls dressed in cowboy
boots and Stetson hats and fake guns and
not much else. I liked Nino’s.

Stepping to the bar, I said: “Where do
I find the boss?”

The barkeep was a tall, baby-faced
young fellow with carefully groomed hair.
In spite of the baby-face, you felt that
you didn’t want to tangle with him.

“He’s not here just now, sir. Do you
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want to leave a message for him here?”

“Tell him a friend of Kid Farrow was
here to see him.”

The bartender nodded. “A drink, sir?”’

“A shot of bourbon and a bottle of
beer.”

He poured it and stepped under the
bar. In a moment he was back. “Mr.
Costa was in, after all. He'll see you in
his office.” N

“That’s what I figured,” I said. Taking
my time, I finished the whiskey and beer.
I swung off the leather bar stool and
stared straight into the eyes of a black-
jack dealer behind me. He was absent-
ly dealing to an empty table, and he had
been watching me.

Short and fat with thick, greasy lips,
he had cloudy blue eyes. As I looked, he
shifted his glance. Next to him stoad a
big man, all shoulders and hroken nose,

carefully notewatching me. They looked .

as if they’d seen me before. I wondered
if I'd seen them. Maybe in the Club
Tornado two nights before? Who could
say ? Guys in my racket should stay sober,

I walked to the rear, found a door
labeled Manager, and walked in.

Behind a polished desk sat an immacu-
late, saintly character with snow-white
hair. He smiled and stuck out hand. His
grip was firm and friendly.

“Nino Costa,” he said.
friend of Kid Farrow’s?”

“I was.”

“Was?”

“Kid is dead. Killed, in San Fran-
cisco.”
© “No!” He allowed himself to look
surprised. “This is a blow. What hap-
pened?”

“Somebody shot him. Outside a bar.”

Nino Costa clicked his tongue. “That’s
a tragedy. He was a good boy. He used
to come in here often.”

“So he told me.”

The old boy looked at me sharply. “Is
that so? And what did you say your name

“You're a

was again? I didn’t quite catch it.”

“I didn’t. Remsen. Paul Remsen.”

“Would you like a drink, Mr. Rem-
sen?”’” He moved to the wall and pressed
a button. A bar swung out from a panel.
He turned and smiled. “A man works
all his life to own a gadget like this. Jtist
like in the movies. What'll it be?”

“Bourbon, straight.” Watch it, I
thought. Always watch the boys with the
charm. Like a hawk, watch them.

HE BROUGHT me my drink. I heard

the door open and close behind me
and knew without turning that it was
the lad with the shoulders and the broken
nose. It was. He walked silently across
the room and sank into a leather chair.
He pulled out a detective magazine and
began to read it, about as relaxed as a
steel spring. :

“William,” said. Costa. “Kid Farrow
was killed in San Francisco. Did you
know that?”

Wi lliam looked up. “No,” he said. He
went back to his magazine.

Costa turned to me. “Kid used to come
‘in here all the time. A good boy. Free
with his money when he had it, always
paid his debts. A good .gambler.”

I sipped the bourbon, It was older than
I was. Apparently I was getting the full
treatment,

‘“Yes,” T said. “He told me he won
twelve thousand dollars here a while
back.”

Costa shrugged. ‘“That might be. That
might very well be. A good gambler.”

“Twelve thousand dollars is a lot of
money,” I ventured. .

“Yes it is,” agreed Costa. “A lot of
money.”

This was getting us nowhere. I began
to wonder if Costa already knew where
the money was. Well, I could try a bluff.

‘“Before he died, Kid tolé me where
the money was.”

Costa’s expression didn’t change. Still
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not interested. I looked at his hand on
the desk. His fist was clenched. His
knuckles were white. He was interested.

He walked to the window.

“He must have trusted you, to tell you
where he put it. I imagine he put it in
a vault?” Yes, he was interested, and it
meant Flame hadn’t told him where the
money was, and it meant that Flame was
probably still alive. I wasn’t in a very
good spot, but for the first time in two
days I felt good.

“No,” I said. “He didn’t put it in a
vault. First he gave it to a girl to keep
for him. Later he took it back and put
it away.”

Costa turned. His expression had
changed. He wasn’t smiling now, and
his lips were tense.

“Listen. I've got a story to tell you,
about your friend Farrow. About your
friend Farrow and that twelve grand he
won. You know how he won it?”

“No.”

“He slipped in a cold deck on my
dealer.”

Having known Farrow, it seemed like
a good theory. It would explain why
Costa was so keen after the money, too.
When a ligitimate gambler loses twelve
grand, he doesn’t go chasing around try-
ing to get it back, unless he had a bum
shake in the first place.

“That money’s mine,” continued Costa.
“Where did he put it?”

I lit a cigarette. “You know, I thought
you'd ask that question.”

Costa nodded to his trained ape. The
ape put down the magazine and strolled
over. He stood in front of me, leaning
back against the desk.

“The boss asked you a question,” he
said hoarsely.

“I heard the boss.” I glanced at Costa.
“Get this monkey out of here. I don’t
like to be threatened.”

Costa offered me a cigarette. He was
smooth again,

“All right, Remsen,” he said. “If
that’s your name. What’s your angle?”

“Where’s Flame?"”

“Flame?”

“The girl who used to work for you.
The girl Kid gave the money to. The
girl your boys snatched. Where is she?”

“Now, wait a minute. I know who
you mean, but I never had her snatched.
I don’t know where she is.”

I shook my head. “That’s too bad, be-
cause until you produce her, nobody’s
going to know where the money is but
me.”

“I don’t know where she is.”

“I guess you didn’t send your hoods
down to San Francisco to get her.”

He hesitated. “What do you want?”

“I want you to let the girl go. Then
I'll tell you where the money is.”

“Tell me where the money is, and
then Tl let the girl go.” He pushed a
buzzer on his desk. Behind me, I heard
the door open. I watched Costa closely,
but I never had a chance. He nodded, I
started to rise, there was a crashing blow
behind my ear, and my brain exploded
in a shower of stardust. . ..

WHEN I came to, I was propped in
a corner and someone was pouring
water over my head. I opened an eye.
Willie was bending over me. He drew
back his foot. It flashed and landed in
my chest. I felt as if I were going to die.
I rolled on the floor, trying to get my
breath. He got in two kicks as I squirmed,
and I felt a rib snap. In the distance I
heard Costa’s voice:

“Hold it, Willie. Are you ready to
talk, Remsen?”’

Remsen . . . Remsen. That was me. I
tried to say no. All I got was a groan.
I shook my head. Willie’s foot landed
on my jaw and the stardust dropped
again. . . .

The rest was a nightmare. I remember
rolling around the floor, with the taste of
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blood in my mouth and searing pain rac-
ing up my back and down my chest. I
remember a kick to the throat that al-
most strangled me. . . . The last time I
woke up, I kept my eyes closed.

“Wait’ll he comes to again, boss. He'll
talk or buy new teeth.”

Half-conscious, I heard Cesta answer:
“He isn’t going to talk, Willie. You're
wasting your time. . . . Is he all right?”

I felt Willie’s tremendous hand on my
aching chest.

“He’s still breathin’, boss.”

“Okay, Willle. Go on out and get
the boys. Have them take him to the
ranch.”

The ranch? I wondered if Flame was
at the ranch . . . Flame ... Flame. .. go
away . .. come again another day . ..
My brain spun crazily. My lungs were
on fire, and a drop of blood tickled my
cheek. I tried to tie down my thoughts.

Something was bothering me . . . some-
body I'd seen tonight, I'd seen before. . .
One of the hoods who’d been in the fight
at the Club Tornado? Maybe.

Thinking hurt my head. Breathing
hurt my chest. I didn’t believe I'd ever
move again,

Very carefully, I opened an eye. Costa
was sitting at his desk, watching me.
From his drawer he lifted a heavy service
automatic, cocked it, and layed it down.
He turned and poured himself a drink.

Come on, Mike, 1 thought. This is it.
I tensed my muscles. Even thinking of
getting across the room hurt. But now
was my chance, with Willie gone. I could
move faster than an old guy like Costa—
or could I?

CHAPTER FIVE
Playing for Cofhins
UIETLY, painfully, I gathered
my legs under me. Costa turned
suddenly and I relaxed. I heard
him shoot soda into his drink. Then I was

up and surging across the room in a flash
of pain.

Costa turned, spilling his drink.

Diving for the desk, I tripped, and
crashed into it. I got a finger on the gun
as I fell. The gun slid off the desk and
into the waste basket. I jammed my
hand in after it, grabbed it, and rolled
away. From the floor I groaned:

“Okay, Costa. Stay where you are!”

He froze.

Painfully I got up.

“Sit down at your desk.” I limped
to the door. “When Willie and the rest
of your boys get here, have them come
in. This gun’s going to be pointing right
at your head, so you'd better play ball
Then you and Willie are going to have
your teeth kicked out.”

“You won’t get away with it.”

“Shut up!” There was a knock at the
door. “Tell them to come in.”

He hesitated. I waved the gun.

“Come in,” he said. The door opened
and I moved behind it. Willie came in
first, followed by three flashy characters
and the blackjack dealer. “Hey, boss,”
said Willie. “Where’s—"

“Here I am. Put up your hands.”

Slowly, five pairs of hands came up. I
limped over and frisked them. They were
carrying enough artillery to pull a job
on Fort Knox.

I tossed it in the corner.

“All right, turn around.” They turned
around.

Suddenly I had it. The blackjack
dealer! I'd seen him before. But where?

I stared at him. He looked away.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “You,
short and fat.”

“Lippy,” he muttered. “T.ippy Lar-
son.”

“And where have I seen you before?”

“Oneof Mrs. Astor’s tea parties, may-
be?”

“Very funny,” I said. I had an idea,
for a change. Kid had won twelve grand
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at a black)ack table. A cold deck? May-
be; but very unusual. Very, very unusual,
unless—

Unless the blackjack dealer had co-
. operated. Unless it was an inside job.
All right. Suppose it was an inside job.
Wouldn’t Costa have known it? I turned
to Costa.

“This guy Lippy. Was he the dealer
Kid Farrow won the twelve grand from ?”’

Costa nodded. “Yes. Why?”

“Did you ever figure it for a put-up
job?”

“No.”

“Why not? Do you let your dealers
throw that much money away?”

“Farrow slipped a cold deck in on him.”

“That’s right,” Lippy broke in eager-
ly. “He cold-decked me.”

“Nasty break,” I said. “How long
you been dealing blackjack?”

“Look, buddy,” said Lippy, “like I
said, it was a cold deck.”

Well, it was none of my business if
Costa had been taken for a ride. I was
interested in Flame. I waved the gun at
Costa.

“All right, Costa. Where’s the girl?”

“Like I told you, I don’t have her.”

“Like you also told me, you'd get her
if T got the money.”

Costa flushed. “That was a bluff. So
help me, I don’t know where she is.”

“I guess you never sent these boys
down to San Francisco to get her?”

Costa leaned forward intently. “Yes,
I did. When she quit her job here, I
figured Farrow might have given her
the money, in case we found out ahout
the cold deck and rolled him. I'd heard
she went to San Francisco. So I sent
these three guys down to San Francisco
to get her.” He nodded toward the three
flashy hoods, went on:

“But some drunk at the joint where
she worked cut loose at them when they
tried to pick her up. So they came back
without her.”

One of the hoods, a kid about tWéﬁt"Y ,
with a pimply face, spoke up:

“Boss, this is the guy that broke it up.”

Costa stared at me. My brain whirled.
If Costa was telling the truth, where was
Flame?

“Was Lippy on that caper in San

Francisco?” I asked.

Costa shook his head. “No.”

I LOOKED at Lippy again. I knew

I'd seen him, but where? Short and
fat—the man in the fog. The man oute
side the Club Tornado. The man who'd
shot Farrow!

“Costa,” I asked slowly. “Did Lippy
work yesterday ?” )

“No. He went to Tonopah on business,”

“And his buddy Willie? Did he work?”

Costa shook his head. “He had the
day off.”

“That’s what I figured,” I said. “That’s
what I figured.” I swung on Lippy. “All
right, Larson. Where’s the girl?”

Larson turned white. “What girl?”

I stepped over and let him have it across
the mouth with the flat of my hand. “You
still want to know what girl?”

I heard a rumble from Willie and he
was on me before I could swing my gun.
Instinctively I lashed out with my foot,
He dropped, white-faced, and sat stupid=
ly.

“All right,” T said to Willie, drawing
back my foot again. “Now I’m doing the
drop-kicking. Where's the singer?”

Willie was yellow. Clear through. He
groaned: “At Lippy’s. In the cellar.”

I looked at Costa. He was standing,
his eves wide. ‘“What—"

“Skip it,” T said. “Come on. Everye
body. And nobody make a quick move.”

I marched them out of the gambling
house like Sergeant York. The three
hoods I released outside. I got a cab and
filled it with Costa, Lippy, Willie, and
myself. I let Costa give the directions to
Lippy’s house, a nice little place in the
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suburb, not far beyond the city limits.

Lippy unlocked the door sullenly,
prodded by the .45.

“The cellar,” I said. He hesitated and
then led me to a door. T herded the whole
outfit to the basement and switched on
the light.

The cellar was filled with old news-
papers, bottles, garden tools—a normal
cellar. But in the corner was a folding
cot, and tied to the cot, gagged, wide-eyed,
and angry, was Flame.

“Untie her,” I snarled. Lippy looked
at Willie and Willie looked at Lippy.
“Untie her,” I repeated. “Both of you.”

Reluctantly they moved to the cot. Ner-
vously they released her hands and feet.
They jumped back, but not fast enough.
Her hands lashed out at their faces. As
they stumbled backwards, I saw angry
red scratches on their cheeks. Flame
whipped off her gag. ]

“Why, you—" she began. Her voice
broke. She weaved unsteadily and then
she was in my arms. ‘“Oh, Mike . ..”

* * *

Flame sat close to me in the cab going
back. Her face was dirty and her hair
was tangled and she was sobbing, but
she still looked like a million dollars. We
got out at Costa’s and I marched the boys
‘back to his office, my hand on the gun in
my pocket.
© “All right, Costa,” I said. “I want
you to call the San Francisco Police.
Homicide Bureau. Get a guy named
Morello on the phone.”

“Never mind. Get your hands up.”
The voice came from behind me. I got my
hands up. I turned and stared. Morello
stepped from behind the door.

“What—Boy, am I glad to see you,” I
began.

His hands went over me expertly. He
slipped the gun out of my pocket. “And
I’'m glad to see you. Very glad. Didn’t

you think I'd check all of the airports?”

“Here’s the man who killed Farrow,” 1
jerked my thumb at Lippy. “And the ape
here drove the car for him.”

Flame broke in: “Kid was killed?” 1
nodded. She moved to the window and
looked out.

“This guy shot him?” asked Morello.
“Very interesting. What makes you think
that ?”

I took a deep breath.

“I was there. This man, Lippy Larson,
I saw in the fog the night of the murder.
He’s a blackjack dealer here. He let Far-
row slip a cold deck in on him; let him
win twelve grand. They were going to
split the score. Farrow gave the money
to Flame, in case Costa might have him
rolled. Then Farrow lit out for New
York and Flame went to San Francisco.
She didn’t know it was a crooked deal.”

Flame turned. “Thanks, Mike.” s

“She didn’t know it was a crooked
deal,” I repeated. ‘“But when Lippy told
Costa about the cold deck—that was ac-
cording to plan, so he wouldn’t lose his
job—when he told him about the cold
deck, Costa guessed that Flame would be
holding the money for Farrow. They’d
been going together here. Right?”

Costa nodded.

“So he sent three of his boys down to
pick up Flame. They didn’t get her. For
various reasons,” I added modestly. “In
the meantime, Lippy thought maybe his
cut wasn’t going to be enough—he’d take
the whole works. He went to San Fran-
cisco with his buddy Willie. They snatched
the girl, right out of her apartment.

“She wouldn’t tell them where the
money was, so they decided to take her
back to Reno. They knew she worked
at the Club Tornado and they checked
to see if Kid Farrow had arrived in town
and might be waiting for her there. They.
were lucky.

“He was there, with me. Lippy left
the girl in the car with Willie, and waited
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outside the club. When Farrow followed
me out, Lippy stepped past me and let
him have it. I remember where I saw him
now—it was in the fog that night. Then
they got away with the girl.”

Morello turned to Flame.

“Did these men kidnap you ?”

She nodded.

Morello glared at me. “You know,
Blair, I've got a good mind to run you
in for obstructing justice. If you knew
this girl was kidnapped, why didn’t you
call the FBI?”

I hung my head. “I forgot.”

“You forgot! Did you forget what
the real bartender in the Club Tornado
looked like? That was a slick deal, too.”

I stepped forward and grabbed his
arm: “Morello, don’t hold that against
Driscoll. Don’t get him disbarred.”

Morello seemed to be fighting a smile.
Finally he said: “You think I'd let that
story get out? I'd be pounding a beat.
You can tell your lawyer to come back
to town—if he’ll keep his mouth shut.”
He jerked his head at Lippy and Willie.
“All right, you guys, you're coming with
me. I'm having the Reno police arrest
you for kidnapping— and murder.”

Costa broke in turning to Morello, his
eyes were blazing. ‘“Mister,” he said,
“before you take Lippy, let me have him
alone for ten minutes . . . just ten min-

utes. Let my boys talk to him. You’ll
save the state money.”

Morello laughed. “No soap, Costa. Af-
ter this, pick your help better. Blair, be
at the station tomorrow. And you too,
sister.” The door closed behind them.

I turned to Flame. “This guy Farrow
Did he mean a lot to you?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I went
through hell to keep his money for him.
Now I find out it wasn’t his. I guess I
knew he was no good. I just wouldn't
admit it.”

Costa was smiling. “Yes,” he said
smoothly. “That money. What do you
think ought to be done with it?”

“It goes back to you,” Flame said
quickly. “It’s yours.”

Costa shrugged. “Suppose we split it?
After all, you kept it for me.”

Flame opened her mouth and I cut in
sharply :

“That sounds good,” I said. “Where’s
the money ?”’

Flame smiled. “I should tell you to
turn around, I guess.” She raised her
skirt on the prettiest gam in the world
and dragged a slim pack of bills out of
her stocking. “A very unusual place for
a girl to keep her money,” she said.

I looked at Costa. Costa looked at me.
We shook our heads.

“I’ll be damned,” I said.

THE END
R EEE——EEEEE—=—___——————

FIRST YOU READ IT IN DIME DETECTIVE—
NOW YOU’LL SEE IT ON THE SCREEN!

You Dime Detective fans read “Some Like 'Em Cold!” in the Feb-

ruary 1949 issue.

Now you can see it as Twentieth-Century Fox’ thrilling motion pic-

ture, ‘“Panic In The Street.”

Starring Richard Widmark, Paul

Douglas, and new movie menace Jack Palance, “Panic In The Street”
transfers to the screen the tense excitement of this desperate man-
hunt which we printed last year for your enjoyment.

See the picture, and let us know how you enjoy keeping abreast of
the suspense-thrillers of the year—by reading them in Dime Detective.



THE BUSY BODY

He thrust the splintered shaft

at my face. ...

When the frisky frill was cooled,
® Chief Inspector Kramer got out his ax . . . o
and invited gumshoe Rory—to climb inside his meat wagon.

HE blonde wore a yellow satin
By _loHN swimsuit, one black eye and a rib-
borr in her hair. She was washing

GRANGER down an old sedan in the driveway and

managed to endow even that prosaic oc-
68
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cupation with a high degree of spectator
appeal.

I glanced over the hedge into the next
yard and decided she must have plenty
of appeal for the hefty citizen in shorts
and dark glasses, stretched out there in
the shade of a big oak tree. He needed
those sunglasses like he needed a third
ear. The thought occurred that he might
be sporting them to sneak a peek at the
blonde without getting caught.

It was hardly the sort of neighborhood
where they require or can afford the serv-
ices of a private detective. White Birch
Drive, Cape Cod bungalows on forty-foot
lots, Japanese maples and Japanese beetle
traps and a lot of Hi, neighbor!.

But the address was right and the
wrought-iron scottle on the front lawn
saldt The Carmichaels Live Here.

I cleared my smoker’s throat. The
blonde glanced up, making no effort to
hide the shiner.

“I’'m Malone, M. B. Malone,” I told
her, with no fanfare. If Junior on the
other side of the hedge wanted to hear
what I had to say, he would need that
third ear.

“Well!” ghe said briskly. “You cer-
tainly got here fast enough.”

I gave her my fine manly smile, the one
I reserve for new customers, and followed
her into the house.

She waved me to a bulky sofa, dropped
into it beside me, lit a cigarette and
crossed her legs. They were neat smooth
legs the color of apricots, and I had a
little trouble keeping my eyes on her face.

That was worth looking at too, despite
the shiner. The lips were full and shiny
and just now a little sullen, the one good
eye a deep and liquid brown. I have no
aversion whatever to brown-eyed blondes.

She looked sidelong at me and said with
no preamble, “I just shot at my husband.”
As though she were telling me she just
got back from the movies.

Well, you get used to hearing things

like that, even at ten in the morning.

“Where’s the body?” I asked her in
my best casual manner.

“I missed him, of course.”

“And where is Mr. Carmichael now ?”

“He went to work.”

“Nothing fazes this husband of yours,
does it? Shot at one minute and busy
at the old job the next.”

“He loves his work.” She shrugged
her bare shoulders, inhaled on the ciga-
rette and leaned back against the sofa.
That improved the outline of a torso that
was impressive enough to start with. I
couldn’t see why Mr. Carmichael was so
in love with his work.

“What does he do—manage a chorus
line ?”

“He’s an agent for the Clyde Mutual,”
she snapped. “One of those insurance col-
lection routes. I want you to get me a
divorce.”

“Let me get this straight. You were
using him for a target this morning, but
you want to sue him for divorce.”

“You grasp a situation very quickly,
Mr. Malone.”

“Object alimony ?”

“Naturally.”

“What grounds have you got?”

She got to her feet. The good eye nar-
rowed, glittering.

“Look, mister, I didn’t call you up for
the pleasure of listening to you crack
wise. If you don’t want this job, say so
and get out of here!”

“I’'m not selling good manners,” I
told her coolly. “I don’t like divorce work,
But I'll take it on, if there’s anything to
work with and no frame-up involved.
And you’ll get your money’s worth. But
no matter what grounds you have, your
husband will have a good point in court
when he brings up the matter of this
shooting.”

“How can he prove it?” she said scorn-
fully. “He won’t even report it to the
police because he doesn’t want that kind
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of scandal. Besides, he knows I can take
care of myself downtown."”

“Good connections ?"”’

“They’ll do. But you're not using them.
I got into this mess on my own and
that's how I'll get out of it.”

“Tell me about this morning.”

66 E HAD a fight,” she said readily,
pointing to the bruise beneath her
eye. “He handed me this and I got sore
and shot at him. I came pretty close, too.”

“What was the fighting about?”

“He's been playing around with a red-
head named Sanders on his route. Georgia
Sanders. She lives on Furman Street,
near Esgsex—and that’s where you come
in.”

“How’d you find this out?"”

“I followed him. Twice last week and
once the week before, when he said he
was going eut on night business calls.
Business! Each night he went straight
to the Sanders woman's apartment and
stayed at least a couple of hours.”

I gave it a quarter’s worth of thought.

“Okay, Mrs. Carmichael. My fee is
twenty-five a day and expenses. Some-
thing in advance.” I grinned at her.

But she dug into the top of the swim-
suit and came up with some neatly folded
green stuff. There were five twenties,
faintly perfumed.

“I'm paying you,” she said acidly,
“with money."”

That held Malone all the way to the
street. ...

The address she gave me belonged to
a fancy new apartment house on Furman
Street. The doorbell directory listed a
Sanders in One A. Behind a concrete
pot full of wilted palms, I lurked in the
lobby for over an hour.

Shortly after half-past twelve, a tall
thin young man, wearing rimless eye-
glasses and the grim, eager look of a new
school-teacher, hurried into the lobby.

-The long black collection book under

his arm was stamped Clyde Mutual In-
surance Company, and pamphlets sticking
out of seersucker pockets bore the same
caption. He looked as though Mrs. Car-
michael might be just a few shades too
much for him.

He made two calls on the floor, each
taking about six minutes. Then he came
hustling past my potted palm, giving me
about as much attention as he would an
aphid, and rang the bell to One A. He
was in there about six minutes too.

When he came out, the expression on
his face was about what it was when he
went in, that of a man with premiums,
dividends, and a Family Income Policy
on his mind.

I let him go, then wentdown to a corner
bistro for a blue plate special that had to
be entombed under two cents’ worth of
bicarb. I smoked a cigarette and went
back to the apartment house and rang
the Sanders doorbell. The door was
opened by the redhead herself.

“I'm Inspector Carroll,” I said, “of the
Clyde Mutual Home Office. May I have
a look at the books, Mrs. Sanders?”

“Certainly. Come in.” Gloria Sanders
was a very tall girl, pleasantly and fash-
ionably lean. She was wearing a gray
tailored suit that set off her long straw-
berry-blonde hair, the pale and lovely
skin. She looked like a girl Carmichael
might find it easy to get along with after
ducking slugs from his wife’s gun.

I made a pretense of examining the
premium receipt books, scribbled hiero-
glyphs in them to represent an inspector’s
initials and settled myself into the deep
armchair, trying hard to look like a com-
pany snoop on a courteous prowl.

“Mrs. Sanders, I'm wondering if you're
having any difficulty with our agent, Mr.
Carmichael.”

Two puzzled lines appeared between
her eyes. “In what way?”

“Frankly, Mrs. Sanders, the company
has received an anonymous complaint that
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Mr. Carmichael has been annoying you,
making unnecessary evening calls and so
forth.” ~

She flushed. “If that means what I
think it tmeans, Mr. Carroll, your ques-
tion is insulting not only to Mr. Carmi-
chael but to myself!”

“Sorry.” T shrugged. “We try to pro-
tect our policyholders.”

“Possibly. For the information of your
company, Mr. Carmichael has indeed been
here several evenings, to see my husband
—who has been thinking of taking out
additional life insurance. After this
eplsode I doubt very much that he will
have anything more to do with the Clyde
Mutual.”

She stood up. So did L

“Now, Mrs. Sanders,” I began, but
she was holding the door open for me.

“You had better,” she said coldly,
“‘come back here this evening and see my
husband.”

“No. Noindeed. Not at all necessary.”

“Then I fear your Home Office will
have a visit from him, since I intend to
tell him about this extraordinary visit.”

I could almost feel her hot breath on
my neck ag I escaped into the hall

CARMICHAEL’S plight didn’t worry

4 me for long. With that boyishly sin-
cere face of his, he should have little
trouble convincing the Sanders’ that they
were all three the victims of an unsavory
joke.

Mr. M. B. Malone’s situation bothered
me much more. Mrs. Carmichael was not
going to enjoy hearing what I had to tell
her. She would want back her retainer,
of course, and might be reluctant even to
pay me for the day’s work.

But in this business you develop a nose
for a straight story and I was willing to
bet my license for the year that John Car-
michael didn’t even know the color of
Gloria Sanders’ hair, not with the vision
floating before his eyes of a fine plump

commission. And that was what I was
going to tell his wife.

I dropped by the office to see if there
was any mail, found three bills which I
threw in the wastbasket, an ad for a new
kind of .38, and a friendly letter from a
forger who was doing three years because
I recognized him at a church dance.

I had me a nibble or two out of the
bottle in the drawer, and then two or
three more, just to prove to myself that
the day was wasted. Then I went out to
the car and leisurely drove the five miles
to White Birch Drive.

The Carmichaels’ front door was open
and the blonde was not in sight. I punched
a finger at the bell and took it back as
though nipped by a poodle. ‘There had
been a loud crash inside the house, then
a faint tinkling. That could be anything,
including the heaving by Mrs. Carmichael
of a vase at the photo of her adored
hubby.

What came next, spurted the adrenalin
through my veins.

Three heavy choking sobs—then silence.

The screen door opened easily. It took
half a minute to prove I had the ground
floor strictly to myself. I slid up the
stairs, close to the wall, noisy as a cat
stalking mice. Four steps gave forth
with plaintive squeaks.

Cautiously I peered into the short hall
of the upper floor—and saw Mrs. Car-
michael for the second and last time in
my life.

She was lying on her back across the
carpeted hall, still in the yellow satin
swimsuit. A small table was overturned
and there were scattered fragments of
a china lamp. Above the bruised neck
her face was blue and puffy.

I shivered a little. You never quite
get used to seeing them. Hairs prickled
on the back of my neck. My nostrils felt
pinched and I had trouble breathing. The
revolver was out of its hip holster and in
my hand. T stared at it a bit thickly, not
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remembering the draw. Then I waited.

Nothing happened. Through the open
windows came the blare of an auto horn,
the cries of children playing down the
street.. But the house itself was quiet as
the inside of a plush box in a cemetery
vault.

Then, gradually through the silence,
came a faint sound from the bedroom
beyond. The sound of breathing.

I stepped forward stiffly, over the body,
and waited outside the door. The breath-
ing came louder, a little rasping. Perspira-
tion broke out on my face and it was cold.
I held my breath and listened. to the
bouncing of my heart.

I waited, tension mounting, for a cen-
tury or two—but the other one broke
first.

A hoarse sob. A shadow filled the
doorway. I dropped back just in time
to miss a golf club whipping viciously
down before my face. The shaft struck a
doorknob and snapped, the head thudding
on the floor.

He made a quick recovery, thrusting
the splintered shaft at my face. I side-
stepped in the narrow hall and he missed
my throat by a wide margin. Two inches.

I clouted the back of his neck with the
flat of my gun and knocked him into the
bathroom doorjamb. He dropped the
shaft but came at me this time with clawed
fingers. Tears flooded his skinny, con-
torted face.

“Nuts,” I said, and jammed the heel of
my hand against the tip of his nose. He
screamed and dropped away like a falling
tree. It gave me time to slip the revolver
into its holster and meet his next furious
rush with two hands.

This time he went for my eyes with
those nasty skinny hands. I grabbed
one wrist with both hands, pivoted around
“his lunging body and shoved the arm high
in a bar hammer lock, pushing his head
toward the floor.

He tried to kick my shins. I grabbed

a handful of hair with my right hand and
yanked him upright, pushed up on his
locked arm with my left, sparing him
nothing. He groaned and went limp. I
lowered him to the floor. He was out
cold, a thin young punk with sandy hair
and features like a girl's.

Old man Malone wasn’t breathing hard
—no harder than a gouty asthmatic after
a hundred yard dash.

With two bath towels I roped him hand
and foot, limped into the bedroom and
phoned the police.

LIEUTENANT LEJEUNE of Homi-

cide sat in my car outside the Car-
michael home, shook his head sadly, and
said, “This time you're in a jam, Malone.
The dead woman was a niece of Inspector
Kramer.”

“This i8 one damn funay investigation,
You out here making small talk and that
fathead in there trying to make like a
cop.ﬁl

“I sald Blanche Carmichael was a niece
of Inspector Kramer.”

“The Inspector Kramer? What's that
supposed to do for me? I didn't kill her.”

An hour ago the medico and the finger-
print boys had gone, five minutes before
The Inspector Kramer and his cavalcade
of stooges had arrived and entered the
Carmichael house. A little later, Lejeune
had come out and joined me in my car,
his sardonic and angular face dark with
blood that wouldn't go away.

“This Kenneth Suter,” he sighed, “the
guy who went for you with the golf club—
he says you did.”

“Did what?”

“Killed her—xkilled his sister.”

“He’s shagging it. The kid killed her
himself. I heard him choking her when
I came up on the terrace.”

“Suter says he came to borrow some
dough. He didn’t get any answer to the
bell, so he went upstairs and stumbled
over the body of his sister. He knocked
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over the lamp. You heard that. And the
choking noise you heard I think was Suter,
too. He’s nervous, I guess.

“We been listening to that sobbing
- of his in there for half an hour. He says
his sister was all he had in the world.
He says she was sending him through
college. He wants to kill himself.”

“Don’t stop him. She probably cut
off his allowance and he killed her in a
pet. He’s got a lovely temper.”

Lejeune said slowly, “This scene is
filthy with the dead lady’s relatives, but
this much we have to believe : he didn’t kill
her just when you arrived. Doc says she’d
then been dead at least four hours.”

“That’d put the murder just about—"

“Yeah, four hours.” Lejeune was
sombre. “Just about the time you left
here. We can fix it by Major Gorsby next
door and by a lady named Gray on the
other side.”

“Gorsby—is he a beefy guy with sun-
glasses?”

“The same. And Mrs. Gray is a thin
old lady without sunglasses. And they
both saw you leave around eleven this
morning.”

“Why do you tell me this? You want
a confession?”

“They said Suter arrived about three,
a few minutes before you came back.
That’s all I got to hear. Kramer chased
me out to keep an eye on you as Number
Two suspect while he finishes ‘grilling’,
as he likes to call it, Mrs. Gray and Major
Gorsby.”

“I thought you had the case?”

“So did I, until it turned out the corpse
was Kramer’s niece.”

“Who’s suspect Number One?
husband ?”’

Lejeune nodded. “John Carmichael.
Seems Inspector Kramer had no use for
his niece’s husband and wouldn’t mind
at all hanging the rap on him. Funny,
Carmichael hasn’t showed up. It’s after
8ix.”

The

“What’s he got to come home to? A
wife who tried to rub him out just this
morning?”’

“Nice clients you pick! We had a
couple earfuls from the team of Gray and
Gorsby. Self-defense, she called that
shooting, showing you a pretty little
mouse under her pretty little eye! These
nosey neighbors heard the whole show.
Blanche Carmichael got out of Eddie
Sweetman’s pea-green convertible late
last night. Bold as brass. Right in front
of her own door.

“A couple minutes later the fun starts.
Carmichael calls her everything in the
book. Maybe he looks like a schoolteach-
er, but they say he’s got one handy vocab-
ulary. She yells back that he’s called
her names for the last time. Gorsby
doesn’t see what happens next, but Mrs.
Gray does. She can look right down into
the Carmichaels’ living room.

“She sees Blanche Carmichael with a
little gun in her paw. Before the Gray
woman can get her breath, your client
shoots at her husband. Gray sees Car-
michael knock the gun out of his wife’s
hand. Mrs. C. fades from sight a moment.
When she makes her entrance again, she’s
waving a kitchen knife in her hand. That’s
when Carmichael hands her the shiner.”

“This Eddie Sweetman,” I said. “Is
that the same Sweetman who the op-
position says has a big slice of the book-
making in town?”

NOW Lejeune clucked. “You know
better than that. You know that since
Chief Inspector Kramer got to where he
is, there hasn’t been any gambling in our
fair city.”

“I know. But is that the same Eddie
Sweetman?”

“It is.”

“You pulling him in for questioning?”

“That—" Lejeune gave me a wintry
grin—“will be the inspector’s problem.”

Chief Inspector Kramer came briskly
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down the walk of the Gorsby house. He
waved two uniformed cops into the prowl
car just ahead of us. He was a thin and
sallow pgentleman with horn-rimmed
glasses, a thin bald head, a thin and
worried mustache.

He had come up from the ranks the
hard way, by marrying the Police Com-
missioner’s daughter. Kramer and I had
a thriving disrespect for each other. He
addressed Lejeune.

“Lieutenant, I want this man Malone
booked on suspicion of murder.”

Lejeune got out of my car, swearing
under his breath, took Kramer by the
arm and whispered in his ear.

“Never mind, Lieutenant,” said Kram-
er at last, peevishly. “The charge will
be suspicion of murder.”

I had to add my two cents’ worth.
“Hold me on what? The word of two
silly busybodies and a neurotic kid?”

Kramer stalked around to my side of
the car, his thin jaw set ag grimly as
possible,

“That kid happens to be my nephew,
Malone. Let me point out that you were
seen leaving this house just about the
time my poor niece was murdered. In
your possession was one hundred dollars
of her money. Then at three you re-
turned here—with the strong odor of
liquor on your breath.

“It could be a fair assumption that
you came back after further loot. You
hid yourself when Kenneth Suter ar-
rived, then assaulted him over the body
of his sister. How do you like that, Mr.
Malone?”’

“You holding Eddie Sweetman too,
Inspector? He was around here with
your niece last night, I hear. But as a
friend and business associate of yours, he'd
probably be immune.”

“Malone, I'll have your license for
that!”

“Before you get it, I owe my client
a hundred bucks’ worth of investigation

—even if she is dead. Particularly be-
cause she’s dead. While I'm gone you
might be examining a possible connection
between the gambler, Blanche Carmichael
and the chief inspector. How do you like
that, Mr. Kramer?” I stepped on the
starter.

I thought he would have a stroke.

“Turn off that motor! Lejeune! Lieu-
tenant! Arrest this man!”

Throwing the motor into gear, I let in
the clutch. The car leaped forward and
Kramer was knocked aside, yelling, Le-
jeune drew his gun from force of habit,
but I wasn’t worried about that.

I whipped around the prowl car, made
the corner and turned it on the outside
wheels. I heard the siren at the next cor-
ner, but looking backward as I rounded
it, I could not see the prowl car. Half a
block away a yellow inter-urban bus wal-
lowed along the curb. I passed it, swung
into a side street and abandoned ship.

As I boarded the bus, the moan of the
siren mounted in a crescende and the
prowl car came racing down the boule-
vard, ogled curiously by the passengers.
It stopped suddenly with a squeal of
brakes. They had spotted my car in the
side street.

The police coupe roared backward a
few feet, curved swiftly ahead and dove
out of sight like a seagull after a wounded
bags. I left the bus at the next stop,
crossed over to a taxi stand.

By the time the worried lads in blue
got back on the trail, my cab was weli out
of that neighborhood, lost in the uptown
suburban maze.

N FURMAN Street I made three
calls as Home Office Inspector Car-
roll and learned that Carmichael always
started his Tuesday route at the “Save
Your Soles” Shoeshine Palace, corner
of Seventh and Bright.
The swarthy proprietor informed Horme
Office Inspector Carroll that Mr, Car-
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michael had been in that morning at
about nine-fifteen, not even stopping for
coffee and a bagel at the one-arm across
the street, “like mosta those insurance
guys.” By eleven, he had finished his
collections on Bright Street and moved
over to Furman.

I made four more calls on Furman
and satisfied myself that Carmichael had
still been working his route between eleven
and twelve-thirty, when I saw him enter
the Sanders apartment. Which left Ma-
lone with a wide-open field.

Eddie Sweetman’s Club Troc was just
inside the city line. I rode out in a
cab, gave the driver a fin and asked him
to wait. It was now full dark, but early
for the Troc. In the parking lot were
only a few cars. I went up between imi-
tation marble pillars, crossed an imitation
Colonial veranda and entered the night-
club that was Eddie’s front.

The headwaiter, a Federal parolee I
knew from of old, gave me a sweet smile
and waved me through a far door into a
dimly lighted hall.

“What d’ya want?” he growled, drop-
ping the welcome face as soon as we were
out of sight of the patrons.

“Eddie.”

“You'll see Tony.”

So I saw Tony, in a chromium-and-
leather office at the end of the hall. He
called himself Tony Mercury and he
looked like a chorus boy, but I knew bet-
ter. With him was a big hood wearing a
face like a cobblestone.

“Long time, Malone,” Tony said.

“Long time no see,” I finished, that
being the special lingo the hoods around
here expect.

“I hear the cops are looking for you.”

“News travels, doesn’t it?”

“What’s on your mind ?”

“Some business with Eddie.”

Tony Mercury shook his head. “No
dice.”

“What’s the pitch?”’

“Eddie’s out of town. I’m handling
things for him.”

“He was in town real late yesterday.”

“You mean anything by that, Ma-
lone?” he asked carefully. '

“Just thinking out loud, Tony. I'm
wondering could Eddie be out of town
for the same reason I'm on the lam.”

Tony Mercury’s dark and gentle eyes
were blank. He shrugged his shoulders
and looked completely indifferent.

I said, “The Carmichael kill.”

Tony glanced at the cobble-faced hood,
then back at me. ‘“Well,” he murmured.
“Well—"

“Eddie took her home. And she was
dead by eleven.”

“Well,” he murmured, “well.”

“Don’t overdo it, Tony. The movies
have a patent on that act.”

He got swiftly to his feet behind the
leather-topped desk, his smooth dark face
flushing.

‘“Hit it, peeper. The front door’s wait-
ing.”

“Just,” I added, “like in the movies.”
But I walked out the door with both
eyes wide open and wary.

The headwaiter picked me up in front
of the orchestra stage and escorted me
silently toward that fine old Colonial
veranda. I found a chance to bump against
him and push a twenty into his palm.

“Where’s Eddie?” I whispered.

Back it came, fast. ‘““Jail.”

“You kidding?”

6¢)RUNKEN driving. They got him
leavin’ the Carmichael frill’s place

and soaked him away.”
“Not Eddie Sweetman !”

“It was some new ‘cop. Tony'd just
as soon as it kept under the lid.”

“Sure. No bail?”

“Judge Selwyn. You know him.”

I knew Judge Selwyn. He was on the
other side of the fence and made careful
speeches about the gamblers who ran the
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town, but nobody seemed to know for
sure whether he was leveling or just mak-
ing a show at the expense of the boys
on the inside.

“So long till Christmas,” I said, and
started across the veranda. A bulky
figure in a blue uniform detached itself
from one of the tall pillars.

“Just a minute, Malone.” He took me
by the arm, not gently.

“Nice pinch, Casey,” I told him. “Did
Tony tip you?”

“What d’'you care? Just don’t make
no wrong moves.”

“Casey, I don’t want to go downtown.
Your fatheaded inspector has me tagged
for the Carmichael murder and I got to
dig myself out of the woods.”

Casey sneered. “Don't get too big for
your britches. No one wants you for
murder, on'y assault.”

“Assault?”

“Yeah, Inspector Kramer. Seems
y’almost broke his arm this afternoon,
drivin’ away the way ya did.”

“What about the murder?”

“Don’t ya read the papers? Carmichael
hanged himself in Blue Bay Park this
afternoon. It made all the late editions.”

“Blue Bay Park? Anyone see him go
in?”’

“On’y the girl who runs the bath-
houses. She seen him go in around two-
thirty.”

“Alone?”

“She says some old gent went in with
him but she didn’ know the guy. Hell!
What'm I standin’ here talkin’ to you for?
Come on inside while I call the wagon.”

I caught his arm. “Casey, wait a
minute. This is important. Was that
business about the old gent in the papers
too?”

He hesitated. “Sure. They want to
talk to him about it, but he ain't showed
up.”

“What'’s the girl's name?”
“How should I know!” he growled

irritably. “Some fancy monicker: Lisa
Somethin’ or other. Come on along now!”

“Casey, how would you like a promo-
tion ?”

“You're nuts, Malone. Lay off the
arm.”

“I mean it, Casey. All you do is—"

“Lay off that arm!”

“Okay. Then let me call Lieutenant
Lejeune.”

“Lejeune’s in the doghouse,” he
sneered. “Seems Dave Kramer didn’ like
the way he acted up this afternoon.”

H e tightened his grip on my left arm.

I was wanted for assault on the sacred
person of the Chief Inspector. Should I
boggle at a chance to do in Officer Casey?
Mayhem Malone, the Boy with the Demo-
cratic Touch. Sock ’em all, big and small.

My right travelled fourteen inches to
a strategic point on Casey’s jaw. He
sagged, and I caught him under the arms
and lowered him to gentle slumber on the
pavement. Two girls in evening clothes
looked at me curiously, but that was all.
Lots of funny things happened in Sweet-
man’s Club Troc.

I skimmed down those marble steps to
the waiting cab. “Blue Bay Park! Quick!”

“I dunno,” said the driver, uncertainly.
“That was a cop you just slugged.”

“Don’t be silly,” I told him coldly.
“That guy was just an impersonator.
I'm the law.”

I flashed a tin, a nice shiny Pontotoc
County Wheat Warden badge, issued to
three hundred thousand folks during Na-
tional Eat-More-Wheat Week.

“Okay, okay,” he muttered.
looked funny, thassall.”

“Just

LUE BAY PARK has bathhouses

and a beach, hot dog stands, bingo,

a ferris wheel, chance booths, and a popu-

lar little woodland with picnic tables that

nobody ever uses—for picnics. The rustic

gate was closed and a bluecoat stood on
either side of it.
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About a hundred yards away was the
entrance to the bathhouses, under a neon
sign that read:

“Moonlight Bathing—Every Tuesday—
Ev y Saturday 1\3};::"

Tonight was Tuesday. I marched up
and paid for a ticket. The girl in the booth
was strikingly pretty, a slender brunette
with blue eyes and skin like cream. I
know it’s been said before, but it still was
skin like cream. Just now she looked very
tired.

“Long day?” I asked.

“Long enough.” Her voice was warm
and throaty. “Tuesday’s always bad, but
today we had to have a suicide.” She
nodded toward the cops guarding the
rustic gate to the woodland.

“You been on all day? Then you must
be Lisa Dunn, the girl who saw Car-
michael—"’

“Lisa Crane,” she said wearily. “I
suppose you are another reporter?”

“No, just a guy who's nosey. Is there a
telephone around P”’

She pointed a finger inside. I went
through the gate and found a phone where
I could keep an eye on her, and dialled
headquarters. It took them ten minutes
to find Lejeune. I thought they might be
tracing my number.

“Thanks for the ride today,” Lejeune
snapped bitterly. “For that I should be
pounding a beat by next week.”

“Get out to Blue Bay Park on the dou-
ble and I'll give you a murderer. It should
be worth a captaincy.”

“It'll boot me off the force.”

I breathed earnestly into the mouth-
piece. “If you never listened to me be-
fore, Lejeune, do it now. The Carmichael
killer should be out here tonight, paying
a visit on a little lady who talked to the
press too freely today.”

“You got snow up your nose. Car-
michael hanged himself out there today,
right after strangling his wife.”

“Kramer’s fitted you with a pair of
blinders. John Carmichael was mur-
dered—by the same killer who got his
wife.”

“Who makes your crystal balls these
days?”

“Look,” I whispered, one eye nervously
on the girl in the ticket booth. “I don’t
know why I talk to you, even. But here
it is: Carmichael could not have mur-
dered his wife. She died around eleven
this morning and Carmichael was working
his route from nine-fifteen to twelve-thir-
ty. He didn’t have time to get half way
across town to kill her. That’s one of the
things Krame’s blinders kept you from
finding out.”

“Kramer.” His voice was troubled.
“Kramer was so sure Carmichael came
back to his house after you left.”

“Where’d he hear that?”

“I don’t know. He dummied up on me
after you made your getaway. That punk
nephew was at his elbow all evening, try-
ing to sell him you as the murderer. But
Kramer had his sights fixed on Car-
michael.”

“You better get out here fast. It was
in the papers about this ticket seller, Lisa
Crane, seeing someone go into the woods
with Carmichael. I got a nasty hunch
the same party did in both Carmichael
and his wife, and won’t hesitate to add
this girl to the list.”

Lejeune was silent a long moment.

“All right,” he said slowly. “Stand by
and keep your eyes peeled. I shouldn’t
pay you any attention, but this seems to
be your year for homicide cases. Some-
times, Malone, I think you’re a Typhoid
Mary. Murder follows you like a cat
follows a fishcart.”

“I don’t order them that way.” But
Lejeune had hung up.

CAME midnight most of the crowd in
the pool had gone, and still no sign
of Lejeune. The pretty brunette in the
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ticket booth put out the lights and started
to count her change. I began on my next
year’s supply of fingernails.

The runway was deserted. Across the
way, the high rustic gates had long ago
been locked and the cops were gone. I
felt lonely as the lead at an execution.

Lisa Crane—nice name, I thought—
opened the back door of the booth and
came out with the cash box under her
arm,

She started toward the park office.
Her route took her past the woodland
fence. I let her have a couple hundred
yards start, then drifted along in her
wake.

She was well out of the lighted area
and under the quiet, overhanging trees—
when a movement on the other side of the
palings froze me in my tracks. A moment
later, and T saw a shadow clambering
down the outside of the fence, halfway
between the girl and me. It hit the ground
and paced silently after her. I began to
make some long strides myself.

I barely made it.

The shadowy figure raised an arm and
something glinted in the moonlight.

Yelling, I left the ground in a flying
tackle. The shadow whirled and I missed.
I heard Lisa scream. The figure loomed
above me. The knife started down in a
deadly stroke. Weakly I raised a leg, felt
the cloth of my trousers rip, the knife slice
into the flesh. The leg became abruptly
warm, wet and warm.

I raised the other leg and kicked the
fat face.

The shadow went over backward, got
up in what they used to call a trice, and
ran erratically toward the park gate. I
hauled out my .38 and triggered it double
action after the fleeing form. It sprawled
headlong somewhere around the fourth or
fifth shot.

Blanche Carmichael’s neighbor, Major
Gorsby of the sunglasses and the leisurely
life, lay on his back, still.

Lisa Crane stared at him in the silence
of shock, her blue eyes wide with horror.
I dragged myself over to her, retrieved
the fallen cash box. She took it mechani-
cally.

Suddenly she sobbed. I put an arm
around her shoulder. Before I knew what
was happening, she had both arms about
my neck and was sobbing completely out
of control.

I patted her back and felt just like the
hero on the white horse. Then I felt
something else, my bleeding leg, and al-
most passed out. . . .

They patched me up at the hospital and
assured me that I would not even have a
limp. Lejeune paid me a visit the next day
and said he was sorry for his delay in
getting out to the park, but that he would
try to make up for it by testifying that it
was his shooting that brought down Gors-
by, thereby saving me the annoyance of
facing a technical manslaughter charge.

And the annoyance, I thought to my-
self, of telling the reporters how I broke
a case, after the police thought they had
it safely on ice. I kept that to myself for
the time being and said to Lejeune:

“What took you so long?”

“Kramer was at the station. He had
them trace your call to Blue Bay Park.
After I talked to you Kramer ingisted, in
front of half the squad room, that I go out
to Blue Bay Park—to arrest you.

“I didn’t agree with Kramer. He got
very personal. I told him to go to hell.
He told me he was Chief Inspector
Kramer and would see that I was working
the chicken detail by next week. All the
boys, including Kramer’s pets, were
watching to see what would happen. So
I slammed him on the chin. That chin is
not built for short jabs.”

“What'll you do now, sell insurance?”

Lejeune grinned. “The commissioner
made me a captain this morning. It broke
his crooked heart, but he couldn’t face
down three morning editorials. The pub-
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Hcity blasted his son-in-law Kramer clean
out of the department. He’s going to
work for his wife’s old man, selling vacu-
um cleaners to the city.”

“For a while T thought Kramer might
be our killer.”

“I GAVE it some thought myself. He
was 80 anxious for me to think Car-
michael came back to the house yesterday
morning. Then, after you called last
night, when he wanted to make out you
were off your crock—and in front of an
audience—he bragged about his evidence
against Carmichael: Major Gorsby had
told him privately that Carmichael had
returned to his house shortly before noon,

was in there half an hour, and left hur-

riedly. You had already told me Car-
michael was on his route all morning. I
began to wonder about Major Gorsby.

“It would have been a routine case, I
suppose. Check the neighbors, check the
tradesmen, check the visitors—except that
Carmichael had had a fight with his wife,
and except for his ‘suicide’, and except
for the fact that Chief Inspector Kramer
never was a cop and wouldn’t be a cop if
he stayed on the force twenty years.”

“I heard you dug some skin fragments
out of Gorsby’s fingernails and picked a
few blonde hairs off his collar. I heard
that made him talk a little.”

Lejeune drew hard on his cigarette.
“It made him talk a lot—before he
croaked. Watching Blanche Carmichael
prance around the driveway in that yel-
low swimsuit brought back his youth.

“You no sooner left the house yester-
day morning than Gorsby was in the back
door. She told Gorsby to get out.

“Well, it was more than Gorsby could
take. He lost his head and killed her.”

“Then he killed her husband so it
would look like murder and suicide.”

“You're sharp today, Malone. Gorsby
and Carmichael used to play Thursday

night pinochle and Gorsby knew his hab-
its pretty well. He knew where to find
Carmichael on Tuesday, drove out to
Furman Street and told Carmichael his
wife had been murdered. He said the
cops were looking for Carmichael as a
dangerous lunatic—which in this man’s
town means shoot to kill. Carmichael
knew that much at least.

“He was scared and went with Gorsby
out to Blue Bay Park, on Gorsby’s promise
to keep him under wraps until he had a
chance to tell his story. When he got
Carmichael in the woods, Gorsby slipped
him a rabbit punch, then strung him up to
a tree, dusted off his hands and came back
home. A sweet clean job all around and
nothing to worry about.”

“Until he read in the papers about Lisa
Crane.”

“T heard the fair Lisa was in to see you
this morning.”

I grunted. “Do I get to keep the hun-
dred bucks?”’

“You get to keep the hundred bucks.
The clty’s generous that way. You pre-
vent a murder, hand them the murderer
on toast, and they let you keep a hundred
bucks of someone else’s money. Why
don’t you take that hundred and take Lisa
out and show her a good time?”

I grinned. “You’re nosey as a match-
making old woman, Lejeune. Eddie Sweet-
man thinks he owes me something for
helping to lower the boom on Major Gors-

- by. He sent around an invitation this

morning. Miss Lisa Crane and Mr. Rory
Malone are doing the Club Troc just as
soon as they let Mr. Malone out of bed.”

It was Lejeun;’s turn to grin. “Better
make it fast. We're clamping the padlock
on the Troc tonight. It’s the new order.”

So Malone took Miss Crane out for a
ride in the country, which, after all, is the
kind of a date a private eye can best afford.

But we stayed away from Blue Bay
Park.
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running away from the scene of the mur-
der, said the sorrowful dames were lucky
that Arturo was dead. This sweeping
statement prejudiced Pete’s attempts to
prove his innocence. Pete admitted that
he hadn’t liked the way the Dude treated
women.

As for Harry Shaw’s evidence—sure,
he’d been on the bridge where Arturo was
killed. Just like Harry testified at the
inquest, he’d run past him toward 129th
Street and Morris Avenue a few minutes
after the knife entered the Dude’s throat.
But that didn’t make him a murderer.

Under further questioning, Pete ad-
mitted seeing the blow struck. A woman
had killed the Dude, he said, and added
defiantly that he thought she’d done the
Bronx a service. He wasn't telling her
name.

Police Detective Blaney knew Pete’s
record as a small-time heist artist. This
gallantry, if it wasn’t a blind to cover
guilt, was amazing. He visited the board-
ing house where Arturo had lived just
before his murder. The proprietress,
Mrs. Angelina Testro, was occupied with
her eleven children.

The young man had lived in her house
less than a month, she said. She shrugged
off the news of his death between spoon-
feeding her youngest and tucking three or
four of the others into bed. Her eldest
daughter, Rose, seemed more effected.
The pretty, seventeen-year-old girl had
been weeping, Blaney noticed. Efforts to
question her brought Mrs. Testro’s wrath
down on the detective’s head.

On his way out of the house, Blaney
glanced into the closed parlor. The flower
decked parlor made him wonder even
more than Pete’s gallantry had. . . .

It was two days before he returned to
Pete’s cell. The turnkey saw him enter,
pat Arturo’s one-time friend on the back
and begin to talk,

“You didn’t like it when the Dude
made you ask Mrs. Testro for money.”

Short, stocky Pete made no betraying
move, but his swarthy skin paled. A mo-
ment later, without another word, Detec-
tive Blaney left the cell. He had the an-
swer to a triangular puzzle in which all
the unknown angles had to be figured
backward.

There was the matter of Arturo’s good
looks for instance, and their effect on
women. Pete was heavily-built, broad-
nosed—and a sentimentalist with regard
to what was then called the weaker sex.
He hadn’t liked it when Arturo shot off
his mouth on the subject.

Take a dame, Arturo was accustomed to
saying, all she wants is the money ; a guy,
that’s all he wants, too. Then what’s the
good of him sacrificing to the skirt? If
you're gonna bother with women, Arturo
said, hustle up one that’s a real dope and
will turn the mazuma over to you.

Nobody but the Dude would have had
the conceit to suppose that Angelina Tes-
tro was made to order for such a scheme.
A hard worker who had taken in boarders
to support herself and her family since she
became a widow, everybody in the tight
little Bronx neighborhood praised her
character,

True, she was a little vain and hot-
tempered—but then she had been a beauti-
ful girl. You couldn’t find fault with an
aging woman if she showed impatience
with her hard lot or spent a little too much
money on dress. Her hair was still beauti-
ful, black and luxuriant. She seemed to
cherish it as the one remnant of her youth-
ful beauty and happiness.

Arturo noticed this and it set him to
thinking. “An old dame what goes around
with curls piled on top of her bony head
is a dame what wants a guy to make a
play,” he told Pete. It was a Sunday
afternoon in late November and the two
were loafing in Arturo’s new room at
Mrs. Testro’s house.

An hour or so later they ambled down
to the street, passing the window as she
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hurried along the hall with a dustpan.
Arturo winked at Pete behind her back.

“That’s a swell hair-do you got, Ange-
line!” he called boldly. The eagerness
with which she turned and smiled told
him—and Pete—how hungry she was for
compliments. In that moment pity for her
was born in the tough heist artist.

“Tought you didn’t believe in that kind
of talk to dames!” Pete scoffed when they
were out on the street.

The Dude grasped him by the shoulder,
“I'm gonna get paid for them sweet words,
buddy. They're gonna cost her plenty,
That old dame’s got money put by—and
little old Arturo’s just the lad to spend
it!”

An admiring wave of the hand indicated
his sharp lapels and flaming silk tie. He
cake-walked a few steps, twirling an imag-
inary malacca. “Class, huh? Wait till you
see me English spats!”

“You're fulla hot air,” said Pete scorn-
fully. “Angelina Testro ain’t got no real
dough. Now if you was to fall into a job
with me—say like that warehouse over on
Webster Avenue—that would be a real
stake for a fellow. But scrounging pennies
offa this nice woman—!"

The Dude grinned. “Think I wanta
waste me good looks in stir? Them heists
is all right for a monkey like you. Me,
I'm strictly for the smart money.”

BUT Angelina thought she was in love.
She blushed like a young girl when
Arturo praised her hair, He brought back
her youth, but still she was a little ashamed
of herself, a woman of 43 and a widow
with children. Arturo was only a kid—
the right age to be her son. However, he
seemed steady and reliable, she told her-
self. He was even fond of the children.
“Kids around me was always what I
wanted,” he said. He told her he had a
good job and offered to prove it by Pete,
whose part in a number of holdups gave
the Dude a hold over him,

Threatened, Pete obligingly assured the
widow that Arturo worked regularly at
his uncle’s cigar store. He did, in a man-
ner of speaking. The Dude hung around
the place daily, steering strangers to a
nearby crap game. Pete even admitted to
Mrs. Testro that Arturo’s salary wasn't
much ; but then, he added, Uncle Caesar
would probably take him in as a partner
soon.

The combination of Arturo’s flattery—
he was now telling her she was the most
beautiful woman in the world—and Pete’s
recommendation was too much for Ange-
lina. On Christmas Eve, when the Dude
helped her decorate the children’s tree
and piled expensive gifts for all of them
on the imitation snow at its feet, she prom-
ised to marry him. The Dude forced him-
self to exchange a betrothal kiss with her.

When he went so far as to fondle her
black curls, Angelina was too happy to
question his sudden interest in her fi-
nances. She took it as further evidence
that he would be a careful, business-like
husband in spite of his youth.

Indeed, Arturo gave her little time to
think. He insisted that they must be mar-
ried at once, not wait to have the banns
called properly in church on three con-
secutive Sundays. The sooner he could
begin to be a real help to her the better,
said her ardent fiancé.

They’d be married on the 29th, five days
from now. It didn’t enter her head—un-
til later—that Arturo knew she was mak-
ing a bank deposit on the 28th which
would bring her account up to five hua-
dred dollars. . ..

Arturo spent the morning of his wed-
ding day in various saloons, ending up
three hours before the ceremony was dua
in Uncle Caesar’s cigar store. He mo-
tioned Pete into a corner.

“The old dame’ll be waiting for me with
a priest and a gang of gabbing neighbors
and relatives,” he said. “But I ain’t show-
ing."”
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Pete’s jaw dropped. “What’s this? You
gonna jilt her?”

Arturo’s cheeks were flushed, but he
was by no means drunk; he seemed ex-
cited and pleased with himself.

“Nope. But she's gotta come across
before she gets me to stand up in front
of a priest.” He grasped Pete’s arm. “I
planned it swell. Listen—she’s waiting
there for me, she’s getting more and more
anxious. When the set time comes and no
Arturo—"" he gestured scornfully—“she’ll
be wild and she’ll do anything I say.
That’s when you come in, Pete. See?
You go there and you speak to the old
dame alone. You tell her no mazuma, no
husband! Get it? She’s got to pay me
to marry her!”

“You mean—but she expects you. You
promised . . . and the priest—you can’t get
away with this with the priest there.” He
brushed Arturo’s hand from his arm.
“Not me. I ain’t mixed up with no dis-
respect to the priest and I ain't telling a
waliting bride no such thing as that.”

The Dude laughed. “Okay. Then I
spend my wedding night singing to the
coppers about you. And the old dame
can walit till she rots.” He shrugged. “I
ain’t lost nothing.”

“But the priest—he’s waiting. You
dassen’t keep no priest waiting. It’s prob-
ably a sin,” Pete demurred.

Arturo took hold of his shoulder again.
“Listen, do I tell the coppers about you
or not? This old dame has got five hun-
dred in the bank. Easy, legal pickings for
me. When she comes across with it, I
marry her—not before.”

“But when you're married, the money
is yours; she’ll give it to you,” Pete in-
sisted.

“No old hag like her is gonna think
she got me for free,” the Dude boasted,
glancing at his friend, and laughing scorn-
fully. ’

The hour set for the wedding ceremony
was six. As five o’clock came and passed,

Angelina grew more and more nervous.
For the first time the idea entered her
mind—suppose her young fiancé never
came?

The merriment of her guests seemed
loud and hideous ; she trembled when she
looked at the innocent countenances of her
children. What if their mother should be
shamed before their very eyes? By five-
thirty she could no longer stay away from
the window. Openly, she watched the
darkening streets for her laggard bride-
groom.

When the clock on the mantel struck
six, she knew she had been a fool; with
whitened cheeks she turned back into the
room. One or two of the guests tittered.
His eyes downcast in pity, the priest took
her hands and murmured words of sym-
pathy. Only one, her eldest daughter Rose,
dared to look her in the face as if she had
not been shamed—and that hurt her most
of all.

NLY then, before any of the guests

could rise and excuse themselves, the
doorbell rang. Her heart rose in her
throat and she was suddenly drunk with
hope. She hurried alone to the door. But
when she opened it, only Arturo’s friend,
Pete, stood outside.

He finished what he had to tell her, and
she stood with one hand lifted, shielding
her cheek, as if she had been struck there.
But she was calm and cold now, not suffo-
cated with pain and anger as at first. The
whole business went through her mind
again, the terms on which Arturo would
consent to marry her.

Something about the bargain struck
her. “Four hundred dollars?” She knew
that she had told Arturo she would have
five hundred in the bank today. “Why
only four hundred?” she asked wonder-
ingly. Pete shuffled in embarrassment.

She stood staring at him. “So—yox
made him leave me a hundred?”

(Please continue on page 130)
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CHAPTER ONE

Warning to the Reader

’I \HE following account—a good ex-
ample of how fouled up you can
get when you start messing around

with murder—stands just as I wrote it,

hour by hour, while it was happening.
If it seems a bit dizzy in spots, that’s
because the most important parts of it
didn’t make sense at the time.
For instance, take the way Victor Gay-
lord got himself murdered. Even grant-
ing that Gaylord was fairly sure to die a
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heel’s death some cozy night, it seemed
unnecessarily rough. I mean, we might
easily imagine some lush babe shooting
him or knifing him, or poutingly handing
him a scotch well laced with cyanide,
which would have been a ladylike way of
doing it. But for some peculiar, private
reason, this killer in high heels chose, in-
stead, to kill him with a Boy Scout hatch-
et.

It was also tough to figure a sensible
reason why this same man-killer should
then go tripping daintily straight into the
bright headlamp beams of a passing car.
Having just hacked a guy’s skull to splin-
ters, a girl would naturally be a little nerv-
ous and in rather a hurry to get gone. If
she had only waited at the gate for a few
seconds, I would have rolled on past with-
out seeing her at all.

She must have noticed the glare of my
car coming, but nevertheless she went
flurrying right out into the street, making
herself as conspicuous as a ballerina in a
spotlight. This was bad timing even for
an inexperienced murderess.

However, that’s the way I saw it hap-
pening. And that was only the beginning
—just a taste of more giddy deadliness to
come.

Here’s the record, written in the thick
of it, starting with:

Tuesday, April 11—
8:30 AM.

Twenty minutes ago I arrived here at
my apartment with a bullet wound in my
upper left arm.

The blood and the hole had ruined my
suit coat, which was also rain-soaked and
smeared with mud. My shirt, one of those
new nylon jobs, looked like a total loss
also.

When I sloshed antiseptic onto the
wound, it really burst into flame. Until it
subsided, I hung onto the washbow! with
my eyes clenched shut and called a certain
young female murderer all the uncompli-

mentary names I could think of. Except
her own. I didn’t know who she was.

Then I wrapped bandage around it—
awkwardly, because I could use only one
hand. The flexing of the torn muscles
started it to bleeding again. In exaspera-
tion, I held a towel against it, while I
paced around the room wondering what to
do.

By the time the blood had stopped seep-
ing out again, I had decided that one thing
I definitely did not want was to get my-
self fouled up in a murder case reeking
with scandal. That meant I would conceal
my gunshot wound from the police, and
act as if I knew nothing at all about the
murder.

This might be illegal, I realized, and
also it might be dangerous—particularly
if the police should somehow later learn
about my part in it. In that event, I could
anticipate a rough time making them un-
derstand why I had kept quiet.

This decided me that it would be a
smart plan to make a written record of
what I had seen and done, a record which
I would keep entirely to myself, and not
show to anyone else—unless it should be-
come necessary for me to put it into the
hands of the police . . . or my lawyer.

This, then, is a true, up-to-the-minute
record of tonight’s little bouquet of vio-
lence.

Let’s take it back to two a.m. tonight,
to the routine, daily act which dropped me
smack into an ugly muddle of homicide—
the simple act of going home from work.

The rain which is still falling now be-
gan soon after dinner last evening—din-
ner for me having consisted of one ham-
on-rye and a quart of black coffee sent in
to my desk. As I worked I could hear the
rain rolling gently on the old shingle roof.
Finally, at two a.m., I called it a night.

NTIL now, I hadn’t realized I was
entirely alone in that cavernous barn
of a place out on Ashley Road. Since I
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was, I switched off the last light and
latched the stage door behind me.

I hadn’t brought a raincoat and I
walked through the rain to my car without
caring much. Mine was the only car left
in the parking lot. Everyone else, even
Allene Giles, my writer on the Moonbeam
show, had given up and staggered home-
ward several hours ago.

I had an odd feeling, as if T had been
abandoned in a dark, hollow world, like
a character lost inside a television tube
after the set had been turned off,

Sliding under the wheel, I sat for a mo-
ment looking wearily at the rambling
structure of weather-scored wood wherein
I spent my days and much of my nights
cultlvating ulcers. It should have stayed
what it once was, a barn—but years ago
it had been converted into a rustic sum-
mer playhouse. More recently it had been
reconverted into a television rehearsal
studio.

The sign across its front, Raphael TV
Productions, Inc., looked top-heavy on
such an unpretentious building. It seemed
tranquil enough now, sitting there in the
fresh spring rain, surrounded by the soft
country night; but early in the morning
executives and technicians and glamorous
actresses and yummy chorus girls would
come crowding back in to turn it back into
a place of fantastic turmoil again.

I tooled off toward my apartment feel-
ing more than willing to hit the sack, after
I'd had a few stiff nightcaps. I drove
slowly, pass the large, gardened homes of
people obviously in the chips. This charm-
ing suburb, one of the choicest in West-
chester, was the last place you might ex-
pect to find a plant manufacturing tele-
vision musicals.

Why had it been chosen, then? Because
of sheer lack of enough working space in
New York, and also because it was handy
to the telecast studios in Manhattan, but
mostly because Raphael TV’s top execu-
tives had their homes here. Very conven-

ient for them, you see, although it had
created a tough housing problem for sev-
eral hundred others on Raphael TV’s
staff.

I had been lucky enough to find myself
this one-room-and-bath over in the gas-
pump-and-hamburger belt near the Bos-
ton Post Road. So, at a few minutes past
two tonight, I was heading for it the short-
est way—turning corners automatically,
half asleep,

Then suddenly I wasn't half asleep any
more, but awake and staring. Because
that was when I saw death on spike heels
come tripping out of Victor Gaylord’s
back gate, death with big, round, scared
eyes.

She popped into sight through Gay-
lord’s gate and headed straight across the
street with her nylons twinkling in the
shine of my headlights. She was wearing
a black cape of the Dracula variety, but
much shorter. She had the hood pulled
over her head and, with one hand, was
clenching it over the lower part of her
face.

When I first glimpsed her I was not
more than a hundred feet away; I had a
perfectly clear view of her, and while I
watched her for those few seconds, of
course, I rolled even closer.

Then, when she was squarely in the
middle of the street, she seemed to realize
she had spotlighted herself. Instead of
scramming out of there even faster, she
stopped dead still. For several seconds
she stood there gazing round-eyed straight
toward me. My mind photographed her
unforgettably.

Framed in the black of her cape’s hood,
her eyes were round and scared, really
terrified. Her hand clenching the hood
concealed her mouth. The cape had swung
open, revealing that her dress—a bright
red dress—was ripped.

She was wearing platform sandals, san-
dals with inch-thick soles, also red, and
in her panic she teetered on her high heels.
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Her other hand was raised under the cape
in a warding-off gesture, as if in instinc-
tive fear that I might run her down.

One other detail put a chill into me.
On her one visible hand were dark spots
of something wet and sticky-looking.
Somehow, I felt sure it was blood. Un-
derstand, that hand was not bleeding. The
dark stuff was spattered over the whole
hand and the wrist also. I sensed some-
how that the blood was someone else’s,
that I was looking at the hand of a mur-
derer.

OR a few seconds she was as motion-

less as a manikin. Although I could
see no feature of her face except her eyes,
I had an odd sense of recognition. Rather,
I had the feeling that I ought to recognize
this girl—that I had seen her somewhere
before—but at the same time I could not
place her.

Then she was running again. Sleek
legs flashing in the bright beams of my
headlamps, she flew to a car sitting parked
on the left side of the street. She ran
around to its far side, ducked into it. Al-
most instantly the car was whirring away.
Her take-off was so fast that I suspected
she had left the engine idling.

She was alone in that car. She was
driving it, and driving it like a bat. It
had already accelerated to at least forty
before she switched on her headlights. At
the first corner she whipped it into a
screeching turn and jackrabbited out of
sight.

I resisted an impulse to chase her. I
was too tired to throw myself into the
wild sort of chase she could lead me—it
was too likely that I would wind myself
around a telephone pole. Besides, I
wouldn’t know what to do with her if I
caught her.

What she had left behind her, however,
might be something else again. The place
from which she had fled in such panic was
the home of Victor Gaylord, president and

head producer of Raphael TV, and my
big boss.

I braked, swinging slowly to the curb.
Not wishing to walk in on any brawls, I
cut the switches and sat for several min-
utes listening.

A gal dashing out of Gaylord’s back
gate in the small hours of the morning
was hardly a novelty. On any other night
I would have shrugged it off. The thing
that hooked me into it tonight was the
blood I had seen on her hands.

The rain sprinkled on me as I left the
car and went quietly to the gate. Except
for this single opening, the rear of the
Gaylord grounds was screened by a high,
thick hedge. Just beyond sat Gaylord’s
guest house, a charming white cottage
surrounded by gardened terraces. The
main house, much larger, sitting beyond,
was entirely dark. The only light was the
soft glow fanning out from the cottage’s
open door.

I slowly approached that open door
along a flagstone walk. Just outside it
small red footprints were dissolving in the
rain. Just over the sill, the footprints
were clear-cut and red. They led me to
the spot in front of the fireplace where
Victor Gaylord lay dead, with the red
Boy Scout hatchet lying beside him.

Oddly, my first reaction was one of re-
lief. It was a selfish reaction because Gay-
lord had been about to stage a drastic
shakeup at Raphael TV. It might have
meant my job. There would be no shake-
up now, not right away. Naturally I felt
glad of that. Selfish no doubt, but human.
Scores of others at Raphael TV would feel
just as I did about it. In that sense, a
killer had done us a favor.

I stepped back to peer around and be-
came aware of the odor of burned cordite
in the air. That was odd too. A gun
had been fired in this room only a few
minutes ago. A firearm added to the
hatchet seemed superfluous indeed. There
was no sign of a bullet wound on Gay-
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lord’s body, however—so far as I could
see simply by bending over him—and
there was no sign of the gun itself, either.
I made a quick circle of the room and it
stayed missing.

Now I began to feel that instinctive,
prickly sensation of being watched. I lis-
tened, but there was no sound of a lurking
presence, just the dripping of the rain. I
went slowly to the door connecting with
the room beyond.

It was empty now, although someone
had evidently been here. Another woman.
There were a small pair of pumps on the
floor, a dress and a jacket trailing over the
back of a chair.

This picture fascinated me. Gaylord
appeared to have had not just one visitor
tonight, but two. One of them had evi-
dently been here in this room when the
other came bursting into the cottage with
a hatchet in her fist and murder in her
jealous heart.

This left me with the beguiling question
of what had become of the first one. To
judge from appearances, she must have
dashed out in terror, while the second
babe was busy hacking the life out of Gay-
lord—dashed out minus her shoes, dress
and coat,

It would be interesting to watch which
of the girls around Raphael TV turned up
with a cold tomorrow.

I was getting the jitters, The air reeked
with the kind of rumors that would get
smeared across every front page in the
nation.

I STARED at the telephone sitting with-

in a few feet of Gaylord’s body, recog-
nizing that to report this to the police
would be to drop myself into the thickest
of it.

“Don’t be a chump, Trexler,” I said,
half aloud. “Get out of here right now
and play dumb.”

Besides, I still had that crawly feeling
that I was being watched.

“Out, Trexler,” I insisted to myself.
“On your way. Before somebody walks
in on you.”

Then, going to the door, I found the
note. It lay there on an open leaf of an
antique secretary. It was the gray-blue
color used for Raphael TV memos. A
closer look showed me that it was actually
a sheet from one of our pads, with the
printing cut off the top. It was a note
written in flowing, stylized handwriting
and it said:

Tonight, darling—
Same place—
Same time—
Same reason too.

No salutation, no signature. On a note
like that it would hardly be necessary. The
woman who had written it had evidently
had reason to believe that Gaylord would
know just whom it was from.

It bothered me. There was a haunting

_quality about that handwriting. Like the

fleeing woman I had seen in the street, it
seemed familiar, yet it wasn’t. I felt I
should know whose writing it was, yet I
couldn’t actually recognize it.

Somehow that note, so full of warmth
and secrecy, stirred me up inside with an
emotion I couldn’t define. I couldn’t ex-
plain it to myself then, and I can’t explain
even now, why I decided to slip that note
into my pocket and take it away from
there—but I did.

I have it here with me now. When I
look at it I get a deep-down feeling that
perhaps in some way this note is impor-
tant to me personally.

I went to the door. My intention was
to get back into my car, drive on home,
have a couple of extra nightcaps and go to
bed as if none of this had happened. So I
stepped out onto the terrace—and that
was when the house seemed to collapse on
me.
Possibly it was a short length of pipe.
It may have been a jack handle or some
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similar tool. It came slashing down out
of the darkness at my side so fast that I
didn’t know what was happening until I
found myself sprawling face down in mud
—actually mud, a small plot of rain-soaked
garden at the side of the terrace leading
to the house.

The blow had glanced across my right
ear hard enough to drop me but not quite
hard enough to black me out. While I lay
there stunned, something sharp and
pointed pressed down between my shoul-
der blades. It felt like the point of a
saber.

Actually it was a spike heel.

By twisting a little I could vaguely see
a red platform sandal, a nylon leg. Little
Miss Killer had circled back to the scene
to watch me. Evidently she had decided
I was the troublesome busybody type who
had done a little too much snooping to-
night.

Next, a loud, ear-splitting bang. A
numb, pinching sensation sprang instant-
ly into my left upper arm. That answered
the question of what had become of the
gun missing from the death room. The
killer had taken it away with her. Just
now she had given me a taste of warmed-
over lead.

Too stunned and shocked even to roll
over, I felt her sharp heel lifted from my
spine and heard her running off. As she
passed the open door of the cottage, I
glimpsed her legs flashing again and her
black cape flying. This time she raced off
toward the front part of the Gaylord es-
tate.

After a moment her car whirred away
in the night.

I lay there in the rain wondering dizzily
how-come I was still alive. Either this
babe was a damn poor shot, I decided, or
else the wound in my arm was a warning.
It seemed to say that unless I kept
clammed up about tonight’s little incident
the next buillet would catch me closer to
the ticker.

CHAPTER TWO

Crimson Eavesdropper

HAT brings us up to now—4:45

a.m., Tuesday. Mostly I have been

sitting here, pecking at this type-
writer with only incidental help from my
left hand. There is a towel wrapped over
the bullet-cut, with a knotted necktie hold-
ing it in place. It hurts like hell and it’s
stiffening up. I expect to have a sweet
time acting as if it isn’t there.

I keep wondering if Gaylord’s body has
been found as yet. All that chop-chopping
and bang-banging in the quest cottage
might have disturbed the neighbors.

Also, what about Louise, Gaylord’s
wife? Her room, separate from her hus-
band’s, is in the front of the big house,
facing away from the cottage. Sooner or
later somebody around there ought to be
noticing the smell of murder.

I have spent more minutes studying
that intimate little gray-blue note:

Tomghl darling—
Same place—
Same time—
Same reason too.

It still stirs me up. I still feel I should
know who wrote those words. But I
don’t.

Pacing around the room again, I de-
cided that this written record should be
backed up by some sort of corroboration.
As it stands, the police might choose to
brush it off as an elaborate falsification, a
fancy cover-up. They can point out that
a lie written on paper is no truer than a
spoken lie. They can say I've gone to a
lot of pains to whitewash myself.

It’s possible that I unwittingly left
traces of myself back at the cottage where
Gaylord was murdered—perhaps a foot-
print, or fingerprints. As an explanation
of such evidence, this statement will draw
a very fishy eye from the cops unless there



Kill Me, Kate! 91

are other circumstances or other state-
ments to verify it.

So a few minutes ago I took up my
phone and called Bryce Elwyn’s home.
Bryce is also an assistant producer at
Raphael TV. We work together on the
big Moonbeam Theatre show and share
its major headaches.

He answered my ring immediately. In-
stead of sounding sleepy and resentful at
being wakened, as I'd expected, he
sounded normally awake and habitually
worried.

“Bryce, this is Trex,” I said. “Lord,
you been working all night?”’

“Not quite,” he answered wearily. “My
eyes gave out on me, so I turned in at a
little past two.” I knew that Bryce had
taken home a truckload of scripts to read,
more or less. “Set the alarm for four. I
can tell you there is hardly any pastime
more diverting than reading the book of
a twenty-year-old musical comedy at four
in the morning.”

“Bryce,” I began, and stopped.

In the background I heard a noise like
sobbing. It was faint, as if it were coming
through a closed door. It was a sound of
feminine anguish.

“Anything wrong there, Bryce?” I
asked.

“Mona had a nightmare,” Bryce an-
swered impatiently. “TV is making a
nervous wreck of her.” It's well known
that Mona Elwyn is one of the most pop-
ular dramatic stars in the new medium—
that she is building up a fine new career in
TV after having skidded out of the movies
through a series of bad breaks.

Bryce added, “She won’t let up, though,
and these nightmares she’s been having
lately are getting to be a nightmare to me
too.”

“Sorry, Bryce.”

“She woke up screaming her head off a
few minutes ago. I've had a hell of a time
quieting her. Sleeping pills don’t seem to
help her very much any more.” He added,

as if fed up with that subject, “She’ll be
all right and back on the job tomorrow.
What's on your mind, Trex?”

“I just had a peculiar telephone call,”
I said. “It’s got me worried.”

“Why ?Dl

“It was about Gaylord. Somebody rang
me a few minutes ago and said there'’s
serious trouble over at the Gaylord place.”

“Don’t you know who it was calling?”

“No. It woke meup and I couldn’t even
tell whether it was a man or a woman. He
or she said just that much, then hung up.
I don't get it and I can’t say I like it. You
and I both know the way Gaylord has
been asking for trouble for a long time.”

“Sure he has.” By now Bryce sounded
plenty worried himself. “If anything
serious has happened to Gaylord, it could
kick up one hell of a nasty mess.”

“That’s why I'm calling you about it,
Bryce,” I said. “I don't want to get mixed
up in it any more than I can help, natural-
ly. I can’t ignore that call, but on the
other hand I want to protect myself. I
thought it might be smart to tell somebody
in advance what I intend to do about it.”

“Why not simply tip off the cops?” As
soon as Bryce asked it, he saw a good
reason why not. “No, there might be
good friends of ours involved.”

“That’'s it. Now listen, Bryce. I'm
going to get dressed and drive over to
Gaylord’s place. I'll take a look-see. Then
I'll report to you again. I hope the call
was somebody’s cute idea of a practical
joke. But if something is seriously wrong
over there, then we can decide together
what'’s best to do about it.”

“O.K., Trex,” Bryce agreed. “Bettet
get rolling right away. I'll wait right here
to hear from you again.”

Before he hung up I heard again that
same sobbing in the next room. Mona's
nightmare seemed to be having a remark-
ably lasting after-effect. She’d better take
it a little easier on this new career of hers,
I thought, or else she'd fall apart soen.
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HELD the phone in my hands for a

minute, feeling like half a heel. I had
tried to sound convincing, and Bryce
seemed to have taken my yarn at face
value, in good faith. Still, I figured it
couldn’t hurt him. In helping me to ac-
count for myself, even falsely, he was
helping to account for himself also.

I peeled the bloody towel off my wound,
made sure it had stopped bleeding, then
taped more gauze over it. I put on a
fresh shirt and changed to a blue pin-
stripe suit. My arm was surprisingly stiff ;
it wouldn’t be easy to use it naturally.

Before leaving the apartment I stuffed
the other suit and shirt, the messed-up
ones I'd been wearing, into the laundry
hamper. I cleaned stains off the wash-
bowl, then stuffed the reddened towels
out of sight also. The bath needed a better
cleaning than this, but there wasn’t time
to de a proper job now.

I went down to the street where I had
left my car locked. Driving at a normal
speed, I retraced my usual course....
When I reached the rear gate, I got out
and looked across the grounds at the cot-
tage. It looked exactly as I had first seen
it, with soft light fanning out its open
front door; but I was trying to act as if
I had never seen it this way before.

I went in the gate, along the walk and
across the terrace to the open door. I
paused there, craning, behaving as if this
was all new to me: Then I went inside
and stood for a moment staring at Gay-
lord’s corpse. Nothing seemed changed.
Every detail seemed exactly as I had left
it before.

Next I simply went back to my car,
walking fast, and buzzed away.

Four or five minutes later I turned
my car into the driveway of the house
where the Elwyns are living.

The drive circles to a ranch-type dwell-
ing, only one story high, surrounded by
plenty of open space. Elwyn had rented
it at a very reasonable figure from a friend

of his, a radio writer, who had been called
out to Hollywood to do a new show. It’s
so roomy inside for only the two of them
that Bryce and Mona joke about rattling
around in it—but it has plenty of privacy
and comfort.

A light was burning in Bryce’s study.
It was the only light in the house until I
rang the bell. The other lights flashed on,
marking Bryce’s progress to the door.

He looked out at me in surprise, having
expected another phone call rather than
a personal visit. My face warned him it
was really serious. As he closed the door
behind me I told him quietly,

“That call was the McCoy. Gaylord’s
been murdered.”

Bryce is a man of reserve and self-
control. He didn’t start, or mouth ex-
clamations, but just gazed at me gravely.
The exceptionally long dressing gown he
was wearing made him seem even thinner
than usual. He looked tired almost to the
point of illness, his eyes dull in the heavy
plastic rims of his glasses.

“That’s nice,” he said finally. “That’s
going to provide a lot of jolly fun for all
of us.”

He led me down the pine-panelled hall-
way toward his study. Following him, I
was reminded for no particular reason,
that Mona’s nightmare had occurred back
in the rear wing. That part of the house
was now entirely dark. Apparently she
had quieted down. At any rate, the place
was full of a pre-dawn quiet when Bryce
Elwyn led me into his study where scripts
and musical scores were piled on tables
and chairs.

He closed the door behind me and made
a place for me to sit while we talked. He
also poured two stiff shots of scotch from
a decanter and passed one to me. For a
moment I wasn’t sure whether this was
intended simply as a nerve-soother or
whether he was about to propose a hearty
toast to Gaylord’s sudden death. Gaylord
had been the kind of dog who would make
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the latter seem almost fitting and proper.

“I did what I told you I was going to
do, Bryce,” I went on. “That is, I parked
in the street behind Gaylord’s and looked
in. There were lights burning in the cot-
tage, with the door standing wide open,
s0 I went in farther for a closer look.
Gaylord was killed with a hatchet. I came
right out again.”

“Hatchet?” Bryce said, wincing.

I nodded. “It’s lying there beside the
body. Nobody need worry about Gay-
lord’s coming back to life. He definitely
won't. Neither need anybody feel surprise
over the fact that a woman did it to him.
She left a trail of bloody footprints across
the floor when she left. To make it cozier,
there wasn’t just one woman there to-
night. There were two at once.”

Bryce's eyebrows arched over the rims
of his glasses. “Two? How do you
know

“Clothes left in the other room. Evi-
dently the first doll was in there when
the other suddenly barged in with her
little hatchet. Apparently the first one
scrammed fast while the second concen-
trated on murdering the rat. Then—"

Bryce broke in, startled. “Why, then
the first one knows who the second one—
the murderess—is!”

Of course that had to be true. For some
reason this angle had escaped me until
now, but it was solidly logical on the
bagis of the evidence as I had seen it.
The identity of Gaylord’s killer must be
known to the other woman who had been
present in the cottage.

“Where does that get her?” I won-
dered.

Bryce shrugged.

For another moment I mused over the
question of what that other woman might
do about it. The answer, offhand, was
nothing. She might wish to accuse the
killer, women being the jealous little
minxes they are, but she couldn’t do that
without revealing herself.

On the other hand she could be rather
sure that the killer, when caught, would
vindictively blab out every juicy detail,
certainly not omitting the babe in the
room.

66 A LTOGETHER a sweet situation,”
I went on to Bryce Elwyn. “Very
probably we’re acquainted with both the
murderess and the witness to the murder.”
Bryce agreed. “With Raphael TV
crawling with luscious lasses these days,
the chances are that both those babes
are working for us.”

“Beginning tomorrow every pretty face
in the place will take on a new interest
for me. It'll be fascinating to watch ’em,"”
I sald.

“Got any ideas a8 to who the two may
be?”

I sampled the scotch before answering.
“No. No idea at all about either of them.
It might be any dame in the place. Also,
the second one, the hatchet woman, might
very well have been Louise Gaylord.
She’d have a better reason to murder the
heel than any of the others.”

“I heard Louise is away.”

“Where?”

“I think Chicago. I heard Gaylord
mention it to Allene Giles this morning.”

We sat staring at each other for a while,
realizing how this thing could spread its
poison. The virus would creep insiduous-
ly into the minds of husbands and boy-
friends. On the other hand, my future
and Bryce’s, and that of scores of other
executives in Raphael TV, would be defi-
nitely pleasanter, now that an extermina-
tor had sweetened the air.

“All right,” Bryce said. “We're in it
already. What are we going to do about
it?”

I sat silent. I wasn’t thinking but lis-
tening. Slight creaking noises—perhaps
the weight of feet shifting along the floor-
boards of the hall—seemed to hint that
somebody was tuning in on this confab.
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It would have to be Mona. She could be
awake and easing closer to the door of
Bryce’s study to eavesdrop. On the other
hand, the noises might simply be the kind
of noises that houses make of themselves
in the quiet hours.

“We should tell the police, shouldn’t
we?”” Bryce said.

I felt like a heel again, because I was
holding out so much on him. I had de-
scribed my second visit to the cottage,
but not my first. I had not mentioned
finding that note, much less that I had
taken it away—removing evidence being
a slightly illegal act. I was telling nobody
that I had seen a very guilty-looking girl
fleeing the scene of the murder—and I
certainly intended to keep to myself the
fact that I was carrying around a nasty
bullet wound presented to me by that
same hard-hitting babe. I greatly pre-
ferred to keep all this entirely under
wraps, without making a slip that might
give the cops a chance to pry it out into
the open.

“Wait,” 1 said. “Before sticking our
necks out, let’s find out where we stand.
If we notify the police of a murder, they’ll
bear down on us to account for ourselves.
That’s not an easy thing to do in the
middle of the night. For instance, I was
working in my office, over at the studio,
until two o’clock, and I was all alone at
the last.”

“I was working alone here too,” Bryce
said. “Mona can’t back me up in that,
either. She went to bed early, dosed up
with scotch and barbiturates. I didn’t
happen to look in at her during the night,
but I can say I did, and that can put her
in the clear.”

“Come to think of it, Bryce, we can
vouch for each other fairly well You
phoned me several times, remember?
Twice about stage cues in Kill Me, Kate.
That second time, I remember, was just
before two o’clock. That lets us place
each other pretty definitely. From the

looks of Gaylord’s body I'd say he was
dead before two, so—"" I hesitated, then
said, “Still, Bryce, I want to stay as clear
of all this as I possibly can.”

“You mean you’d rather not ask for
trouble by notifying the police.”

“Maybe I'm wrong but I'd rather not.”

Bryce was silent. I could feel him pic-
turing a dead man lying alone, neglected
and undiscovered. He squirmed over it
and went on thinking.

“This person who phoned you about
trouble over at Gaylord’s,” he said. “Why
did he or she do it? Why was that call
made to you instead of to somebody else
on the staff?”

“T don’t know.”

Bryce sat wordless again and I won-
dered uneasily if he suspected there had
not actually been such a call. In the quiet
I thought I heard again a creaky hint of
Mona eavesdropping on us in the hall-
way. I felt a curious temptation to jerk
the door open and catch her at it; but
I sat still.

Bryce’s decision, the one he was trying
to make now about notifying the police,
was important to me. If he agreed we had
better keep quiet, then he would involve
himself in a minor way that he would want
to keep concealed too, and this would
force him to play along with me and back
me up, in case the going got rough.

“All right,” he said abruptly. “Keep-
ing quiet won’t hurt anybody and it may
help. Let's forget the little we know
about it. We're going to have a tough
day tomorrow, I think, so let’s catch up
on our sleep.”

He rose decisively, scraping his chair
back. If Mona had been prowling in the
hallway, that sound would be enough to
warn her off. Bryce went directly to his
study door and snapped it open; and
there was no sign that anyone had been
lurking out there. No sign, that is, until
I turned and the light happened to catch
a dark, shiny mark on the hallway wall.
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It was a fresh red smear left by a
woman’s hand wet with blood.

CHAPTER THREB

Handwriting on the Wall

IDDING Bryce good-by at his
front door, early this morning, I

kept a straight face and made no
mention of the mark I had seen on the
wall. Driving away, I turned it upside
down and sideways in my mind, looking
at it from all angles.

I was sure it was Mona who had been
eavesdropping on Bryce and me from the
hall. It was her hand that had left a fresh
smear of blood on the wall. But I couldn’t
make it add up to anything definite. Any-
way, I decided, it was not my worry, but
Bryce’s—if he was aware of it.

I drove past Gaylord’s place again on
my way home, and regretted {t. This time
it was no longer a dark, quiet spot. More
lights were blazing, several cars were
parked along the curb and men were
prowling around, some of them scanning
the ground with flashlights—including
the muddy garden spot into which Little
Miss Killer’s sap had spilled me.

I couldn’t guess who had tipped the
cops, but there they were, brother. They
had taken over and were already hard at
work.

Dawn was breaking when I got back
to this apartment. I felt nervously un-
strung and half dead from lack of sleep.
Still, I took time to bring this record up
to the minute before finally falling into
bed.

Then sleep wouldn’t come. I kept ex-
pecting a set of official knuckles to rap
on my door, I kept worrying about those
bloody clothes and towels crammed into
my bathroom hamper. I tried to think
of a way I could get rid of them so that
they couldn’t be traced back to me. When
I finally got up again, still dead tired, the

best I could do was to cram them down
deeper in the hamper.

My arm was swollen, pulsing and fiery
red. I was afraid it might become in-
fected. That would be ducky. It would
leave me with a choice of dying of blood
poisoning or going to a doctor—who
would be legally forced to report my
wound to the police.

I flexed my arm painfully to limber it
up, taped fresh bandage over the stain,
got dressed and sized myself up in the
mirror. I looked like something out of
Skid Row. My face was gray and old.
To me I looked exactly like a guy who
had poked into a murder that was none
of his business, then had spent the whole
night trying to scramble back out of it.

After a drugstore breakfast—this time
detouring around the Gaylord place—I
drove out Ashley Road to Raphael TV.
A noticeable tension hung over the place.
The grapevine had spread the news of the
murder early, and space was now at a
premium in the parking lot.

Among the scores of cars were several
costly land-yachts belonging to the big
dough behind Raphael TV. There were
also several more modest ones bearing
the ingignia of the police. The cops were
here now, tireless, smarter than we knew,
and boring in.

I stepped inside, sensed even tighter
confusion. Even empty, this ex-barn,
where once placid cows had peacefully
chewed their hay, looked like something
out of a futuristic horror movie.

Great banks of lights hung overhead,
fat electric cables trailed around the floor
like homeless boa constrictors. Micro-
phones dangled like moss and those fan-
tastic, top-heavy TV cameras stood about
on their rubber-tired dollies. A street
lamp stood here, the corner of a middle
class living room there, beside the front
of a Western frontier saloon—all parts
of sets. This morning it was packed with
people trying to work with their minds
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on murder, speculating on the killer.

On one stage Dinah Coyle, our dance
directress, was putting a row of pretties
through their paces. In playsuits and
swimsuits, their lovely long legs kicked
in unison—reminding me, with a twinge,
of a hatchet chopping.

On another stage Bryce Elwyn was at-
tempting to direct a love scene between
a fluttery soprano and a jittery tenor. I
looked around for Mona Elwyn and didn’t
spot her, but did see Allene Giles, my
writer, wandering aimlessly with two fists
full of script, a cigarette pinched in her
mouth, strictly against the rules. The
atmosphere turned my own nerves on
edge and the pain in my left arm began
to grow sharper.

I climbed wooden stairs to what was
formerly the playhouse balcony. The up-
per reaches of it had been made over into
a group of offices for the executives. They
were arranged in order of protocol, the
big shots near the stair landing, the little
shots over in the remote reaches.

The first doors were closed and men
were talking behind them—the big brass
conferring with the cops. Victor Gay-
lord’s office was also closed. When I
reached my own cubbyhole, down in the
bass section, I was astonished to find it
fastened also, from the inside.

A moment after I tried the knob, how-
ever, the bolt snapped out of its socket
and the door was yanked open. I went in
to find that Valerie Wayne had closeted
herself alone here. She had been waiting
for me in an increasing state of agitation.
The air was fogged and a dozen rouge-
stained butts lay crushed in my ashtray.

VALERIE came to me on quick im-
pulse, slid one arm around my neck
and gave me a lingering kiss. Then, as
suddenly, she pushed me away.
“Pardon the error,” she said in her
husky voice. “I don’t usually do that to
men who break dates with me.”

It was true that I had been forced to
break a dinner date with Val last night,
due to pressure of work—and it really
had been pressure of work. High pressure,
at that. Among the many things I would
greatly prefer not to do, breaking a date
with Val stood at the top of the list.

She sat on the edge of my desk, eying
me narrowly throught the fumes of her
cigarette, nervously swinging one neatly
shod foot.

The many hundreds of thousands of
men who have fallen in love with Valerie
Wayne via TV really haven’t seen any-
thing yet, because they miss her coloring.
Her reddish-blonde hair is cut short, in
the new style, and on her it looks deli-
clous.

As no customer of the Moonbeam Play-
house show needs to be told, she is attrac-
tive from that lovely haircut every inch of
the way down to her toes. She is the
most luscious woman I have ever known,
and I have not the slightest inclination
to try to find a more luscious one. I will
gladly settle for Val any time.

Not that she is perfection itself. She
drinks too much sometimes, smokes too
much all the time, and is ridden by too
much ambition. I often have it tough,
persuading her to forget her career for a
few minutes at a time.

As she sat there gazing at me with a
calculating glint in her green eyes, and
swinging one lovely leg, I said, “What’s
the idea, locking yourself in here?”

“I had to be the first to see you this
morning, Trex, darling,” she said quickly.
“I've simply got to know what's going
to come of all this. I am all set for Moon-
beam straight through, aren’t I, darling?”

I put on a wry smile, opened a window
—using my right hand only—then turned
to my chair. Val’s voice is fully as lovely
as the rest of her. She opens that lovely
mouth of hers and up from her lovely
throat comes lovely music. She has sung
the lead in most of the Moonlight mu-
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sicals so far, winning plenty of notice.

The show is growing rapidly in popu-
larity. As late as yesterday a decision
had been reached to give her star billing
in the entire series, but so far the terms
of her contract hadn’t been fought out.
What she was so upset about, of course,
was her fear that the murder of Victor
Gaylord might queer the deal.

“You’ll have to wait for the answer to
that one, Val,” I said wearily. “At least
until Gaylord’s corpse cools off.”

She crushed out her cigarette and im-
mediately began fishing up a fresh one.
“Vic wanted me there, darling,” she re-
minded me unnecessarily. “It was just a
question of—of working it out!” She
added hastily, “If I seem a little ghoulish
this morning, it’s only because a good
chunk of my life depends on what comes
next.”

Yes. And a good chunk of coin, too—
more than I could ever anticipate for my-
self.  Val has it all dreamed out. In
several more months the Moonbeam
Musicals will sign off for the summer.
By that time Val’s popularity will enable
her to keep busy on the straw hat circuit
and cash in nicely.

Sooner or later, there'll be Hollywood,
top money and even glossier fame. When
this happens, incidentally, a little guy
named Johnny Trexler will be left some-
where far back along the track, carrying
a great big torch.

“Murder is a little upsetting to others,
too, sweet,” I reminded her. “Not even
the big wheels here can guess so early
how much Gaylord’s death will change
our plans. My own job was on the fence
until this morning, and for all I know it
may be still. So let's relax, Val. You
don't really appreciate how cuddly you
get when you relax.”

She leaned forward and kissed me
again. “You're right, Trex, darling, I am
being a little previous. I really shouldn’t
fret so much. I know how much I can

count on you—you’'ll get my contract
through just as soon as you possibly can.”

“Me?” I said in astonishment. “Gay-
lord handled all the contracts personally,
and now that he—"

“I know, darling, but somebody will
move up to take his place, of course!” Val
interrupted. “Everybody knoms you're
the man who deserves it.”

“I deserve it, all right, my sweet,” I
said ironically. “But don’t let yourself
hope for it too much. They’ll probably
bring in somebody new over the heads of
all the rest of us. You don’t realize how
much executive ability a man acquires
when he buys a block of stock. I don’t

. happen to own any Raphael TV Common.

Do you?”

She shook her pretty head and, as we
sat there gazing thoughtfully at each other,
Allene Giles appeared in the door. Un-
like Val, Allene is virtually unknown to
the TV audience, although millions of
viewers are entertained by her work every
week. She is a writer and quite bitter
about it.

LLENE is bitter about the fact that
writers’ names are rarely noticed on
the screen and writers’ purses aren’t fat.
She is also bitter about the fact that she
would rather be a writer than anything
else. The total effect of all this has been
to make her one tough babe to handle.
This morning her yellow hair was
drawn back as sleekly and parted as meti-
culously as ever; her dress was as tidy
as usual, and I had no doubt the seams

~of her nylons were ruler straight, as al-

ways. But she did have dark crescents
under her eyes and she did look like a
bad night.

She came to my desk with something
black in her hands. She hesitated as if
not knowing where to begin, then said,
“Have those bright boys from headquar-
ters gone to work on you yet, Trex?”

“Not yet, but they will.”
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Allene hesitated again. Her face would
have been nicer without quite 80 much
hardness in it. So would her heart. Per-
haps she wasn’t exactly cold, but only
cynical.

Trying a new tack, she said, ‘“They
reached Louise at her brother’s place in
Chicago.”

“T’d heard she’d gone there,” I said.

Allene nodded. “Louise’s brother was
throwing a big party last night with
Louise hostessing for him. She was
right there in the middle of forty or fifty
people until dawn. Couldn’t want a better
alibi. Some women have all the luck.”

“Such as having a ratty husband like
Vic Gaylord bumped off for her,” Val
said cynically. “I’m sure she appreciates
the favor somebody did her last night.”

This trenchant remark reminded Allene
of the black thing in her hands. With a
quick motion, she spread it over my desk.
She did it so unexpectedly, shocked me
so badly, that I jumped up and backed
away.

The garment on my desk was a short,
hip-length black cape with a cowl.

All three of us gazed at it in silence
until I said, “Well, what about it}”

“Belongs in the wardrobe department,”
Allene explained. “We're due to use it in
Kill Me, Kate night after next. Looks
like we’ll have to have it dry-cleaned first,
though.” She turned over part of it and
pointed to a stain as big as a grapefruit
surrounded by a lot of grape-sized stains
and smaller. “I’m not sure,” she added,
“but that looks like blood.”

We gazed at each other again. I instant-
ly knew that this was the same cape I
had seen worn by a killer fleeing from the
murder scene last night. Allene and Val,
both being bright girls, could at least
suspect a connection. It clinched a point
that Bryce and I had mentioned last night.
There could be no doubt now that the
murderer of Victor Gaylord was closely
associated with Raphael TV.

“I don’t know what the hell to do about
this, Allene,” I said, “except to turn it
over to the cops. Do that, will you?”

She nodded, turned and went out with
it. It struck me then that this was another
of those senseless things that had begun
turning up. Why should a woman take
the trouble and the risk of snitching a
garment from our wardrobe department
to wear when visiting Gaylord either to
kiss him or to kill him? Offhand I could
see no point in it, except that maybe she
had done it to keep the blood off her own
clothes.

“Trex, darling,” Val said, appearing
to forget the blood-stained cape imme-
diately. “When I sign that contract—"

“Val, darling, my sweet,” I broke in,
“for Pete’s sake let up. Frankly, from
my own selfish viewpoint it’ll be fine with
me if you never sign the contract. I have
other things to worry about this morning,
such as my own paltry future.”

“But the salary Vic mentioned—"

“Val!” I blurted. “If you don’t shut
up about it, I'll put in a pitch for Mona
Elwyn instead.” That had the desired ef-
fect—hit her with dismay, because Val
and Mona loved each other like the pair
of competing prima donnas they were.
“Tell you what, Val,” I suggested, trying
a little butter next. “Make a note of the
main points you want in your contract
and I'll take it up with the big brass as
soon as the chance comes.”

She got busy at once, using my desk
pen to scribble on a memo pad. My nerves
were jerky, my arm more painful. The
noise in this place seemed worse than
usual this morning—an orchestra tootling,
the chorus girls’ slippers slap-slapping,
carpenters’ hammers banging, the soprano
trying to out-sing the tenor, technicians
yelling at each other over the din.

Although Val is very pleasant to have
around, I was actually glad when she
dropped the note on my desk and slipped
around for a good-by hug.
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“Sometimes I'm sure youre right,
Trex, darling,” she murmured. “I'd be
happier, I know, if I'd just relax and
settle down and let a big strong man take
care of me. But somehow I just can’t.
Not yet, anyhow, darling.”

She left me with one of her heart-stop-
ping smiles. I picked up her note with
the intention of chucking it into my file,
unread.

But suddenly it was sticking to my
fingers like flypaper and I was staring at
it in cold shock.

Val's handwriting on that blue-gray bit
of paper looked exactly like that on the

endearing note I had filched from the

scene of Vic Gaylord’s murder.

CHAPTER FOUR

Fast Trip to Hell

r I \ HE preceding section of this record
was a quickie, written partly in my
office in longhand and partly here

in my apartment during a hurried lunch

hour.

After discovering the startling similar-
ity between Val's script and that on the
note, I locked myself inside my office and
tried to pull my wits back together. It
was a shock that really jolted me.

Instantly Val seemed to fit perfectly
into the murder picture. Gaylord’s ro-
mancing, Vals driving ambitions, her
stormy emotions at times—all thls was
enough to turn my blood icy and leave
me numb with heartsickness.

I came back here to my apartment at
the very first chance for just one reason—
to make a direct compariszn between the
two notes. I went straight from the door
to the shelved book in which I had hidden
the love message. One look clinched it.
There wes no possihle doubt that Valerie
Wayne’s hand had written both.

I sat and stared at nothing, convinced
that this murder case was answered then

and there, once and for all. As I saw.it,
there had been two women present in the
cottage for a few dramatic minutes at the
time of Gaylord’s death. It would have
been small comfort to me to decide that
Val was the one in the adjoining room.
I knew she wasn’t that one.

The abandoned shoes, dress and coat
were not new, but also they were items
of attire which I had never seen Val wear.
So she wasn’t the woman who belonged to
those clothes, but the other one—the one
with the hatchet in her hand.

That was it. So far as I was concerned,
there was no need to take it any farther
than that.

Then I began to wonder about the
angles. Could Val have loved Gaylord
so violently as all that, for instance, and
at the same time showed affection toward
me so consistently and apparently so gen-
uinely? The answer to that one, and to
other disturbing questions as well, is this
—Val is a skilled, experienced actress.

One other angle is even more disturb-
ing. Maybe this was why Gaylord’s mur-
derer had shot me in the arm, as a warn-
ing, instead of shutting me up permanent-
ly on the spot—because Val does care
for me, in her way. But that puts an odd
twist on it too. It seems to say that the
murderess loved one man so much in one
way that she killed him and loved another
man so much in another way. that she
couldn’t bear to kill him.

Without trying any farther than that
to. make sense of it, I went back to the
studio with both notes in my pocket. The
parking lot was as crowded as before, if
not more so—there were a pack of news-
paper photographers and reporters now
prowling the place. The lunacy that is
TV was still going on unabated inside.
Conferences were continuing portentous-
1y behind closed doors. And in my office
again, waiting for me, was Val.

I stopped short to peer at her. It was
all so easily understandable. She was so
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attractive in every line, every posture,
every gesture—and so definitely career-
minded.

“You disappointed me again, Trex,
darling,” she said calmly. “I wanted you
to take me to lunch. I felt the need of
three or four extra-dry martinis—but they
weren’t as good without you there.”

Her technique was perfect. A very
clever girl, this Val. Ordinarily I would
have burst into a glow, but today this
gambit didn’t win her even a smile. Un-
fortunately for her, too, it led directly
into the subject uppermost in my mind.

“That makes two bad connections.
Lunch today, dinner last night. May I
ask, my sweet, how you spent your eve-
ning after I broke our date?”

Something in my manner warned her
of stormy weather ahead. She slowly
found herself a fresh cigarette and slowly
lighted it, eying me. Instead of getting
jittery she turned calmer and quieter than
normal.

“I mixed myself a few highballs,” she
answered evenly, “decided to skip dinner,
read a book for a while, then went to bed
early.”

“So when the cops ask you to account
for yourself at the time of Gaylord’s mur-
der, if they haven’t already, you'll tell
them that? You were alone at home and
peacefully sleeping?”’

“Just like millions of other people,”
Val added, her voice low. “I can’t prove
it, of course, any more than those millions
of others can.” Then she said, frowning
prettily, “Trex, darling, I don’t like the
way you're looking at me.”

“I don’t like the way I'm seeing you,”
I said flatly. “How about this as proof—
that you're lying?”

I placed the rendezvous message on my
desk top. She frowned down at it, draw-
ing a long pull on her cigarette. Then she
gazed up at me, seeming puzzled.

“I don’t get it, Trex.”

“You wrote this note, Val.”

ER answer startled me. I had ex-

pected a vehement outburst of de-
nials. Instead, she shrugged and admitted,
“Yes, I wrote it. What of it?”

“What of it?” I stared at her. “After
making this little tryst with Gaylord last
night, you kept it, didn’t you—with a
hatchet ?”’

She smashed out her cigarette, seeming
annoyed rather than indignant. “Let’s get
this straight, Trex. This note I wrote has
nothing at all to do with Gaylord, or a
hatchet, or with anything else that hap-
pened last night.”

It took a stiff effort to keep myself
from snapping out: “No? Then how come
I found this mote mear Gaylord’s dead
body?” That might have spilled me
straight into the fire. I managed to hold
it back and ask, instead, “Then just what
does it mean, Val?”

Suddenly she laughed, lightly, even de-
lightedly. I was entertaining her—al-
though I ‘couldn’t see how and I certainly
didn’t feel comical. But she laughed her
beautiful laugh, and then impulsively
kissed the corner of my mouth.

“It was used as a prop in the Musical
Romances show last week, Trex, darling
—and you're being just too wonderfully
silly about it!”

I didn’t feel silly as yet, either. “As a
prop?”

“Why, yes. The plot called for a secret
rendezvous between the sweethearts in
the play, and a close-up shot showed my
hand writing this note. Trex, darling, it’s
really sweet of you to be so deliciously
jealous over it!”

“Look, Val,” I said shortly. “With
three different shows in production con-
tinually, a lot goes on around here that
I don’t have time to notice. I'm too busy
to catch all our shows even when they're
screened. If there was such a shot in the
show you’re talking about, it’s definitely
one I missed. Still, it's easy enough to
check.”
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She was laughing again; feeling de-
lightfully flattered. “Please do check,
Trex, darling! It's one Bryce directed,
remember ?”’

At that point I certainly had no choice
but to push it through. T left my office
and halfway down the stairs, with Val
trailing me, chortling to herself, I spotted
Bryce talking with Allene. I caught his
eye, signalled him to come. I went back
to my desk with Val to wait for him.

A moment later he came in, his shirt-
sleeves rolled up, looking worn. Allene
trailed in with him, evidently not under-
standing that I hadn’t wanted her to. But
now that she was here, it didn’t seem to
matter.

I pointed to the note and asked Bryce,
“Recognize it?”

“Why, yes,” Bryce answered immedi-
ately. “We used it in a close-up on the
Musical Romances show last week. Val
wrote it. What about it?”

I sat heavily in my chair, gazing rue-
fully at Val. I felt like a good-sized heel
and an even bigger jerk. I could never
get finished with apologizing to Val. At
the same time I was dizzy with a sense
of relief to discover that I had committed
such an unjust piece of foolishness.

Val, however, seemed less amused now.
She was gazing at me with a peculiarly
puzzled expression on her face.

“Nothing about it, Bryce,” I heard
myself answering him lamely. “Somebody
used it to play a cute little practical joke
on me, that’s all. Funny how I can get
50 jealous about Val with so little reason.”

Bryce and Allene grinned, but Val and
I found it a strain to join them. I knew
what was troubling Val. She was won-
dering why I had connected this note
with Gaylord’s murder—wondering where
I had found it.

On my part, I found myself facing an-
other of those angles that didn’t quite
make sense. I mean, why should one of
Gaylord’s playmates, in making a tryst

with him, use a discarded prop note writ-
ten by another woman? Just to tease him,
maybe? A false lure dangled before a
gluttonous fish? Yes, maybe.

“Bryce,” I asked, “not that it’s im-
portant, but can you remember what be-
came of this note after it was used in
last week’s show ?”

He shook his head. “You know how
props get scattered around. T didn’t give
this one a thought. Hadn’t seen it since,
in fact, until just now. Somebody used
it to rib you, Trex? Sometimes I think
this place is too full of off-screen comedi-
ans.”

A chilling thought hit me. Suppose
some practical joker had decided it would
be a great prank to slip this prop note
inside an envelope and leave it on Gay-
lord’s desk. This funny, funny man would
imagine Gaylord tantalized by the fact
that the note was unsigned, then waiting
for its amorous writer to keep a ren-
dezvous with him—and wondering who
she would turn out to be.

It would be more hilarious still if this
same clown had slipped notes, forged
with Gaylord’s name, into the handbags
or lockers or desks of three or four women
who were suspected of being friendly with
him, or who wouldn’t mind being. In
that case, this clever prankster could look
on the results of his work this morning—
murder liberally garnished with witch’s
brew.

“Well, let’s keep this little incident
quiet, anyway,” I suggested. It struck me
that this was the first time today—since
coming to work—that I had seen Bryce.
I also remembered that I still hadn’t seen
Mona around. “Mona’s catching up with
learning her part, isn’t she?” I asked.

RYCE shook his head, looking
troubled. “Mona’s staying in bed this
morning, feeling ill.”
“Sorry to hear it, Bryce. Mona’s been
having it pretty rough lately, hasn’t she?
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What does the doctor say about her?”

“She wouldn’t let me call the doctor
this morning. It’s just a hangover plus
lack of sleep plus overwrought nerves, as
usual. A little rest will put her back on
her feet. Don’t worry, Trex—she won’t
let us down.”

I wasn’t worrying so much about the -

show. Another actress could take it over
on short notice. But I did feel uneasy
about the way Mona was keeping herself
out of sight today, and T kept remem-
bering that smear of fresh blood on the
wall where she’d spied on Bryce and me
last night.

Now important noises came into the
hallway. A door in the high-bracket sec-
tion of our offices had opened, and sev-
eral men were approaching. Two of them
paused outside my door to exchange a
few words in whispers.

One was Rexwell Barrett, the biggest
wheel in Raphael TV—the back-slapping,
haw-hawing type, but filthy rich. The
second man was a stranger—a quiet-
moving, sharp-eyed lad who looked ex-
actly like a detective.

Barrett came breezing into my office
in a surprisingly jovial mood, considering
that one of his fellow hot-shots had been
chopped down only a few hours ago. He
greeted Val and Allene in what he imag-
ined was a courtly manner, then greeted
Bryce and me in the manner of a Major
General loosening up to a couple of shave-
tails.

“Terrible confusion here today,” he
began in his unnecessarily loud voice.
“Nobody’s getting anything done. No use
keeping it up. I have a little suggestion
and I'd like to hear what you think of it.”

Naturally he expected us all, in advance,
to think yes.

“Let’s close up shop for the rest of the
day. Everybody come over to my place
for a buffet supper and a swimming party.
Plenty to eat and drink, plenty of chance
to relax and get our bearings. My party

entirely, of -course. A pool party strictly
—every lovely lady must bring her swim
suit. Take the men’s minds off less pleas-
ant matters, haw-haw!”

While we assured him that this was a
wonderfully kind and generous idea of
his, and brilliant besides, I eyed the
stranger who was waiting in the hallway.
I got the impression that in his quiet way
he was the mind behind this move.

“That’s the way Vic would want it,”
Barrett boomed on. “No grieving, no long
faces. Eat, drink and be merry.” For
tomorrow we die? No, I supposed not;
he stopped with the merriment.

Turning to me, he added, “You and
Bryce spread the word around, Trexler.
Stress the fact that it’s a swimming party,
especially for all the girls. Nothing like
sparkling water and freedom from too
many clothes to relax the nerves. Al
right, boys, take care of it.”

With that, he raised one hamlike hand
and gave me a jovial slap on the arm. It
was an habitual farewell gesture of his,
the kind you can easily get fed up on.
Today it was damned near catastrophic—
because that heavy hand slammed hard
against my bullet wound.

For two frantic seconds I was caught
up in a whirl of desperately clashing im-
pulses. Pain of blow-torch intensity para-
lyzed me. My mind was a runaway
carousel, complete with flashing lights and
bonging bells.

Only with a clenched-teeth effort did I
keep myself from yelling out and smashing
my fist into Barrett’s face in retaliation.
It was a fast trip through hell and when
I arrived back in my office, shaken, I was
amazed to find that no one seemed to
have noticed my reaction.

Barrett was just then delivering a slap
to Bryce’s arm, exactly as he had mine,
then cruising on out. The room was
steadier for me now, but a new panic was
forcing me to hold my breath. I was
thinking, “It’s bleeding again!”
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I felt what seemed to be.a; warm trickle
under the bandages. I could picture the
blood streaming down, soaking my shirt
and my coat sleeve. I could imagine people
staring at my blood-soaked clothes, and
myself making a crazy effort to explain
it away. *

But then, after half a minute, I could
go back to breathing again because it
didn’t seem to be bleeding after all. It
had started, then stopped after only a few
drops that wouldn’t be noticed. If any-
body there in the office saw me mumbling
to myself at that moment, I was just of-
fering up a short and fervent prayer of
thanks.

CHAPTER FIVE

Bathing Beauty’s Blood Bath

e I \ HE idea of the pool party was
bringing out various reactions. Val
seemed impatient with the notion

of topping off a murder with merriment.

Bryce simply began rolling his sleeves

down, a gesture that said his day’s work
was done. But Allene—

She was standing back against the wall,
her face suddenly deathly white. For a
second her eyes were round with a kind
of terror that I couldn’t account for at all.
Then she swallowed hard, pushed herself
into motion and went hurrying out of the
office.

We were a fine collection of nervous
wrecks, all right, I thought.

I had noticed that Rexwell Barrett,
after leaving us, had stopped to speak
again to the quiet stranger in the hallway.
Something was definitely cooking between
them. Whatever it was, I had a hunch
that Barrett had just handed me a song-
and-dance and that in some way he was
using me as a tool—and using me not
entirely henestly, at that. |

Although T had no real reason for re-
senting it, still, perhaps because of that

excruciating slap on my arm, it-did start
me on a slow burn. The next thing I
knew I was out in the hallway, button-
holing that quiet-acting stranger.

“My name’s John Trexler,” T said.

He nodded, as if he already knew that.
“Mine’s Ray Ferry,” he answered. “De-
tective, local force.”

I went on bluntly, “This idea of the
pool party is yours, isn’t it?”

He smiled a little, studying me. He
was really a likable guy, not handseme,
but decent-looking. The masculine type,
with plenty of character in his face, al-
though he was still young. Dogged, too.
Tenacious and clever and tireless—some-
how I could see those qualities in his clear
blue eyes. Ray Ferry, I knew at once,
was a man to watch out for in case you
happened to be a murderer.

“Look here,” I said. “Most of the
people who work here are my friends. I'm
not the type who enjoys putting over a
fast one and I don’t want them to think
I am.” Considering my actions last night
this sounded ironic to me, but I went on.
“l mean, I'm not quite willing to pull
them into this pool party unless I know
what’s behind it.”

Ferry’s smile grew a little, quizzically.
“Will you keep this confidential, Mr.
Trexler?” At my nod, he went on, “You
see, we're just trying to work fast. The
pool party is a way of saving us a lot of
time. We could get the same results in
other ways, but this way we’ll get them
quicker.”

I shook my head, signifying that I
didn’t understand, and he went on. “We
figure that the woman who killed Gaylord
last night is wounded.”

My arm gave an extra twinge. “How
do you know that?”

“Well—this is the way we think it hap-
pened, Mr. Trexler. Gaylord was there
in the living room of his guest cottage.
Suddenly this woman burst in. One look
at her warned Gaylord that she meant
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him no good. Probably she had the hatchet
gripped in her fist. In self-protection he
grabbed for his revolver. It was probably
in a drawer of the desk and it took him
a few seconds to get hold of it. Meanwhile
the woman with the hatchet kept on com-
ing at him, obviously intending to give
him the business.”

I let Ferry go on.

“Gaylord had time to fire one shot, at
least. We doubt that he fired more than
one, but that point is not important. He
did manage to pop one bullet at the woman
as she came at him. It landed in the wood-
work across the room.

“We found the bullet hole, dug out the
slug, identified the gun it was fired from—
a .38. There’s legally registered in Gay-
lord’s name—and missing. We also put
the slug through various chemical tests,
which showed that the bullet passed
through part of a human body before
sinking into the wall.”

If T looked astonished, my astonishment
was entirely real. “In other words, Gay-
lord’s shot at least nicked the woman who
killed him—but you don’t know just how
badly ?”

Ferry nodded. “That’s exactly it, Mr.
Trexler. As you can easily understand,
this is an important fact in the case. We
want to find a woman with a fresh bullet-
wound somewhere on her body. As I
sald, we could corral all the more likely
babes, line them up and have our police
matron examine them all one by one, but
that would waste a lot of time and be a
big bother for everybody.”

“But with bevies of girls frolicking
about a pool in their little swim suits—"
I took it up—“you’ll be able to sift out
the little innocents in jig time.”

He still smiled quietly. “And if a few
women seem to prefer not to wear swim
suits, or if a few don’t show up at all,
that very thing will make them especially
interesting to us. We'll have to ask them
to explain how-come they’re so modest.”

I found: myself smiling also. “I've got
to admit it’s a clever, practical idea, not
to mention entertaining as well. The best
thing about it is that the guilty woman
can know it’s a trap, but knowing it won’t
help her much. Every little dilly in the
place can know all about it, in fact, and
it will work . perfectly just the same.”

I added with a sense of relief, “I'll
keep it quiet anyway, and I'll start spread-
ing the invitations around the studio right
now.”

I WENT back into my office. Val was

alone there now. She still looked
puzzled, and T knew why. That note was
still troubling her mind.

“You probably noticed,” I said quickly,
trying to switch her on to her favorite
subject, “Barrett isn’t falling all over
himself in his eagerness to ask me to fill
Gaylord’s shoes here.” -

Val said softly, “Trex, darling, just
where and when did you pick up that prop
note?”’

I looked at her hard. “I have a new
thought about it, my sweet. Your explana-
tion of that note sounded pretty solid at
first, but actually it doesn’t stand up.
Unquestionably that note was used as a
prop in a play. But that fact does not
rule out the possibility that it may have
been used again by the woman who wrote
it, to arrange a real meeting with Gay-
lord.”

Val stood up straight, her eyes nar-
rowed. “Really, Trex, I've had enough
of this. You're going a little too far, and
I don’t like it.”

“I like it even less than you do, pre-
clous. You thought it was a cute notion
to pass Gaylord a note that was already
scented with fictional romance, was that
it? Then when you went to meet him—"

Suddenly I was sick of the whole sub-
ject. I shrugged at Val and said wearily,
“The whole thing will be settled very
shortly now, at Barrett’s pool party. You’d
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better be there, sugar-pie.--¥ou'd better
wear your newest and wispiest Bikini,
too. Because the cops know that the wom-
an who killed Gaylord was slightly
wounded. They’re looking for a little
lovely having a small bullet hole in her
pretty hide.”

Then Val flared up. “Why, you! Swim-
ming party! Why wait?” She kicked off
her shees.

“If you want to see a completely intact
pelt, Trex, T'll prove to you right now
that T own one!”

Much as I regretted the necessity, I did
the only safe thing—I scrammed out of
there fast, banged the door shut behind
me and kept on heading away at top speed.

* * *

This part of this report will have to go
fast. Our little mess of murder is now
fouled up far worse than before. Some-
thing new has been added. Another corpse.

At this moment—Tuesday evening, 9
P.M., I am the only one who knows the
killer has struck again. I have no idea
how soon or how late the corpse will be
found. The corpse doesn’t care, I'm sure,
that I have net yet notified the police.

But the police will definitely care when
they learn that I have now held out on
them twice. That’s why I have stolen a
few minutes from the evening’s festivities
to dodge back here and, for whatever it
may be worth, bring this running account
up to the minute.

I'm typing as fast as my fingers can
poke the keys, in the hope that nobody
will notice I'm not where I'm supposed
to be.

Iet’s take it back only as far as the
pool party at Barrett’s—and I wish I were
there right now, with no second murder
on my mind.

Even making allowances for its grim
undertones—actually the occasion was a
trap set to catch Gaylord’s murderess—

it was downright idyllic. Considering the
short notice, Barrett really tossed off a
little masterpiece of party-giving. It goes
to show that having a mountain of dough
has certain advantages.

Lanterns had been hung in the gardens
and along the walks. Tables were heaped
with the tastiest smorgasbord this side
of Stockholm.. Waiters in monkey jackets
circulated continually with trays of any
bacchic whim vou might imagine. Even
more stimulating was the fact that all
the little pretties present had fallen nicely
into the spirit of the occasion. Their
little swim-suits vied with each other’s in
not-thereness, and the pool was a dream
of loveliness.

The award for the lightest-weight
Bikini, had there been such a trophy,
would have been won hands down by
Miss Valerie Wayne. Val had evidently
decided I meant it when I suggested she
take the test seriously. She had outdone
herself, had scorned to add to her costume
even with shoes or a flower in her hair.
She wore only that wisp of a suit and ab-
solutely nothing else. The detectives
present could feel no doubts whatever
that she was entirely unscratched from
head to toe.

What’s more, none of the other lovelies
sported any bandages, either. All of them
were clad in a little fabric and a lot of
epidermis, thus proving their complete
innocence. It can be put down as an ab-
solute and incontrovertible fact that there
wasn’t one little bullet hole in the lot
of them.

As lusciously as Val had presented
herself to the challenge, however, her
eyes remained ice when she looked at me.
I felt like four kinds of a heel for ever
having doubted her—my doubts having
been obviously absolutely groundless. I
thought she might give me a break even
so, but no; she was an unbelievably de-
sirable woman who gazed at me with
frigid scorn. Also, she kept giving me
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trouble by walking away, when I went
after her, and getting herself lost inside
a beaming crowd of junior executives.
Detective Ray Ferry obviously felt that
he had really pulled off an admirable idea
here. I'm sure he never worked on a
murder case he enjoyed more. He did not
neglect his duties in any way in satisfying
himself as to the innocence of every little
chick. With a beatific expression, he
checked off each name on a long list,

I WATCHED the cars streaming in

and the honeys frolicking in the pool
and tried vainly to win a half-way warm
glance from Val. All the time the back of
my mind was worrying about that list
of names with which Ferry had been
provided.

It included the name of every woman
who worked for Raphael TV, of course,
and no doubt others as well. At every
opportunity I snitched a look over his
shoulder, to see who hadn’t shown up
yet. With the help of four quick scotch-
on-rocks, I began worrying about Allene
Giles.

Allene was conspicuously absent. 3o
was Mona Elwyn, for that matter—Mona,
at whom I hadn’t had so much as one
look since Gaylord’s murder. If Mona
didn’t show up, it could be put down to
a temper tantrum or a load of rye or an-
other slug of sleeping pills or even to just
plain perversity. Allene, however, was
a very solid doll. She had talent, she
could take a lot of toil, she knew what
the score was—and I did not want to lose
her as a dependable worker.

Yet I kept remembering that expression
of stark terror that had appeared on her
face this afternoon, there in my office.
Why? Had she realized instantly that
the pool party was a trap set to nail a
murderess, realized instantly that she
wouldn’t dare come?

I began running a fever over Allene’s
absence. Ferry was getting too thought-

ful about {t, {teo. The party was well
under way now, there were only a few
women who hadn’t shown, and the case
was rapidly boiling down to them as the
chief suspects in the murder. I decided
suddenly to check on Allene on my own,
so I wormed my way into the house and
found a phone.

Allene’s number didn’t answer.

As I turned away, my host and big
boss, Rexwell Barrett came at me. De-
liberately I turned so that he couldn’t take
another swing at my wound. I still felt
the punishment of his last friendly swat
on my arm. He did it again, but luckily
landed this time on my shoulder.

“We have a duty tonight, Trexler,”
he suggested. “Louise Gaylord arrived
back home from Chicago this afternoon.
The police have been talking to her—
being too damned stuffy about it, if you
ask me—keeping her friends away. How-
ever, I am going over to the Gaylord home
to see Louise very shortly and I thought
it would be a thoughtful gesture if you
and Elwyn came with me.”

“Of course,” I agreed. “Just let me
know when you’re ready to leave.”

Bryce Elwyn had arrived late—and
alone. Ferry had been getting his help in
checking the gals against their names on
the list of guests. More worried than
ever, I buttonholed Bryce the first chance
I found, and asked, “Have you seen
Allene?”

“No—and Ferry’s getting interested
in her.”

“And where’s Mona?”

“I don’t know where the hell Mona
is,” Bryce answered, looking badly worn

"and harassed. “When I got home I found

she’d gone without leaving a message. I
haven’t been able to locate her. She’s
done that before. But I don’t understand
about Allene. Allene definitely said she
would be here.”

With my nerves rubbed ragged by the
strain of last night, that was all the sus-
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pense I could take. I fouad my car and
followed a driveway to a gate near the
servants’ quarters. With so many people
coming and going and milling around, I
think I eased away without being espe-
cially noticed. I headed straight for the
place, not far from here, where Allene
had found herself a one-room, ground-
floor apartment with a private entrance.

The door was unlocked. I went in and
found her in almost the same position that
I had found Gaylord—lying in front of
the fireplace. She was wearing a bath-
robe twisted around her. The murderer
evidently hadn’t planned in advance to
kill Allene—this time the hand of death
had not used a bright new Boy Scout
hatchet, but, instead, a poker from the
hearth.

I can tell it a little more calmly now,
but it came then with a jolt that really
rocked me back on my heels. I could
hardly register the fact that Allene had
been so brutally killed. Only a short
time ago, too—the blood was still wet.

She had really planned to come to the
pool party. There on the bed lay the
dress she had selected to wear, and be-
side it a sleek, sun-yellow swimsuit.

And there was an important point about
Allene—she had had no bullet wound.

CHAPTER SIX
Flexing His Muscles

LENTY has happened since that
Plast short report on the murder of
Allene Giles. It’'s hard to believe,
in fact, that I began writing this account
less than twenty-four hours ago. When
I began it I thought it would remain a
comparative brief statement. Instead, it
has kept building up on me, and last night
was no let-up.
After completing that short section
above, I drove back to Barrett’s estate,
where the festivities were . gathering

momentum. I eased through the service
entrance, left my car in a dark spot and
returned to mingle with the happy crowd
around the pool, while pretending I had
been there all along.

The first character I met was, of course,
Ray Ferry, who eyed me as if I had taken
on a new interest for him.

This was my opportunity to come clean
and tell him what I had found in Allene’s
apartment, I was afraid that once he
began questioning me it might grow to
be too rough for my twitching nerves. I
gazed at Ferry poker-faced and swallowed,
first, a lump, and second, a martini.

Val Wayne, having proved her point
beyond all possible question, had gotten
back into her party clothes. This time
she actually noticed me—gave me a curi-
ous glance. It was welcome, except that
what it signified was not good. She knew
I had slipped away from the party.

Next came the big wheel, Rexwell
Barrett, rolling importantly along. “Been
looking for you, Trexler!” he boomed.
“We're leaving now. Come along.”

He already had Bryce Elwyn in tow.
The three of us went to a car that was
waiting for us, complete with liveried
chauffeur, in the driveway. Climbing in,
we found that the party no longer con-
sisted of three, but of four. Detective
Ray Ferry had decided to join us.

“l say, Ferry,” Barrett protested.
““Aren’t you detective fellows going to let
up on Louise soon? Aren’t you making it
a bit hard on her?”

Ferry gave him a sidewise glance and
answered quietly, “Murder is almost al-
ways hard on people, Mr. Barrett— espe-
cially the victim.”

Barrett fell heavily silent. Ferry
pointedly scanned his long guest list with
all the check-marks on it. That was an
opening for me to ask, “Well, you know
now who stayed away. What's the scorc¢ 7"

“There are not many girls,” Ferry
said. “To begin with, Dinah Coyle.”
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“Girl?” T said. “Dinah’s pushing fifty.
She’s our dance director.’ If she wanted
to kill a guy, she wouldn’t need a hatchet.
She’d take him by the ankles and pound
him against the floor.”

Still quietly, Ferry added, ‘“Mona
Elwyn."”

“My wife,” Bryce informed him. “I
haven’t seen her since this convivial little
wake was announced. I doubt if she’s
even heard about it yet.”

Ferry nodded and added, “Allene
Giles.” Nobody commented, so he added,
“And a few others. Checking on them
will be easy and quick. The party cer-
tainly boiled 'em down fast.”

Barrett grunted. I was thinking un-
easily about Allene, trying to figure an
angle. I remembered something Val had
said to me about Allene.

“It's true Allene would rather be a
writer than anything else. But that doesn’t
mean she’ll go on taking the chump’s end
of the deal. Allene can produce or cast
or direct. She can even go up higher than
that, into the really big jobs in TV . That’s
exactly where she’s heading, too. Also,
she knows exactly what it may take to
get her there, so she’s playing it plenty
cagey.”

All right. Let’s also say that that sort
of thing has been done before. But in
Allene’s case, then she would definitely
not endanger her future with Raphael
TV by murdering one of its top execs
in jealous -pique. So that left one other
possibility—that Allene was the other
woman who had been there in the cottage
at the moment of murder, the woman who
had left lastily, with the secret of the
killer’s identity.

With Ferry at my side, this was a
chance to feel out this angle even before
he had learned about Allene’s sudden
death. There had been a lot of news
about the Gaylord murder in the evening
papers.

The abandoned clothes had now been

mentioned il public, so I could safely
ask about them.

“Among the few women left on your
list—I mean those who didn’t show up
at the party—are there any who might
fit the clothes left in the cottage?”

Ferry smiled slowly, not too happily.
“We know who fits those clothes,” he
answered.

STARED at him, thinking that this

was fast work. “You actually know
the identity of the second woman who
was there in the cottage at the time of
the murder?”

He answered cryptically, “T said we
know who fits those clothes. It’s not
quite the same thing.”

Puzzled, I asked, “The gal’s name is
a deep, dark, official secret, no doubt?”

Ferry shrugged. “Not exactly. I'll let
you in on it.” Then he added, deadpan,
“Those clothes were custom-tailored for
Miss Lois Garth-Smith.”

I went on staring at him in disbelief.
The Garth-Smiths are one of the most
socially elevated families in this choice
suburb in Westchester. So far as I knew,
their daughter Lois had never had any
association whatever with Raphael TV,
and I had never heard her mentioned in
connection with Gaylord.

“The shoes also belonged to Miss
Garth-Smith,” Ferry went on. “She had
an exceptionally tiny foot—a three-and-
a-half A.”

Rexwell Barrett, who knew the Garth-
Smith family, was making indignant
noises.

“You may recall reading about Miss
Garth-Smith in the papers recently,”
Ferry said. ‘‘She died last week.”

As news it couldn’t have been more
stupefying.

“Miss Garth-Smith died in a fire in her
home. She made the mistake of falling
asleep while smoking in bed. The blaze
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was discovered by a servant, in time to
prevent much damage to the house, but
by then the girl was asphyxiated.”

Dead a week ago!

“Following her funeral, her clothing
was being aired on clothes-lines in the
rear of the Garth-Smith place. That was
one day late last week. A few pieces were
stolen, among them the shoes, the coat
and the dress later found in the cottage
with Gaylord’s body.”

I heard myself saying, “Some of the
little chorus girls who work for us don’t
make out too well. Their pay is far from
lush and some of them have the expense
of commuting out here.”

Ferry gave me an acrid glance. “Back
there at the party, I was looking for some-
thing besides a wound. I was also look-
ing them over for size. A sort of Cinder-
ella operation without actual use of the
shoe. Also, I've been asking questions
around. Well, I haven’t yet found a girl
who is small enough to wear Lois Garth-
Smith’s dress and shoes.”

I shook my head dizzily. “So there
wasn’'t any other woman in Gaylord’s
cottage when the murderess busted in on
him.”

“That’s right,” Ferry said.

“I must be caving in,” I groaned. “I
hear what we’re saying but I can’t make it
mean anything.”

Ferry handed out one more bit of in-
formation. “Those clothes were a plant—
put there by a killer who is really a very
tricky worker.”

A plant? A woman had planted an-
other woman’s clothes in Gaylord’s bed-
room just to give herself an excuse for
chopping him up with a hatchet? It
seemed hardly necessary. If there was any
sense in it at all, in fact, I just couldn’t
find it.

Again I found myself wondering num-
bly about Allene. It hadn’t been Allene
for the reason that there hadn’t been any
woman there at all. It hadn’t been Allene

who killed Gaylord, either. So how had
Allene gotten herself fatally tangled up in
all this, and why was she dead?

T couldn’t even begin to guess.

Barrett’s big car had just turned into
the Gaylord driveway. Two cops blocked
it. Ferry held a brief conference with
them while Bryce and I looked around.
More cops were patrolling the rear
grounds. They were there to discourage
the morbidly curious public from tearing
pickets off the fence or uprooting prize
rosebushes as souvenirs.

We went to the front entrance of this
fine Colonial mansion. Our ring was an-
swered by a detective. We were escorted
into a living room that was a model of
charm, comfort and color. Louise Gay-
lord, the murdered man’s widow, came
to us graciously, with one patrician hand
extended in welcome.

As we exchanged the usual expressions
of grief and sympathy I could not help
admiring Louise’s poise. Obviously she
was badly shaken but she had complete
control of herself. The only signs of agi-
tation in her came when, once or twice,
she looked slowly all around the room and
then shuddered slightly. Always before
she had shown great pride in her home;
but now murder seemed to have done
something ugly to it.

“I can’t stay here tonight,” she said
suddenly, in her tired voice. She was
strikingly dark. She carried herself beau-
tifully. Sometimes when I admired her
I thought of finely bred horses and sleek
greyhounds. Being far from a fool, she
knew her husband’s kind, and had taken
plenty of cruelty from him, but she had
held up straight and fine under it. I
couldn’t help thinking how fortunate it
was that she had been hundreds of miles
away when murder had struck down a heel
who had so richly deserved it.

“I couldn’t rest here tonight,” she
went on, “with policemen moving around
the place all night, and horrible people
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ready to peer in the windows at the first
opportunity. If only I could be alone
where none of this could reach me—"

Rexwell Barrett began chivalrously,
“Mrs. Gaylord, may I—" and stopped.
Suddenly he realized, red-faced, that he
could not offer her his hospitality, not
with the place swarming with merry
revelers.

BRYCE ELWYN took it up. He had

said almost nothing since leaving the
party, and he looked tired beyond words,
but he made his offer sincerely. “Come
to our place, Louise. We have plenty of
room and it’s perfectly quiet there. Mona
loves you and will like taking care of you
tonight. Nobody will know you’re there,
I promise.”

“Thank you, Bryce,” Louise said, smil-
ing. “I can’t think of any place I would
rather be tonight.”

She ‘still had the packed bag she had
brought with her from Chicago. Under
quiet strain, she simply went about doing
what she had decided to do. We all went
back to Barrett’s car and in a few minutes
we were rolling on our way.

Nobody said much. Louise remained
dry-eyed and perfectly poised every min-
ute of the trip. I couldn’t speak for Bar-
rett, but ‘Louise was certainly in better
shape than either Bryce or 1 was.

Lights were shining inside the Elwyn
place. Bryce said in a mutter, “Well,
thank heaven, Mona seems to be home
again.” He opened the way for us and
we went into the living room. Mona was
there and, of all things, quietly reading
a book. Morever, she was entirely sober
and on her good behavior.

Seeing Louise, she gave out a half-glad,
half-grieving cry, rushed to Louise and
hugged her hard. They chattered at each
other, while Bryce explained that Louise
would spend the night here. This went
on until a quiet descended—a tenseness
that came of the discovery that Ray Ferry

was gazing. searchingly at Mona Elwyn.

“Who is this guy?” Mona asked of
Bryce. “What's the matter with him?”

“His name is Ferry and he’s a detective,
Mona,” Bryce told her. “He probably
wants to know why you dida’t show up
at the party.”

“Party?” Mona answered impatiently.
“What party ?”

“You hadn’t heard?” Ferry asked
smoothly. “Or did you decide you'd
rather not come ?”

“You mind your own business,”” Mona
said with forthright unreasonableness.
“T'll go to parties when I feel like it. As
it happened, I didn’t even know about
this one—and even if I had known, I
wouldn't have been interested.”

Ferry persisted quietly, “Why did you
stay away, Mrs. Elwyn?”

Mona faced him with her fine chin
lifted. She was darker than Louise, and
taller, and full of nerves. Her face, once
beautiful, had become lined and strained,
but it was still photogenic. Whenever she
registered an emotion, she registered it
full scale, and at the moment she was
burning with annoyance at Ferry.

“I’d heard Louise was back from Chi-
cago and of course I wanted to see her. I
drove over to her place but those dumb
gumshoes of yours wouldn’t even let me
in the gate. I waited in the car a long
while, thinking Louise might come out,
but she didn't. So finally I came home
and tried to get her on the phone but all
I got was busy signals and more moronic
gumshoes.” Mona’s raven-black eyes
flashed. “Next question?”

Ferry did the smart thing. “No hurry,
Mrs. Elwyn. Tomorrow will do, or the
next day. Good night, now.”

He withdrew—too quietly, I thought.
Mona immediately began urging Bryce
to mix up a round of drinks. Barrett
demurred, insisting that he must get back
to his guests. ’

Since I had left my car at the party,
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“l can turn you in for murder—or
cash in on it with you.”

I had small choice b#® to go with him.
I bid Mona and Louise and Bryce good
pight, and with Barrett and Ferry, both
silent, I cruised back to that fairyland
where the crowd around the pool was still
making merry.

Barrett went pompously into the great
house while Ferry began making the
rounds of the other detectives present. I
looked for Val, but didn’t find her. Snag-
ging a double scotch off a passing tray, I
gathered a handful of canapes and found
myself a quiet shadow. The little sand-
wiches and the big scotch were all gone,
when I heard a quiet approach in the
dark. It materialized in front of me in @

shape that could be nobody’s but Vals.

She had a ‘glass in one hand and a
cigarette in the other. She came close,
said softly, “Have I been a little rough
on you, Trex, darlingr”

“Not very,” I said. “At least, you
stopped short of murder.”

“Poor boy,” Val murmured.

She tossed her cigarette away. It dis-
appeared in the darkness in a cometlike
arc. She brought her lips to mine and
kept them there. Her free hand slid up
my left arm and she stiffened as her fin-
gers ran over the lump of bandages. Sud-
denly she was squeezing my wound—

hord.
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‘At that moment Miss Valerie Wayne,
captivating television star, came within a
hair of losing all her pearly teeth down
her lovely throat. I wrenched myself
back with a gasp and managed to keep
my knuckles out of her face, realizing
that with that nimble mind of hers, Val
had reasoned there was only one place
where I could have found that unsigned
love message—the scene of the murder.

“Let’s not play quite so rough any more,
Trex,” she whispered. “After all, we
have so many mutual interests—and we
do have to think of our future, don’t we,
darling?”

Then she hurried off.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Rendezvous Crashers

T THAT point, when I had writ-
A ten that far, an interruption came
—a knock on my door. I sat
frozen, hands lifted, in front of this type-
writer, cold sweat popping out of my fore-
head. Not having much choice, I forced
myself to get up and let the cops in.
Only, it wasn’t the cops, but Val

She came in slowly and curiously,
dressed as I had last seen her. Evidently
she had been spending some wakeful hours
in her own feminine scheming. Back there
at Barrett’s castle she had left me hang-
ing on that last cryptic remark of hers—
“We do have to think of our future, don’t
we, darling?”” and I had let it ride at that.

Here she was again, with something
more on her mind—and I knew she hadn’t
come to bake a cake.

“What are you typing so industrious-
ly at this hour of the moming, Trex?”
she inquired lightly. “A long love letter
to me?”

She went straight to my typewriter for
a look. Like many starry-eyed women,
however, Val is very far-sighted. She
hadn’t brought her reading glasses along,

so the wotd® I had last written were
merely a blur.

I offered her no explanation. She went
to the table where a tray of the makings
sat, and she used them to make. Then
she sank into a chair, crossed her lovely
legs and gazed at me through the smoke
of a fresh cigarette.

“Well?” she said. “You’ve had time
to think it over now. Strictly business,
Trex.”

“What are you talking about?” I said.

She smiled beautifully. “Well, Vie
Gaylord was a wild spender, so there’s
not much left for Louise except the house
and his insurance—and his shares in
Raphael TV. They’re enough to give
her a pretty solid voice in what goes
there.”

“What'’s Louise got to do with me?”

“The man who marries her will become
a power in Raphael TV, thanks to those
shares. Won't you, darling?”

“Just a minute,” I said. “Me marry
Louise? The notion has never popped
into my head—or into Louise’s either, I'm
sure. Not that she isn’t a thoroughly de-
sirable woman, but for Pete’s sake, Val,
haven’t you sort of picked up a hint by
now that you’re the gal I want to marry?”

Val's smile faded and she shrugged.
“But you’re also the lad who plays the
angles, Trex. We all have to do it in this
crazy back-stabbing racket. Not all of
us would go as far as murder, though. If
you felt you had to push it that far,
why—"

She shrugged again, cynically. “Any-
how, I'm counting on you to put across a
nice, plushy contract for me, Trex, darl-
ing.”

“Are you nuts? I'm not even half-sure
of my own job at this point, let alone—"

“Please, Trex. It was easy for you.
All you had to do was rig up some fake
evidence at Gaylord’s cottage and leave
him dead there. Soon you’ll marry Louise
and move into a soft spot in the top
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brackets of Raphael TV. I dgn’t approve
of murder, darling, but you seem to have
a fairly good chance of getting away with
this one. I couldn’t bear to turn you in
for murder, so I really haven’t much
choice but to cash in on it with you.”

I stared at her. “Val, you're wrong,”
I said heavily. “I didn’t murder Gaylord.
The cops believe he was knocked off by a
woman, remember "’

“It was you who went at him with your
little hatchet,” she insisted. “That’s when
he shot you. in the arm, isn’t it?”

I was getting plenty sore at Val for
forcing me to defend myself with a con-
fession. “A woman did it, Val,” I in-
sisted. “That’s what the cops think—and
I happen to know they’re right.”

“Do you really?”

“Yes. I saw her. I was driving past
the rear gate of Gaylord’s place when she
came popping right out into the shine of
my headlights.”

Val laughed lightly.
dear, wasn’t she?”

“I know it sounds cockeyed, but I
can’t help that. I saw it happen in just
the way I'm telling you now. I watched
Gaylord’s murderess go looping off in her
car. Then I went into the cottage and
found him dead. I also found that love
note you’d written—as a prop or other-
wise.”

“And you carried it away to protect my
good name,” Val said. “Why, Trex,
darling, I'm touched.”

I decided that if she went on laughing
at me like that 1 would presently put both
my hands on her pretty neck and wring it.
“Then I left. I didn’t know the murderess
had sneaked back to watch what I was
doing. She must have been afraid that
I'd recognized her, although I really
hadn’t. Anyway, when I stepped out of
the door onto the terrace she slugged me
down.”

‘“Then she tried to silence you by shoot-
ing you in the arm.” Val was giggling

“Careless little

over her drink. ‘“Come, now, Trex.
Hadn’t you better think up a more like-
ly="",

“Val!” T broke in heatedly. “I don’t
know why she shot me through the arm
instead of through the head or through
the heart. All I'm sure of—and I'm sure
of this much—is that the arm is where
she shot me. How else can you explain
that wound, my pet?”

“Easily. As I said before, it was Gay-
lord who shot you.” Then Val added,
“How do you like that medicine, Trex?
It’s the very same brand you spooned out
to me this morning. Ugly-tasting stuff,
isn’t it?”

Yes. She was handing it right back
to me. She was just as mistaken about
me as I had been mistaken about her,
also. I felt I had less than a chance of
convincing her of it. I think she actually
believed I was guilty of murder. I de-
cided, all right, let her. I was too burned
up and too disgusted to care much about
defending myself further.

During this sweetly charitable conver-
sation I had turned to the phone at in-
tervals to call Bryce Elwyn's number.
My mind was nagged by worries about
the late Allene Giles. Perhaps her dead
body was still waiting to be found. I
hadn’t yet had a chance to brief Bryce
on that. But Bryce’s number wasn’t an-
swering,

I rose and said sourly, “Thanks for
covering me, Val. Naturally I won'’t for-
get the favor when I become one of the
big wheels of Raphael TV—but you may
have to wait as long as next week.”

I went out. My car was parked at the
curb and when I reached it Val was close
behind me. As I turned to face her, she
asked, ‘“Where are you going, Trex?”

“Nowhere much,” I told her. “Just
out to commit a couple more murders. I'm
a little behind in my quota for tonight.”
Suddenly sickened by the childishness of
these cracks, I added sourly:
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“Val, let me alone. Go on home.”

I slid under the wheel of my car. Val
hustled to plump herself into the seat be-
side me. I stared at her hopelessly. I
might yell my head off at her, I knew,
and still she would stay right there. I
might heave her bodily out of my car and
she would follow me in her own. So I
did the wisest thing a man can do when
up against a woman in Val's frame of
mind—saved my breath.

NOT speaking, I angled through streets
full of pre-dawn darkness. Presently
I turned into the driveway of Bryce's
place. The sprawling L-shaped ranch
house was all dark except for one window,
that of Bryce’s study, off in the wing.
The guy was punishing himself too hard,
I felt. Despite the strain we were all
under—nerve-racking even when it wasn’t
topped off by a murder—he had evidently
been working through the night again. A
very silly way to kill yourself, I thought
. . . by producing TV shows.

I braked at the front of the house and
Val came with me to the entrance. After
ringing the bell we waited. Nobody came.
I sensed Val tightening up; she turned
her head to listen. The night seemed ut-
terly quiet until I focussed my ears care-
fully, and then I caught the same sound
that had interested Val — low, quick
voices.

Inside the house or out? We couldn’t
tell. They were just the fast whispers of
two people speaking together urgently.

Val, never one to stand on ceremony,
made a quick grab at the knob of the
front door. It was unlocked; it opened
at her first thrust. She breezed right in,
that alert, audacious mind of hers having
fastened on something. I couldn’t guess
what it was, so far, but she wasn’t letting
it go.

She stopped in the center of the liv-
ing room, in a position allowing her to
gaze down the long hallway of the main

wing of the house—at a series of doors.

The whispers had stopped, but now
there were the sounds of quick motions.
Val moved again, fast. She went down
the hall on tiptoe, stopped suddenly again,
then turned and pushed one of these
doors wide open. She went even farther
—stepped into the room and snapped the
wall switch.

I stopped behind her in amazement.
This was Louise Gaylord’s room for the
night. Louise lay there in bed, her lovely
dark hair splashed across a pastel blue
pillow. She did not stir under the glare
of the ceiling light, or respond to the noise
of our sudden entrance. I began to get
sore at Val for busting in on an overtired
woman, like this—until Val's finger
pointed at the window.

It was half open. The screen was un-
hooked and hanging loose. From outside
came, faintly, the sound of running feet.

Val moved again, with electrical speed.
She- whirled about and flew back out the
front entrance. My tired brain was final-
ly catching on, so I headed in the opposite
direction, fast—down the hallway to a rear
door. I stood in the dark listening; but
now the night was silent, the running
footfalls gone.

I looked around and saw nothing in
the faint shine of the night except the
light gleaming from the window of Bryce’s
study. I wondered why he hadn’t an-
swered the bell, but mostly I stood there
numbly trying to grasp the fact of Louise’s
nocturnal visitor. .

She was only pretending to be asleep
now, of course; there had been sowe-
body in that room with her who'd left
fast at our approach—and to me he was
a totally unexpected and amazing charac-
ter.

Presently Val came hustling quietly
across the grass. She paused beside me,
breathing fast, and asked, “I didn't spot
anybody. Did you?”

I shook my head. “Might have skipped
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Her bandages concealed a
bullet wound. . . .

out the back way, to a car parked down
the road. Anyway, some guy seemed to
know where to find Louise tonight. I
wonder how.”

“Well, who did know?’ Val asked
eagerly.

“Rexwell and a detective
named Ferry,” I answered ironically.
“Nobody else that I know of. Her where-
abouts were supposed to be kept under
wraps, so she wouldn't be hounded by
reporters and such disturbers of the
peace.”

“She knows how to use a phone, doesn’t
she?” Val said quietly. “There could be

Barrett

”

a certain person she felt she wanted to
talk to—someone she hadn’t seen since
her return from Chicago. So she waited
until Mona and Bryce had retired, then
she made a call to suggest a private little
conference here,” Val gave me a signif-
icant glance. “Interesting, don’'t you
think, Trex?"

“To me, especially,” I said. “At least
it shows you that if there is another guy
in Louise's life—I'm not him. I doubt
there is one, anyhow. But it can wait.
I'm worried about Bryce. Why hasn’t
he noticed we're here? The way he's
been overworking himself, he could drop
dead at any minute.”

I cut across the patio to the study win-
dow. The bamboo blind was down, but
through the cracks I could make out
Bryce seated at his desk. Val dogged me,
as I turned to the rear door of the smaller
wing,
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It. was also unlocked—people who
drink a lot have a tendency to forget such
things as putting out the cat and locking
the door, I'd found—so Val and I eased
in.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Bandaged Lady

‘ N T E QUIETLY opened the door of

Bryce’s study and found him at

his desk with his head down on

his arms. Scripts were piled around him.

His thick-rimmed glasses lay aside. His

posture was that of a completely exhausted
man.

After drinking with Louise and Mona
in the living room, Bryce had evidently
tried to bolster himself with more drinks
here, in order to get himself through a
night’s work. His collar was open and his
shirt-sleeves were rolled up, but he hadn’t
lasted very long. Near one of his limp
hands was a tall glass still a quarter full
of straight scotch.

Val and I looked a silent question at
each other: Shall we put him to bed? 1
shook my head. Better not to disturb the
poor guy, I thought. Before long he’'d
probably wake up and take care of him-
self. So I reached to his desk-lamp,
snapped it off, and we went out quietly,
leaving him in the peculiarly pearly dark-
ness that means dawn is not far away.

Now that I was well launched on a
snooping tour through the Elwyn house-
hold, I felt there was one nore bit of
prying I must do. Without explaining to
Val, I went along the dark hallway to the
door of Mona’s room. The distance from
this door, to that bloody spot on the wall
beside the door of Bryce’s study, was
about twenty feet. I listened for a mom-
ent with my hand on the knob, then looked
in.

The blind was down, the room black.
Mona was just a shapeless form on the

bed. Her breathing was slow, heavy,
deep. I sensed that, unlike Louise, she
wasn’t faking. On top of the drinks she
had had, she had probably taken her usual
dose of sleeping pills—for her, a highly
dangerous habit. I stepped in quietly, Val
close behind, crossed to the bedside table
and pressed the switch.

The light fell across the bed. Mona lay
like the dead, unnoticing. She was curled
up under a blanket, the strain gone out of
her face in sleep. She looked almost beau-
tiful again, like the Mona who had once
enjoyed a promising career in the movies.
She was lying on her right side. Irresist-
ibly my hand went out to the blanket and
I slowly drew it down.

It was there. On her left upper arm, in
almost the same position as my own
wound. Bandages spotted with dried
stains, swollen flesh, reddened skin. I
did not need to look farther to be certain
that the dressing concealed a bullet slash
exactly as old as my own.

Valsaw itand gasped. She stepped back.
pale, shocked. Val and Mona had never
been good friends—on the set they were
venomous rivals—but I'm sure Val would
never have gone so far as to wish to see a
murder pinned on Mona.

Gazing at this staggering evidence, I
thought back. Was it Mona I had seen
rushing from Gaylord’s cottage? I still
could not feel sure. There was nothing in
the picture to show that it hadn’t been
Mona, and the wound in her arm seemed
to be proof enough. I could picture her
then rushing back home, terrified at what
she had done, made hysterical by the pain
and the danger inherent in that injury.

“A nightmare,” Bryce had explained
to me on the phone—covering up for her,
of course. Then, when I had come to the
house with the news of Gaylord’s murder,
she had crept close to the study door to
eavesdrop, and a few trickling drops on
her fingers had marked the wall.

Well, I told myself, it all fits again, even
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to the fact that Mona had beéett unaccount-
ed for at the time of Allene Giles’ death.

Mona stirred a little as Val and I stared
down at her. I turned then to Mona’s
clothes closet. It was a large one, but it
was packed with dresses and suits and
skirts and coats. I poked and tugged until
I found a bright red one, then pulled the
dress loose. Detaching it from the rod, I
brought it closer to the light. A little groan
came from Val as she bent over it, and I
felt a surge of heartsickness.

HE skirt of the dress was ripped and
it was spattered with dark spots that
had to be blood—Gaylord’s blood.

I turned back to look for the red plat-
form sandals. Mona had dozens of pairs
of shoes of all kinds in racks and piled
on the floor. The red sandals I had seen
a murderess wearing were not there—but
the dress was more than enough.

It was hard to understand why Mona
had been so careless as to put the blood-
stained dress back in her closet—the very
first place the cops would look. But then,
she had hardly been in condition for
straight thinking since the murder.

We were startled by a motion on the
bed. Mona stirred out of her lethargy. She
pushed herself up, blinking at us, then
stared at the dress Val was holding. A
sound of confusion and despair came from
her throat. She pushed herself to a sit-
ting position, her hands clenching the edge
of the bed.

“Whadda ya doin’ here?”’ she said
thickly. “Where’d you get that ?”

“Out of your closet, Mona,” I said.
“Just now.” :

She shook her dark head. Wakefulness
was coming back to her rapidly now,
pushed by fear. “It’s not mine,” she said
next. “Never saw that dress before.” She
closed her eyes and blurted, “I don’t un-
derstand what’s happening to mel It’s
horrible—and I can’t understand it.”

“Nightmares, Mona ?”’ I asked wryly.

She opened her eyes again, wide. “No.
That wasn’t true. Bryce told you that to
cover up what really happened. He didn’t
really believe what I told him, but he
thought we’d better keep quiet about it.
He didn’t want to tell anybody else until
he got it straight from me. That’s what he
kept saying—‘Don’t hold out on me,
Mona, tell me the truth.’ I was telling him
the truth, but he wouldn’t believe me.”

I was watching Mona closely. Like Val,
she was an actress of experience and skill.
Being married to one wouldn’t necessarily
make it easier to tell when she was coming
clean or when she was putting over a fast
one.

Even Val was listening to Mona now
with an alert, searching light in her eyes.

“Tell us, Mona,” Val urged her quietly.
“Tell it to us just the way you told it to
Bryce.”

She gazed at us with appealing eyes.
“All right. This is how it was. It was last
night, the night Vic Gaylord was killed.”
She swallowed. “Bryce was in his study,
in the middle of a long night’'s work. I'd
gone to bed early. I was right here, right
in this bed, asleep. Then I began hearing
a sound. It was a scratching at the win-
dow. It woke me up and I looked and—I
guess I was pretty bleary—but I saw it.
There in the dark—" she pointed—“a
hand scratching at the screen.”

She looked around the room next, as if
thirsty_ for a drink, but neither Val nor
I moved.

“First just that hand in the dark, and
then a voice,” she went on. “A voice speak-
ing my name. It said, ‘Mona, Mona,
please. Help me, Mona. Mona, come out,
help me.” I was scared. Didn’t know whose
voice it might be, but it had to be some-
body who knew me, somebody who'd turn
to me in an emergency. ‘Please, Mona,
come out, help me.’

“Well, I was woozy from sleeping pills,
or maybe I wouldn’t have gone out. Wob-
bly on my pins too. But I went hustling
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out the back door, the closest way—and as
soon as I set foot outside I got grabbed.”

Mona shuddered and hugged herself.
““Grabbed and knocked to the ground. Face
down. I was held there and then a gun
was fired.” She touched the bandages on
her upper left arm. “That’s where the bul-
let hit me. Then I was suddenly alone. It
was all over, except that I went right into
a fine, full-blown fit of hysterics.”

“As who wouldn’t?” Val said, showing
Mona a surprising degree of sympathy.

“Bryce came bursting out and picked
me up. He took care of the wound, said
it wasn’t anything to worry about. But I
couldn’t make him understand what had
happened. He just couldn’t believe I'd been
shot right outside our back door for no
apparent reason.”

“But he must have heard the report,” I
said.

“He couldn’t help hearing it,” Mona
agreed. “He came out right away. After
1 told him what had happened, he went out
and stared around at the ground as if look-
ing for proof. He said he couldn’t find a
thing, kept saying he couldn’t understand
it.”

IT OCCURRED to me abruptly that,

on my part, I was unable to prove my
own story. I had been lying on the rain-
softened soil of a garden when I was shot.
The bullet had undoubtedly driven deep
down in the ground. Maybe it could be
recovered, maybe it couldn’t. If not, there
would be nothing to back up my story.
The same thing applied to Mona—if she
was telling the truth.

“Bryce said that calling in the police
wouldn’t do any good, and he didn’t want
that kind of trouble. He said we should
keep quiet and try to find out on our own
what it meant. Well—” Mona smiled rue-
fully—“we found out.”

I tried to put myself in Bryce’s shoes,
pictured myself hearing a gunshot on my
doorstep in the middle of the night and

then finding my wife punctured in the
arm and explaining it with a tale which
made no sense. I went on to imagine my-
self, in Bryce’s place, next hearing the
news.of Gaylord’s murder, then having it
topped off by the additional news that
Gaylord’s murderess was marked by a
bullet wound.

By that time I would feel justified in
doubting wifie’s story a little more, I would
be wondering what to do about it and I
would be looking for an opening to drink
myself to death.

Mona was staring at me. “Don’t you
see what it really means? Somebody’s
framing me !’

To myself, I remarked that that’s what
they all say, sister. I told myself that this
was the answer, this was it, there couldn’t
be any more.

Mona said with a groan, “You don’t
believe me either!”

Val, wordlessly thoughtful, left it to
me to answer that one.

“I don’t know what to believe, Mona,”
I said. “In the past two days and two
nights I’ve had so little sleep that I can't
think any more. This was none of my busi-
ness to begin with, except as it might af-
fect my friends—and I shouldn’t have
been snooping in here tonight, either, ex-
cept that in some oblique way I was trying
to help.

“Instead, I seem to have fouled it up
even worse. I'm sorry, Mona, sincerely
sorry for you and Bryce both—and all I
can say now is that if there is any way.
in the world that I can help you, you can
count on me to do it.”

“That goes for me, too, Mona,” Val
said.

She murmured, “Thanks,” and it was a
sound of hopelessness. She fell back on
the bed and stared at the ceiling. “Just
send a bunch of posies to my funeral after
they’ve fried me, kids,” she added, her
voice shaking. “Never mind anything else,
It would be waste motion.”
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I stood there holding the red dress up
in one hand and pulling at it with the
other. For the first time I saw the rip in
the left sleeve—the bullet-tear, in the same
position as the wound in Mona’s arm.
With a gesture of regret, I dropped the
dress on the bed beside Mona. After that
there seemed to be nothing more to say
and nothing to do but for us to leave
quietly.

Val and I went out the back way. We
walked to my car, got in and sat there. I
looked at the house and thought of Louise
pretending sleep, Bryce passed out from
overwork and drink, and Mona practically
as good as nailed for murder, and I thought
that we were leaving a really fine mess
behind us.

Then Val said, surprisingly, “Mona
didn’t kill him.”

I jerked and stared at her. “How do
you know ?”

“I just know Mona didn’t kill Vic Gay-
lord,” Val insisted.

“Womanly intuition, hey?” I said sour-
ly. “Very solid stuff, that. Just tell it to
the judge and he’ll let Mona right off with
an apology.”

“It’s better than that,” Val asserted
softly. “I see it now. I see the whole thing
perfectly clearly.”

“Smart girl,”” T said with weary cyni-
cism. “I don’t see a thing. Would you mind
spelling it out for me?”

Val stared off into the dawn without
answering.

“All right, don’t,” I muttered. “At
this point I am too bushed to care who
killed anybody. To me, at this moment,
Victor Gaylord seems as far off as Gar-
field.”

I started driving. I drove and turned
corners and drove some more. All the
while Val sat there with her thoughts
humming inside her beautiful head and
somehow her silence—so sphinxlike, so
eternal, so feminine—threw a chill into
me.

CHAPTER NINE
The Moucning After

HIS entry written at 5:45 a.m.,

Wednesday morning, will have to

be another quickie. In a few minutes
Val and I are going to leave this apart-
ment. I feel there’s a fair possibility that
I may never see it again—at least not
without a steel cuff on my wrist. It
wouldn’t surprise me too much to find
myself writing the last of this record in a
snug little cubbyhole in the clink.

When Val and I came in here, not many
minutes ago, we found a tired, sober-eyed
guy named Ray Ferry waiting for me.

I had just driven Val back from the
Elwyns’. Her car was here. I said, “I
don’t know why the hell I'm suggesting
this. But come on up and have a night-
cap.”

Still thoughtfully silent, Val had come
on up. I opened the door for her and we
stopped short. Because there in my liv-
ing room, sitting beside a drink he had
mixed for himself, was Detective Ferry in
person.

Instantly my thoughts and fears began
pin-wheeling. Those bloody clothes in my
laundry hamper—had he found them?
This record, which I had tucked out of
sight inside a magazine between takes—
had he found it and read it? Would he
ask me to account for myself tonight?
There were so many lovely possibilities
that I began to feel tried, convicted and
sentenced already.

“Come in, pal,” I said to him sourly.
“Come right in and have a drink.”

Ferry didn’t smile. He didn’t apologize
either. He just said, “Your door was
open.”

All right. Val had left my door open
when hustling out after me, on our way
to the Elwyns’. Other doors had been
left open tonight and I had taken advan-
tage of a few of them myself. But I still
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didn’t like wondering how long Ferry had
been here in my apartment and how much
snooping around he had done. That grave
look on his face didn’t make me feel any
happier about it, either.

He put his drink down, stood up and
said, “O.K., Trexler, start giving out.”

“With what?”

“I understand you can give me certain
inside information about the woman who
murdered Gaylord.”

“You understand that from where ?”

“From somebody on the phone. From
one of those muffled voices that sometimes
rings up a cop and drops a hot tip. This
one sounded level. I came right over. So
give out, Trexler—about murder.”

I didn’t get it, couldn’t figure why any-
one should phone such a tip to Ferry,
couldn’t figure who it might have been. I
was sure of two things about it, however.
First, I would not finger any friend of
mine. Second, my wisest play was to stay
clammed up.

So I shook my head and said, “Sorry,
Ferry, but I have nothing to give out about
either of them.”

Ferry pounced on those last words like
a hungry fox hitting a drowsy rabbit.
“ ‘Either of them’? Either of whatf”

I groaned inwardly again. That does 1it,
brother! 1 had tipped my mitt that time,
but good. Because I had unwittingly re-
vealed my knowledge of two murders. The
way Ferry had jumped me for._that, it
meant either that they still didn’t know
Allene Giles was dead, or, if they did know,
then they hadn’t given out the news.

Ferry asked sharply, his eyes glinting,
“Just what did you mean by that, Trex-
ler?”

“Why,” 1 heard myself muttering, “I
meant that I can’t give you any inside in-
formation about either Gaylord or his
murderess.”

Ferry shook his head. I wasn’t fooling
him. He knew it was a revealing slip of
the tongue. He instantly grasped its pos-

sible meaning, He turned so grim that 1,
on my part, felt sure that Allene Giles’
dead body had not been found. Ferry stood
there, peering at me and knowing he faced
the job of finding another corpse about
which I already knew.

A cruder cop would have begun rough-
ing me up then and there. Ferry was too
smart to risk weakening his own case with
such tactics. First he had to make sure.

HAT he needed to clinch it was not
more witless babbling from me, but a
murder victim. He wasn’t a guy to waste
time throwing his weight around, either.
Abruptly he brushed past me to the door.
“I’ve been ringing doorbells all night,”
he said, stopping there. “Those women on
my list, you know—the ones who didn’t
show at the party. From one of them I
didn’t get an answer. Allene Giles, her
name is. I figured she had probably flown
the coop, but now I think I'll go back and
try her door again.”

Val was staring at me.

“Stick around, Trexler,” Ferry added.
“Understand what I mean?”’

We understood each other, all right. I
listened to him running down the stairs
and knew he would be back soon; and
when he came back I could tell myself,
“Trex, kid, this is all there is for you—
yow've had it.”

Val blurted, “Trex, darling, you look—
sick.”

“Who, me?” I snapped at her. “Why,
I never felt better in my life.”

Looking hard at her, I told myself that
this gal knew something solid. In some
way she had it all figured out. This smart
cookie had come up with the answer ahead
of me. I didn’t know how she had done
it, but she had. Right now was the time
for me to go to work and get it out of her.

But before I could even start, the phone
rang.

I fumbled for it and heard a breathy
voice saying, “Trex? This is Louise.”
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I said wryly, “Up early téday, aren’t
you, Louise?”

Val came closer to the phone as Louise
went on, :

“Is Val still with you?”

“Ah? How did you know—"

“Of course T know that you and Val
were here at the Elwyns’ place tonight,”
Louise broke in quickly. “I know you no-
ticed something—well, something ques-
tionable. That’s why I'm phoning. I want
to explain.”

“Go ahead,” T said.

“Not over the phone, Trex! she
blurted. “I want to see you and Val per-
sonally—and as soon as possible. Will
you both meet me in Vic’s office as soon
as you can get there?”

“Why in Vic’s office?”

“Because Vic once told me that in case
anything happened to him, I should look
in a certain section of his personal file in
his office. He said I'd find something very
important there. I haven’t had a chance
before to look, and I want to get there
before the crowd starts mobbing in—but
I haven’t a key. You have one, haven’t
you, Trex?”’

“Yes. All right, Louise. I'm hardly
conscious due to lack of sleep, but I'll try
to keep from falling on my face first.
When you see Val leadmg a zombi
around, that’ll be me.’

“Right away, Trex,” Louis ‘urged. “I'n
leave in Mona’s car just as fast as I can
get dressed. See you there.”

The connection clicked off. For a few
seconds I hung onto the phone feeling
that there was something wrong with that
call, something tricky about it. In some
subtle way, I sensed that this murder case
was coming to a head now. A Kkiller is
still on the prowl and anything can hap-
pen. That's why I have taken time to
bring this record up to the minute again

" —just in case.

Val and T are leaving right now for the

studio of Raphael TV,

CHAPTER TEN
Holding Hands With Homicide

T’S all over. It ended suddenly, yes-
I terday morning, at the Raphael TV

studio. It wound up with a bang, and-
Corpse No. 3 was a very near miss. But
there won’t be any more-murders now.
Not in this case.

Immediately after finishing the previous
instalment of this record, I drove Val out
Ashley Road to the studio—neither of us
suspecting then that we were heading
straight into the big blow-up.

It was a little past dawn when we ar-
rived, but still murky, with a promise of
more rain. It wasn’t the first time I had
arrived for work at the studio this early
in the morning. More than once I had
found Bryce Elwyn already there. This
morning, however, mine was the first car
in the parking lot and I unlocked the door
on vast, silent darkness.

I snapped switches and bulbs sprang to
life among the mad hodge-podge of the
stages. More switches lighted the stairs
and the hallway in the balcony. I paused
at the door of Victor Gaylord’s office,
found it locked—by the police, of course—
and decided to wait for Louise to arrive
before trying to open it. I felt as leaden
as the humor of a TV comedian as I es-
corted Val into my own office.

She had been silent the whole way,
with her busy brain buzzing. Now she sat
at my desk and went on being wordlessly
thoughtful. I rummaged around, found a
bottle half full of dark rum, poured a shot
into a glass for Val and four or five shots
into a bigger glass for me. Then I eyed
my beautiful song-warbling girl-friend
with the Sherlock Holmes mind and I
asked myself, “ Trexler, if this chick can
figure it out, why can’t you?”

So, half-dead as I was, I began trying,
while we waited for Louise. After trying
for half a minute I said the hell with it.



122

Frederick C. Davis

“The only way I can see it,” I informed
Val, “is Mona.”

She sipped her rum.

“Mona did some planning in advance,”
I went on. “She wanted to set the scene
there in a way that would mislead the
cops. She saw a chance to steal some
clothes out of somebody’s back yard, so
she did, and left them in Gaylord’s cot-
tage as a teaser. She chose a weapon that
would be impossible to trace—there being
millions of Boy Scout hatchets in the
world, and you don’t even have to be a
Scout in order to acquire one.”

I paused there, puzzled, realizing that
this, though it was valid, didn’t explain
the hatchet completely. There must be
more of a reason than that behind the
choice. Was it just because violent wom-
en seem to have an affinity for hatchets?
No; that couldn’t be it either. There was
something else, some other way of ac-
counting for the choice of a hatchet, but
I was too tired to think of it.

“Mona,” I mumbled again. “She
hasn't a prayer of beating this little mur-
der rap.” i

“Stop being silly, Trex, darling,” Val
said impatiently. “I told you, Mona did
not kill Vic Gaylord.”

“Convince me,” I said skeptically. “Go
ahead, try to prove it to me.”

Val fished up a cigarette and talked
while nervously lighting it. “Mona told
the truth about that dress. It’s not hers.
It came out of our wardrobe department,
the same as the black cape.”

“Sure of that, are you?”

“Yes,” Val said flatly. “It was worn in
a show week before last by an adagio
dancer. The dress got torn like that dur-
ing the dance. I saw that number on the
set at my apartment—and so did you, dar-
ling.”

It came back to me then. On the screen
the dress had looked gray, since we aren’t
televising color yet. But now that Val had
mentioned it, I did remember the tear.

“So ansbier me this, my fine, groggy
lad,” Val went on. “Why should Mona
wear a prop cape and an adagio dancer’s
torn dress when dropping in on Vic?”

“Why would any other woman do it,
for that matter?” I retorted. “To dis-
guise herself, of course. _

“Who from?” Val countered. “Not
from Vic. She couldn’t, at that close
range, and anyway, Vic would stop mat-
tering as soon as he died. So who else
would she expect to have to fool?”

“Anybody who might happen to see
her.” I wagged my head, again realizing
somehow that this must be only a partial
answer. “You're being very bright this
morning, sugar, but all this celebration of
yours doesn’t prove anything. I was there
—1I saw the gal wearing that outfit—and
you can’t argue with that.”

Val crushed her cigarette with quick,
tense motions, “It couldn’t have been
Mona you saw. Why should Mona kill
Gaylord anyhow? Because she was jeal-
ous of him? That’s silly. I've never seen
a sign of it and neither have you, Trex.
The fact is, Gaylord’s death was a bad
blow to Mona professionally, a bad up-
set.”

“How?”

66 A LLENE told me about a conference

she got wind of last week. A meet-
ing of the top brass of Raphael TV. All
the big shots there felt that Mona should
be dropped next option-time because she
was getting to be too unreliable. All of
them, that is, except Gaylord. He {elt she
would snap out of it in time.

“He wanted a chance to talk it over with
her first and they deferred to his judg-
ment. Gaylord alone was keeping Mona
in and she knew it. She would #ever have
killed the man who was helping her in
her come-back.”

I heard myself muttering, “Why doesn’t
somebody tell me what goes on around
here? All right, you've sold me.”
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I stuck to the subject. “So~Mona isn’t
the dame who did the murdering. That
means she was right when she said she’s
been framed. So that means, further, that
her story about how she got shot must be
true.”

Then I blurted, “Hey, wait a min-
ute! Suddenly it’s beginning to make
sense.”

Val didn’t comment, didn’t even seem
to be listening to me.

“The real killer has been scrambling
like crazy since the murder,” I went on
quickly, “because of the fact that Gay-
lord shot and wounded her!”

Val frowned at me, as if wishing I'd
shut up.

“I mean this,” I persisted. “The kill-
er’s plan was simply to walk in, hack Gay-
lord to death, then leave. She could then
frame Mona, since her plan included that,
simply by slipping the bloody dress into
Mona’s closet. Other circumstances, such
as Mona’s lack of an alibi, would help to
pin it on her. That was the original
scheme—a straight kill and doublecross.
But when Gaylord shot and wounded the
killer, it brought an unexpected complica-
tion into the picture.”

Val said, “Don’t you think it’s taking
Louise too long to get here?”

“The murderess, being smart, knew
that the police these days have a lot of
glick scientific tricks up their sleeve, in-
cluding tricks with blood traces and bul-
lets. But that wasn’t all. There was also
the plain fact that the red dress now had
a bullet hole in the left sleeve. This made
it necessary for Mona to have a bullet-
wound in her left arm, in the same loca-
tion, because otherwise the frame would
not fit.

“This forced the murderess to take the
time and trouble to shoot Mona in the
arm in an apparently fantastic, unprov-
able way. That is, she wasn’t shot in-
doors, where the slug would lodge in the
floor or a wall—it was done outside so the

slug would then be lost in the ground.”

“You talk teo much, darling,” Val said
shortly.

So I stopped there for a moment to
wonder why the killer had shot me also,
in the very same way. I had become so
fascinated in all this that I had wakened
a little and I was still holding the glass
full of rum in my fist, untasted.

“So you're right,” I went on. “Mona
is innocent but caught in a damn bad
frame. Besides this, you seem to feel just
as sure of who is really guilty.”

She rose suddenly and began pacing
around behind the desk. “I'm in a fine
fix, Trex. This could mean a whale of a
lot to me. What I know is worth so much
that it could buy me anything I might
want from this outfit—any contract, any
job. It's what I've worked like hell to get
and now I've got it within my grasp.”

“All yours,” I said quietly, “just for
keeping clammed up about the identity of
the murderess. Fame and fortune based
on a little ladylike blackmail. Very fine,
very noble.”

She turned on me. “Damn it, Trex,
you know I couldn’t do it at the cost of
seeing this thing pinned on Mona. You
know Mona and I have never been pals.
But I could never stand by and let her
take the rap for this, no matter how big it
might pay off —I couldn’t.”

“That’s better, Val,” I said. “So what
are you going to do about it?”

She grew quiet. “I'm going to figure
the angles, like a lad I know named Trex-
ler. I mean, as long as Mona stays in cir-
culation, I won’t have any reason for
sounding off. Will I, Trex?”

“HONEY, you don’t dare. Getting
fancy with a killer is a very good
way to get yourself dead. Just letting her
know you've tagged her could be fatal.”
I added, “You'd better take a lesson from
Allene. She tried it—and died of it.”
Val gasped and stared. “Allene?”
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“Ferry has found her body by now. I
found it earlier this evening. In some way
she had learned the killer’s identity too.”

“But how, Trex? How?”

“I don’t know how. I think that in
some way the realization struck her right
here in this office. Maybe it was some-
thing said or done that the rest of us
didn’t even notice. I saw her face a sec-
ond afterward and it was deathly white;
she seemed terrified. That must have been
when she suddenly knew. But I still don’t
know how.”

Then from below, from the tangled and
gloom-filled depths of the studio, there
came the noise of a latch clicking, then a
door being shaken by a hand on the knob.

“That must be Louise,” Val said quick-
ly. “Didn’t you leave the latch open for
her?”

“I thought I did, but at this point—"

“T’1l let her in.”

Val hurried out first and along the hall-
way. I followed, but slowly, the drink still
untasted in my hand, my mind still rum-
maging among my private accumulation of
facts and guesses. Some of the things that
hadn’t made sense before had taken on
solid meanings now—for example, the
significance of the gunshot wounds. But
one thing that was still only half ex-
plained was the choice of a hatchet as the
weapon of murder.

Silence. That must be part of the an-
swer too. A weapon with a long reach—
longer than a knife or an ice-pick, for ex-
ample, far more effective than either of
them, too, and faster—and silent. It must
have been especially important in some
way for the killer to want to do the job
as quietly as possible.

And the way she had run right out into
the beams of my headlights—that was still
a puzzler,

Then I startled myself by coming up
with a bright thought, a really spectacular
thought, considering my condition: Sup-
pose this killer is different from all other

killers in ofe special way. Another kill-
er might naturally wish to disappear
without a trace after doing the job, but
suppose this killer wanted to be seen!

I was moving automatically, like a
sleepwalker, following Val down the stairs
with the untasted drink in my hand.

That supposition started clearing up
the picture fact. It showed why the
silence of the hatchet was important.
Actually Gaylord had fired a shot, but it
had not aroused the neighbors—a lucky
break for the killer.

The important thing was that the mur-
der should not be discovefed immediately,
or too soon—because the killer wanted
to wait there.

The killer wanted to wait for an op-
portunity to be seen fleeing the scene!

The killer had waited until a car came
along—cars being scarce in that neigh-
borhood at that small hour of the morn-
ing. The first to come along—it was
mine—gave the killer the desired chance
of being seen. I remembered that sur-

prisingly fast getaway, as if the motor

of the waiting car had been left idling.
To me it had seemed like an accidental
encounter, but every move of it had been
in advance.

Why? So that I, an eye-witness, could
supply the police with a completely mis-
leading picture—a false picture that would
conceal the real murderer’s identity and
help to nail the frame around Mona
Elwyn.

By this time Val and I had reached the
bottom of the stairs and were moving to-
ward the door. She was a few steps in
front of me when she grasped the knob
and pulled the door open. Then, in that
instant, the picture I had just been ex-
amining in my mind sprang into life
again.

She was there again—just outside the
door now—the same unforgettable figure
that I had first seen running through the
beams of my headlights!
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Hatchet Honey's Surprise

AL gasped, shrinking back, and I

stared in paralyzed consternation.

Again she was wearing a black,
hip-length cape with the hood drawn
over her head, with one hand clasping it
over the lower part of her face so that
only her widened eyes showed.

Under that she was wearing some sort
of garish dress—not red, this time, but a
ghastly green twinkling with sequins.
Her legs gleamed in nylons and she was
teetering again on those same platform-
soled, spike-heeled red sandals.

She had a revolver gripped in her fist
—Gaylord’s gun, I knew instinctively—
and she was pushing it straight at Val.

She fired twice, swiftly. I saw Val's
body jerk with the impact of the bullets.
The force of them knocked her back
against me. She groaned with shock and
her breathing went jerky. For a frac-
tion of a second the killer paused to make
sure that the bullets had hit her. Then
the gun lifted a little again to signal that
more bullets were coming, that Val was
meant to die then and there.

My response was crazy, -instinctive
and ineffectual—except that it sent the
next two bullets wild. I simply dashed
out my glass, sent rum flying. Not much
of it landed, but at least it forced the
killer to duck aside and that meétion sent
the next bullets wide of Val.

She was sliding down against me, I
was making a groping effort to hold her
up—and then that hideous figure in the
cape hurled the gun. It came whizzing
from that deadly hand straight at my face.
I ducked, but not fast enough. The steel
slammed over my left eye and I went
down backward, hard, with Val sprawled
over my legs.

When the world stopped rocking there
was no sound. If the killer had come in

a car, it was gone again now. I hadn’t half
a thought of giving chase anyhow.

“Val— Val!”

I got my legs out from under her—
she was a limp, dead weight—and twisted
myself around. Two of the bullets had
hit her. She could die of those wounds—
one under the collarbone and one by the
ribs—unless she got help fast.

Somehow I had enough sense to leave
her right there where she had fallen. I
scrambled up the stairs, into the nearest
open office and used the phone. I called
for an ambulance, making very clear
exactly where it should come. Then, as
I started down the stairs again, I heard
a car pulling into the parking lot, closely
followed by a second.

I was bending over Val, checking her
pulse, when the door opened. Not until
then did I notice that the vision in my
left eye was dancing fantastically. That
was the eye the hurled gun had very
narrowly missed. Several seconds passed
before I could recognize the man who
came in. It was Ray Ferry.

He stared down at me, hard-faced, say-
ing nothing.

“I know how it looks,” I snapped out
at him. “It looks like I'm the guy who
killed Gaylord, then Val found it out and
I just now tried to shut her up. There’s
Gaylord’s gun on the floor to back up
your theory. Only that's not how it is.”
Then I added in what sounded like a
snarl,

“If you touch her before the ambulance
gets here, I’ll cut you down to size!”

Ferry just nodded. His face stayed
rock-hard and he kept staring at me.
Then the door opened again and this
time it was Bryce Elywn who came in.
He stopped short, staring down at Val.
Then he hurried over for a closer look.
His face turned ashen, he closed his
eyes and turned away and for a second I
thought he was going to be sick on the
floor.
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“TH«IS is going to be too bad for a

killer,” I heard myself saying next.
“Because Val isn’t dead. And she’s not
going to die. She’s going to live to tell
what she knows.” Then, feeling dizzily
amazed at myself, I heard my voice say-
ing, “But we won’t have to wait that
long. Let’s finish it up right here and

”»

Ferry stepped closer. Bryce turned
back, his eyes watery behind the rims of
his glasses, his face expressing utter
weariness.

“Louise isn’t really coming,” I said.
“That phone call of hers was just an in-
vitation to Val and me to walk into a trap
and get carried out dead. 1 know now
when it became necessary to kill us.

. Louise was awake, of course, when we

left your place this morning—awake and
watching us. Val sat beside me in my
car and said right out loud that she knew
the answer, and Louise heard it, which
meant more killings to be done.”

Ferry asked suddenly, “Where is she
now »”’

I shrugged. “Still back at the El-
wyns’, T suppose. That doesn't matter.
Louise hasn’t committed any murders,
at least not personally. She was a party
to the plan, of course, but they weren’t
her hands that got bloody.”

Part of me was listening for the first
bong of the approaching ambulance. No
slgn of it so far.

“Val's getting shot up seems to have
made me a bright boy all of a sudden,” I
went on bitterly. “I can even figure out
how Allene tumbled to the truth. A few
minutes ago I couldn’t, but now I can.”

Bryce gazed at me with his shoulders
drooping, his eyes dull.

“There in my office yesterday morning,
Allene was standing back against the
wall. You were standing in front of her,
Bryce, at my desk. Barrett had come in,
the hail fellow, the back-slapper. He
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whacked my arm, here, over my 'wound.
I almost blacked out with pain and I
was terrified that it would start bleeding.
He did exactly the same thing to you,
Bryce—same arm, same spot.

“A second later Allene, behind you,
was looking deathly pale and scared. Be-
cause, just before you rolled your shirt-
sleeve down, she saw the blood trickling
down to your elbow. My wound hadn’t

bled, but yours had, and you didn't cover |

it quite fast enough to keep Allene from
seeing the fresh running blood.”

I stepped forward, one hand raised for
a blow, and said, “Shall we try it again,
Bryce, just to show Ferry how it works?”

Bryce’s fist smashed at me. He at-
tempted to whirl away and bumped head-
long into Ferry moving up. I dove in
from the side. For half a minute it was a
crazy struggle between the three of us.
Ferry and I between us forced him to
the floor. Then we pulled at his coat and
his shirt and bared it—the bandaged
wound on his upper left arm, in exactly
the same position as Mona’s and mine.

But it was something else that really
clinched it. While Bryce lay pinned to
the floor, I lifted his feet and pulled up
his pant-leg. He was wearing a pair of
full-length smoke-colored nylon stockings.

Somewhere down the road an ambu-
lance bell was bonging. Val, still hud-
dling on the floor, had begun to sob. I
went to her and bent low. She hooked
one arm around my neck.

“Take me away from this, Trex, dar-
ling,” she choked out. “Please marry me,
Trex. Please make me be a quiet little
homebody. Please, Trex.”

I thought to myself that this gal was
plenty delirious, all right.

WHEN Ferry staged that scene again,

under the same conditions, it was a
pretty ghastly thing.

He put my car down the block in the
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street behind Gaylord’s. Dark it was,
headlights on. Then he stood Bryce El-
wyn in the headlight beams, just as I

| had first seen him. Black cape—at least a

dozen more was in the wardroom room—
adagio dancer’s torn dress, nylons again
and those red sandals we’d found in the
trunk of his car. Now we could see his
feet straining the straps and bulging over
the paltform soles—but those thick soles
left small prints regardless.

It was so easy to check back now and
see how Bryce had planned it in advance.
The dead girl’s clothes stolen from the
line, for example. The other stuff filched
from the wardrobe department of Raphael
TV because he was too large to wear one
of Mona’s dresses, which, of course, he
would have preferred to do.

Sending Louise to Chicago, also, so she
would have a perfect alibi. Planning it so
that Louise’s husband and Bryce’s wife
were both eliminated, thereby bringing
Louise and Bryce together in a fine, endur-
ing union based on murder and a double-
Cross.

The timing also. That night, when he
had phoned me at the studio just be-
fore two a.m., he had called from Gay-
lord’s cottage, even then in costume. Un-
wittingly, during that call, T had said
I would leave in a few more minutes, and
that had been his cue to get set to stage
his carefully planned scene of the fleeing
murderess.

Easy to see now, also, why Loulse
chose to go into seclusion at the El-
wyns’. It was Bryce talking to her when
Val and I barged in, forcing him out a
window, then over into his study, where
he had convincing faked a picture of a
sleeping, exhausted man.

As to why he had shot me, as well as
Mona—that was in case the cops learned
that the killer was a man.

“I’d like to mention,” Ferry said as
we finished that demonstration in the
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dark street behind Gaylord’s, “that no-
body actually phoned me a hot tip that
you knew the murderer’s name. That was
just a way I took to pry you open. It
paid off, too.” He grinned, then grew
sober and added, “Don’t ever do this
again, Trexler.”

“Brother,” I assured him,
sure!”

Then I went over to the hospital where
Val was doing beautifully and looking
beautiful too.

“lI can't believe it,” I said. “Such a
luscious woman with such a pretty voice
and such a fine brain, too. Very smart
about figuring out things such as careers
and murders. You haven’t told me how
you doped out the murder thing?”

“T guess being a woman helped some,”
Val answered. “See, it went like this.
It seemed to be a crime of jealousy, but
that appearance was faked. So it had to
be a practical murder, one done for gain.

“The gain had to come through
Louise’s shares in Raphael TV. That
inevitably meant a man. Since it wasn’t
you, it had to be some other man in about
your position, such as Bryce. And since
it was Bryce’s wife who was being framed,
.the whole thing became very clear.”

“It seems so simple now,” I said. “One
other thing. This is something you men-
tioned the other morning. Now's your
chance to take it back. You were all shot
up when you said it, and out of your
head, so I won't hold you to it. About
marrying me, I mean.”

Val smiled enchantingly and said, “But
Trex, darling, I've always been a woman
of my word and I love you very much
for bringing me to my senses. If you’ll
just lean over this way a little, I'll prove
it.”

As I mentioned at the beginning, when
you start messing around with murder
it can lead to the darnedest things.

THE END
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(Continued from page 83)

Arturg’s friend turned his head aside.
“In fifteen minutes, Mrs. Testro, if you
send the money or a check—he’ll be here
in fifteen minutes and the wedding can go
on.”

She laughed shortly. “And you think
my neighbors won’t know I've had to pay
him?”” she mocked. “Why, even my chil-
ren will know and laugh at me. An old
woman, so ugly she had to pay! No.”
She backed into the hall and stopped with
her hand on the doorknob.

“Tell him,” she said clearly, “to meet
me at nine o’clock on the bridge at Mott
Avenue.” She paused, thinking. “It is
the bridge over the railroads, where the
trains clatter. At nine o’clock, tell him
I'll be there with money.” She moved to
shut the door.

“But your wedding, Mrs.
Pete said.
now ?”’

“Oh that!” she said, with a strangely
serene air. ‘“That can be—later.”

Testro ?”
“Are you gonna marry him

* Ok xk

“And so it was,” Angelina Testro told
Detective Blaney as she finished her story,
“He would not wed me—I wedded him
...todeath! And now I will not let Pete
suffer because I avenged myself.”

True to the promise he had made her,
Blaney had Pete released the minute she
entered the jail. In a way, though, the
puzzle-solving detective hated to make the
exchange. Angelina had won his sym-
pathies, as she did those of many others
during the trial.

On her release, after a few years in
Auburn prison, her Bronx neighbors and
her children gathered to welcome her with
a celebration. An honored guest for the
occasion was Pete, the ex-punk and heist
artist who would not let a woman down,
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ride. In most tires, these cords  hinder their action. They work  threads. \{mk spois. Tslacker  you Trytbmic-fexing cords T an
are hampered by non-working  in rvthm like the circus stars  cords". wverworked cords re- every tire for every nee .
cross-threads. Result: Thev're  above. Carry impact trom one  sult. BFG cords. instrad. are  your BEG retailer. Buy o
out of rvthm like the bareback  toanather. smother road shock. =ealed in live rubber. with uni-  The B. F. Goodrich Cuinps

rider and clowns alwove. reduce wear. cu-hion humps. torm spacin: and tension. Akron. Ohin.





