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WHILE MOST OF THE GUESTS OF
WEALTHY MANUFACTURER, ARE ENJOYING HIS
MASQUERADE PARTY, CAPTAIN KIDD' SEEMS TO HAVE
ENCOUNTERED TROUBLE ,+ .
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While the other movieland guests drowsed in
the sun, after whooping it up at a Beverly Hilis
mansion, Brant Cully dove to the bottom of the

pool—and there he found blonde gossip-scribe
Anya,

After Brant took winsome Janet Temple into his
confidence, they told hunk-o’-actor Tod Russel
to rendezvous with Anya that night. Then Brant
ll;i:ked in Aaoya’s door and found her blackmail

6

Sent by the bank to spy on its film employees,
Brant wondered which one had a homicidal
hangover. Maybe Hollywood-agent Parker—or
even ballet-dancer Maura . . or provocative
blonde actress Timmy.

Back at the estate, Brant set a trap for the mid-
night slayer—and baited it with Janet. . . . The
complete story will be told in John D. MacDon.
ald’s novel—“I’ll Drown You In My Dreams”’—
in the March issue . . . published February 2nd,
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Holy Oats!

Dear Sir:

“Buy my seeds of the Holy Plant of Jerusa-
lem,” wheedled a voice at the back door. The
seeds were in neat little packets, twenty-five
cents apiece, and the glib salesman showed me
the plant itself, which he carried in a tiny flower
pot . . . wrapped in cellophane.

“These seeds produce this plant,” he assured
me, pointing to tiny red ‘bleeding hearts”
blooming on the evergreen ball-shaped plant.
“And these heart-shaped blossoms are unique,
a blessed symbol.” Tears were in his eyes!

I purchased several packets because he as-
sured me that each twenty-five cents would go
to help the “cause” in the Holy Land.

Did I ever get stung! What did the seeds pro-
duce? Oats! Yessir, just plain oats. I wonder
how many others got taken in likewise?

Mrs. Muriel E. Eddy
Providence, R. I.

What a Coincidence!
Dear Sir:

Lunching in a Cleveland restaurant recently,
I was witness to a slick little swindle.

Two men, evidently business men on their
lunch hour, were seated at a table near mine. A
slim woman dressed in gray came into the res-
taurant and hesitated a moment at the entrance
as she scanned the dining room. When her eyes
fell upon the business men, they lit up in ap-
parent recognition.

She approached their table without hesitation
and greeted one of the men etfusively: “Well,
imagine running into you here! It’s been just
ages since I've seen you!”

Then, notwithstanding the somewhat puzzled
look on the man's face, she did what seemed
the natural thing to do—seated herself at their
table and ordered her meal.

Their conversation was strained, as the man
she had recognized seemed to be searching his
mind for a clue to her identity.

Finally, in reply to his question, she said that
she was Mabel Smith and didn’t he, Mr. Alex-
ander, remember her? The man protested that
he was not Mr. Alexander, and they all laughed
at what appeared to be a case of mistaken iden-
tity.

However, immediately after the waitress
brought their check, a single check for all three
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meals, the woman in gray made a great show
of consulting her wrist watch, then exclaimed,
“Oh, my gooduess! My lunch hour is up!” and
with that, made a hasty departure.

The man who was not Mr. Alexander fin-
gered the check thoughtfully, a rueful look
on his face. Then, to his companion he com-
mented dryly, “She sure was hungry!”

Eliana Beam
Strongsville, Ohio.

Well, Well, Well!

Dear Sir:

My daughter Jane and I were staying at a
well-known summer resort in Michigan and had
taken rooms at the resort’s most popular hotel.
Among the guests was a fine-appearing man
near my age and, as I was an attractive widow
at the time, I found his companionship very
agreeable.

My daughter was enjoying herself with her
young friends and so the friendship between my
new acquaintance and myself naturally had a
chance to develop.

When Jane and I returned to our home in
Chicago Mr. Stevens called upon us there. He
was interested in oil and to all appearances had
plenty of money which he claimed to have made
in the rich oil fields of Oklahoma.

After we had been home a few weeks Mr.
Stevens told us of very wonderful oil well which
was certain to be a gusher. Best of all, he told
us, a comparatively small amount of money
would swing the deal which would give us a
wonderful profit.

Well, by this time we had implicit confidence
in Mr. Stevens, so one day when he called we
gave him sufficient funds to invest. He, of
course was greatly pleased at our confidence in
his business ability and soon after receiving cur
money he left saying that he was going to return
that evening and take both daughter and me to
the theater and dinner to celebrate the occasion.

That was the last time we ever saw Mr.
Stevens until I picked up the newspaper weeks
later. By the picture of our Mr. Stevens I read
of this swindler who had been recently captured,
after fleecing many women of their money.

To add to the farce, Mr. Stevens was married
and his wife aided him in his schemes.

Edith M. Holman
Oakland, Calif.
(Please continue on page 73)



The gls have it!

Goop wews for Veterans! I. C.S.
Courses—all 400 of them—are now
available under the G.I. Bill of Rights
and Public Law 16. ‘

Here’s your chance to learn while you

‘earn . . . to master a trade or profes-
sion and qualify for promotions and
pay raises on the job.

The coupon brings full details of the
course you check—and complete in-
structions on how to enroll. Mail it
today!

AL CORRESPONDENCE SCHOOLS

BOX 3277-Z, SCRANTON 9, PENNA,

Without cost or obligation, plsase send me full particuiars about the course BEFORE which | have marked Xy *

Alr Conditioning and O Structural Enginesring O Industrial Metaller, axt)

zlué;n::ln:l Courses 0 %‘rwyim ln:i M.IDDMICQ E Mu:m s::o " g (] GBM ~ .l

r Conditio ommunications Courses hamical Oraf Loom Fixin;

Heating . 0O Prumbing O Electron.cs Mechsnical Ei .- ng E Textile DJ,,,,,, £/ Ray0n Weavieg
O Refrigeration D) Stesm Fitting ] Hractical Telephoay Mold-Loft Wor €] Wooten Mangfacturing

Chemistry Courses O Radio, Genesal O Patternmating—Wood, Mets]

Ei i 0O Radio Operating O Reading Shop Biueprints Business and
y, Analytical 0 Red', Servicing D) Sheet- Metal Drafting Academio Courses

Chemistry, Industrial O Telegraph Engineering O Sheet-Metal Worker O Accounting [ Adveriising
g Chemistry, Mig. Iron & Steel Etectrical Courses O Ship Drafting O Ship Fitting (3 Bookkeeping

Petroieum Refining O Plestics O L, «ctrical Drafting Toot [ n o 0O Busi Admé
O Putp and Paper Making O Electrical Engineering Welding Engineering O Businsss Correspondence

Civil Englneering, Architece [ Ele:tric Ligh* and Powes O Welding—Gas and Electric O Certified Public Accounting

tural end Mining Courses [ Lighting Technician Rallroad Courses 0O Commercial C A
O Architacture Practical Bectrician O Air Braka O Car Inspector [J Cost Accounting
O Architectural Drmln% Internal Combustion O Diesel Locomotive O Federal Tax O First Year Coilege
O Bridge and Building Foreman Engines Courses 8 Locomotive Engineer O Foremanshi O French
O Building Estimating O Auto Technician 0O Aviation O Locomotive Fireman O Cood E:;ilis O High School
O Civit Engineering O Diesel-Electric X O Locomotive Machinist [ Higher Mathsmatics
O Coal Mining O Diesal Engines [ Gas Engines O Railroad Section Foreman [ Motor Yrafic O Postal Clvil Service
O Contracting and Buliding Mechanical Courses Steam Engineering Courses [ Retailing
O Highway Enginesting O Aerongutical Enginesr’s, Jr. a Bou!u'maldni O Retail Store Management
O Lumber Dealer O Aireraft Drafting O Flight Engineer O Combustion Engineering O salesmanship O Secretarial
O Reading Structural Blueprints O Forging D Foundry Work O Engine Running 3 Sign Lettering
O Sanitary Engineering O Heat Treatment of Metais O Marine Engineeting O Spanish O Stenography
O Structural Dralting O Industrial Engineering O Steam Electric [ Steam Evgr. [ Traffic Management
Name. Age. Home Address.
City State Working Howrs—_____AM.to——_____P.M,
Present Position. by.

Spaclal tuition rates to members of the Armed Forces. Enroliment under G.1. Bill and P.L. 16 approved for World War II Velerans.
Canadian residents send coupon to International C Schools Ltd., Canada.




Jet-Propelled
Detective

Novel

ANDREW
HOLTY

Because a cholera-croaking punk sneaked
00000 o000 0

00000 back into the States, I was the paisy who had 00000

to walk in the Black-Death corpse’s footsteps.

10



SOME LIKE 'EM

CHAPTER ONE

Death in the Air

OON. Springtime in the park. The
traffic noises caught and dissipated
in the thick screen of oaks and pop-

lars that hold back the insurance compary
skyscrapers on one side of the square and
the ladies-wear loft buildings on the other.
If you come into the park suddenly, you
“This is a forty-five, chum,” he see the kind of thing the Impressionist
told me. painters saw. Old men in shiny blue serge

holding crumpled paper bags full of bread-
crumbs, peanuts carpeting the asphalt, pig-
eons playing hopscotch between the shells,
small boys in frenzied chase between baby
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12 Andrew Holt
carriages and indignant nursemaids, and as the needle went in, “just what the hell is
girls. the idea ?”’

Girls from the insurance companies
strolling in two’s, the thin stuff of their
spring dresses making you turn around to
look. “. .. So I said to him, Arthur, don’t
think I don’t appreciate. . . .” “Such nice
places....” “.... Just becauseI....” “No
reason for you to think you. . . .” And so
forth. Girls sitting down, eating their
lunches, and yacking. Girls—

It was no day to get involved in a mur-
der. And yet it usually turned out to be
murder when the Greater Urban Life In-
surance Company by-passed its own detec-
tives and called us in.

The corridor was gray-grained marble
with black marble floor blocks ribboned
with sunken Monel strips. Very cold. The
door lettered: A. Harper Innes, Vice
President opened into a much warmer,
cherry-red carpet, bottle-green walls, good
imitation Sheraton furniture, and a blonde.

“You're Mr. Reed from the Agency?”

I nodded. She wore her hair in a low
bun, probably because someone had told
her it made her look less aggressively femi-
nine. It didn’t.

“Mr. Innes said for you to check in at
the dispensary downstairs and meet him at
the City Morgue at one.”

I looked at my watch and then, apprais-
ingly, at the blonde. I really don’t know
what had got into me but apparently she
did.

“No,” she said.

“Don’t be frightened,” I said. “I just
get this look during the spring.”

She smiled sweetly. “Come back after
you're back to usual. Anyway, I always
eat my lunch in the office.”

I shrugged and trotted down to the dis-
pensary. A bright young medic with curly
black hair and horn-rimmed glasses was
waiting for me. He held a hypodermic in
his right hand.

“What is it?"” I asked. “A sedative? I
must be wearing my heart on my sleeve.”

“What ?”

“Spring,” I explained, “young man’s
fancy, that sort of thing.”

“Oh.” He nodded judiciously as I
slipped out of my coat and rolled up my
sleeve. “The reaction ought to calm you
down.”

“If it isn’t too forward of me,” I asked

He passed a cotton swab over the muscle,
which felt as though it had just been hit
by a baseball bat.

“I don’t know. Just Mr. Innes’ orders.”

They even had the label removed from
the serum bottle. I rolled down my sleeve
and started to get into my coat.

“Maybe he’s been reading the tabloids,”
I suggested. “Figures it’s inhumane to ex-
periment on dogs, so he’s using people.

The medic had lost interest. He’s wait-
ing for you at the morgue,” he said, “and
don’t drink any liquor for twenty-four
hours.”

“Oh, he 1s using people,” I said and left.

HE morgue attendant was a bald little

man with eyebrows that could have
been combed back over his skull in a pom-
padour. Without looking up from his paper
he motioned me to a sagging plank bench
set against the tile wall. I watched his eyes
pan across the funny sheets and when I
got tired of that, I watched the cracked
wall clock over his desk. Promptly at one,
Innes came in, his aristocratically beaked
nose tweaking at the formaldehyde smell.

He gave the morgue attendant a letter
and, while the man read it, frowned at my
sport shoes.

“I fired an executive once for wearing
black and white shoes to the office,” he
said.

“That’s why I'm a detective,” I said.
“You don’t have to stick to those high-but-
ton jobs with the soft tops. That’s what
you wear, isn’t it?”

He grimaced and the attendant handed
back the letter and lead us down a flight
of slate-colored stairs.

This was an old routine between Innes
and me. He liked to pretend a detective
was some kind of rum-dum and I that in-
surance company vice presidents were
dated as mustache cups. Actually, he
wanted to be a dick and I'd like nothing
better than to live in Larchmont and com-
mute on the four-forty—but we kept up
the game anyway.

The attendant led us through the dented
tin doors into the cold air and past a four-
tiered row of lockers. Near the end of the
line, he stopped and pointed to a brass nu-
meral.
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“Number twenty-seven,” he said, “a
John Doe.”

I gave him a dollar and we waited until
he’d shuffled off. Innes pulled out the
drawer.

“See anything, Lynn?”

I looked. Wasted flesh on a big frame, a
four-inch cut where they’d done a Post,
and two blue bullet holes side by side like
snake fangs in the forehead.

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s dead.”

“Very funny. Don’t you notice the blue
color and the depth of the eyeballs ?”

Another look. “The water cure, too?”’ I
asked.

“No,” he said. “Cholera.”

I must have jumped a foot because I
had to step forward again to stare down
into the drawer.

Innes laughed. “Don’t worry, he’s been
eviscerated and besides this is why we gave
you that shot.”

“You hire Dr. Ehrlich and his magic
bullet,” I said. “I’'m going home.”

He took my arm and shoved the door
closed. “You're not afraid of a little bac-
teria, are you?”’ :

“Frankly, yes. I’'m a hypochondriac.
You put me within two miles of cholera
and I’ll start to get it.”

His hand tightened on my arm and his
look told me the prologue was over.

“We may all start to get it. That’s why
you’re here.”

“I hope they’re wery little bacteria,” I
groaned. ...

We were upstairs in a walnut-panelled
bar across from the morgue where the law-
yers from General Sessions hang out. Innes
had a Rob Roy and I was having a wild
time with a glass of milk as per instruc-
tions.

“It’s name is Ramon Sanchez,” he be-
gan, “and it was originally a New York
boy.”

“I thought it was a John Doe.”

“That’s the way the police want it.”

“Does Kramer at Homicide know
you’ve called me in?” I asked.

“No, and T don’t want you to tell him.”

“Oh, come on,” I said, “this is a great
big city and this isn’t the movies. Private
dicks just don’t work over homicides with-
out checking with the law.”

“Your objections are noted,” he said.
“Can I go on now?”

I nodded.

“All right. Sanchez knew a great deal
about some people in Cook County, Illi-
nois. He got out in 1928 a day ahead of
two torpedoes. France, Italy, Madagascar,
and finally India. Last month, he heard the
people from Cook County were all dead.
They weren’t. He is. That’s all.”

‘lA]l ?!’

“All, except that he happened to be in
the first stage of Asiatic cholera when they
bumped him. The cop who picked him up
on the waterfront died of it last night and
the four men he spotted tossing Ramon
out of the car are incubating right now—
wherever they are.”

There were about two fingers of milk
left in my glass. It suddenly lost interest
for me and I put it down.

“How fast does it spread ?”

Innes flashed an actuarial report at me.
Cutting through the statistics and the
medical mumbo-jumbo, it said that in 1890,
in Elbe, Germany, twenty thousand people
died of it in a week. That had been the last
big western epidemic.

I fold the report carefully and gave it
back to him.

“You figure that with eight million pea:
ple crowded in this city, these mugs might
infect—" I stopped. It was hard to im-
agine. A little shudder of fear charged up
my spine. I pointed to my arm. “How
about inoculation ?”

He shook his head.

“If it gets going, serum will have to be
shipped in—and that’ll take time. Should
the news get out, we won’t get to the first
million before the panic is on.”

“Panic ?”

GGSURE. Mass evacuation. Hysteria.

We'd lose as many lives from that as
from the cholera. This whole area would
be like a burning night club with only a few
narrow exits.”

“That could happen any way if the story
gets out—even without the actual epi-
demic.”

He shrugged. “It could. But right now
only key people know, Kramer, the mayor,
the eommissioner, a few public health of-
ficials.”

I finished the milk, swallowed some wa-
ter to kill the taste and asked:

“How seriously are the police looking



14 Andrew Holt

for these four men who killed Ramon ?”

“As seriously as they ever look for a
John Doe killer—when there’s been no
newspaper publicity and the whole thing is
a routine drag.”

I nodded. “And you figure on account of
the cops don’t know the cholera angle,
they’ll resent my looking ?”’

Innes stood up and picked the check off
the table. “That’s about it, Lynn. You’re
soloing. Except you’ll have one thing the
police don’t have.”

“Goody,” T said. “What?”

“Money. All you want of it. We've got
to stop this thing cold.”

We were threading our way through the
tables now, toward the street.

“You mean microbes can be bribed like
people?” 1 asked.

The corners of his mouth came down.

“Sorry,” T said. “I was just vamping
till ready. I just wanted to ask how come
the Greater Urban Life Insurance Com-
pany is so public-spirited all of a sudden?”

We were pushing through the revolving
door. He stopped revolving and looked at
me pityingly.

“We have four hundred and fifty mil-
lions worth of life insurance within this
city. Do you realize what cholera in epi-
demic proportions would do to our re-
sources ?”’

I pushed the door so that it carried us
out to the street.

“Innes,” I said, “your foresight is ad-
mirable, correct, businesslike, and in some
way that I can’t explain—disgusting.”

He grunted. “Spare me your philos-
ophy. Just find those killers.”

I left him, walked across the street to
General Sessions and called Kramer, from
a booth next to the press room. “Hullo,”
I said. “Department shooflies tap your
phone down there?”

He sighed. “Probably. What is it this
time ?”’

“Personal. Do me a favor, go outside
and ring me from a coin phone.”

He grumbled but took the number. I
waited with the door open, watching peo-
ple pass with that self-important look they
get around courtrooms. After a few min-
utes, he called.

“I’ve seen Innes,” I said. “I’m supposed
to crack this cholera business.”

He laughed. “And I've got a hundred

men working on it full time already.”

“No soap?”

“No soap. Lynn. You know how these
things are. Who did Sanchez pal with in
1928 in Illinois? You work forward to
1947 and it gets dull—unless you know
you're solving something more than a
cheap hood killing, and I suppose Innes
told you I've got orders not to tell the boys
anything about it.”

“What about the practical side—any-
thing interesting from the lab?¥

“Nothing that leads anywhere. We don’t
even know how Sanchez got back into the
country—except that it wasn’t by stepping
from a liner onto a dock. Mud samples
from his shoes and some pollen narrowed
it down to Ocean Shore. He must have
been brought in on one of the halibut boats,
bumped somewhere, and then dumped in
the city. And there are two hundred boats
and we couldn't find a fisherman with
more than drunk and disorderly on his rec-
ord.”

“You've been having fun,” I said.
“What about quarantine ?”

Kramer groaned. That was out, too. He
was working with the public health service.
Cholera would turn up in the bilge even
during the incubation period, but a double
check of every boat in port had been com-
pletely negative.

I hung up and oiled my brain with a lit-
tle logic. Sanchez had come off a boat and
the boat had to be some place. Clearly,
someone had sneaked him off that boat and
past the Port officials on another and
smaller boat. If I went down to Ocean
Shore and went from trawler to trawler
until I got warm, someone would make
trouble for me quicker than they would
for a gang of city detectives,

So I would go and see. Something like
the principle of getting a good seat in the
orchestra by jumping off the balcony—but
there didn’t seem to be any other way.
A cholera epidemic was nothing to look
forward to, either.

The long, stone steps in front of the
courthouse led to a hackstand. I walked
down and told the cabby Ocean Shore.

“That’s a twenty-dollar haul,” he said.

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,”
I told him. “TFhe Greater Urban Life In-
surance Company wants its hired help to
go to hebben and glory in style.”
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CHAPTER TWO
Rufhians Don’t Rat

CEAN SHORE is one of the lucky
towns the real estate people forgot
when they built those little chick-

en-box commuter developments during the
twenties. No poured concrete with fake
English beams of brown cement and none
of those phony little turrets and garages
disguised as stables. Just bleached, clean-
looking shacks, the five and dime, a drug
store that sold drugs, and a street of gear
stores and boatyards along the waterfront.

It was after four o’clock and the big,
eight-wheel trailers had almost all rolled
into the city with the day’s catch on ice.
- The boats, mostly snouty little thirty-six
and fifty-footers, were being washed down
by their crews at the quarter-mile string
of individual floats that took the place
of a pier. As I walked parallel to them
toward one of the remaining trailers, the
nippy, early April breeze slapped the Long
Island Sound against the rounded hulls.

The truck driver sat in his cab smoking
a cigar, moodily watching a crew of booted
fishermen pack their white-bellied catch in
ice and roll it into his trailer.

I climbed up beside him. “Late today,
eh?”

He took the cigar out of his mouth.
“Draw up a chair and sit by the fire, mis-
ter,” he said. “We're all just a-talkin’'
here.”

“That’s real neighborly,” I said, “real
neighborly. You do this run much?”

“Five times a week for two years.”

He took off his long-peaked army sur-
plus cap and adjusted one of the union
buttons. I took a twenty dollar bill and
dropped it into the cap. He set it back on
his head without bothering to let me know
he’d noticed it.

“I’'m a cop,” I said, “a private one. I
figure I can talk to you because these hali-
but boys are maybe a little clannish and
silent.”

He raised a pair of jagged, blond eye-
brows and rubbed the bristle on his chin.
“Could be. What’s your problem?”

I made a gesture that included all the
boats. ‘“Who in this navy would turn a
couple of bucks the easy way—I mean, say
like slipping a hot passenger ashore fromn
a tramp?”

“I don’t know,” he said slowly, “these
guys are dumb but honest. They feel ...”

“Oh, come on,” I cut in. “So they all
go down to the sea in ships and their
fathers before them. Who drinks, who'’s
in hock, who chases dames? You must
hear all the gossip.”

“Okay,” he said, “but the cops been all
over these guys the last two days. I don't
think nuthin’ came of it.”

He rattled off a half-dozen names. I
thanked him, climbed out of the cab and
started down the line. . ..

Only a fool would have asked the ques-
tions I asked now. But, of course, that
was the idea. I put the same questions
and got pretty much the same answers on
each of the boats I climbed on.

I'd say: “My name is Lynn Reed; I'm
a private investigator. There’s a grand
in it for you if you can tell me which of
these boats took a guy named Ramon San-
chez off a tub out at sea about forty-eight
hours ago.”

I got the bum’s rush twice and a lot of
doubletalk the rest of the time.

“Hey, Pete,” one youngish captain
yelled to a hand who was mending a net.
“Here’s a guy who asks questions like the
cops—only he’s buying. Should ‘I tell
him?”’

Pete shook his head. “I wouldn’t. May-
be he’s got a family or maybe he's studyin’
to be an opera singer on the GI loan or
somethin’. He oughta finish his educa-
tion.”

The captain turned back to me and
shook his head. “You heard what Pete
said.”

“Us opera singers make lots of money,”
I told him. “For a real ocean voyage
to that boat, I might even pay two grand.”

He nodded toward the dock. ‘“Go on,”
he said. “Goof off. You’re being kidded.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I like it. Do me
a favor and tell the boys there’s a patsy
sitting at the soda fountain in the five and
dime. I’ll be waiting up there if you know
anybody with a real broad sense of
humor.”

I sat in the ten-cent store and had two
black and white sodas. Nobody said any-
thing funny to me. In fact, the only sense
of humor in the place was the guy who de-
scribed what I was drinking as an ice
cream soda.
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The golf-ball size ice cream tasted of
corn starch and the syrup was that artifi-
cial chocolate they got away with during
the war. I started to think of all the sodas
I'd had in my life, and suddenly realized
I wasn’t thinking about it at all and I
wasn’t really having any fun. Somewhere
on another level in my brain, like a trick
optical effect in a movie, a different scene
was being played.

In this scene, a man got off the subway
train in a crowded station. Everyone who
got off the train with him was very quiet,
all looking at each other suspiciously as
though each were a possible pickpocket.
The crowd shuftled slowly toward the exit,
the man carried along with it. Suddenly
at the steps, it thinned a little and the peo-
ple beside the man no longer pressed
against him. Since he had been dead for
some seconds, carried along upright by
the crowd, he now fell forward on his face,
slapping his rolling head against the stone
steps. He was quite blue and his milk-
glazed eyes had receded far back in their
sockets. The crowd looked, screamed and
ran. What they had searched each other
suspiciously for had happened. Unmanned,
they gave themselves to panic. At the nar-
row kiosk exit, they piled body on trodden
body, like insects matted on a cone of
sticky flypaper.

UDDENLY I slid off the stool, needing

the sea air. That crowd could happen
and a thousand times worse if the cholera
got going. And it would get going almost
certainly—unless its four unknowing car-
riers were rounded up. And as for them,
if they had actually brought Ramon San-
chez in on one of the halibut boats, I'd
done everything but load the gun and place
it against my head for them.

When a man goes to all that trouble to
get himself jumped, the least you can do
is feel sorry for the poor slob and jump
him. I was in the position of the acrobat
who darts on the stage, turning cartwheels
and cracking jokes, only to find that the
theatre is empty.

There was a very old cab in front of the
store—the kind with the yellow and black
checkerboard running around it. The cab-
by was a relic, too. He dropped the flag
as I got in.

“Where to, son?”

I settled myself on peeling leather in the
back. “I’ll bet if I said the Kit Kat Club
or Texas Guinan’s you'd know where to
go"i
He smiled almost toothlessly. “Nine-
teen twenty-six was a great year,” he said.

I leaned forward. “It’s like this, Pop.
Some people I would prefer to see in a
crowd might want to see me alone.” 1
took two tens from my wallet and passed
them to him. “I want to stretch my luck a
little.”

He nodded back at me into the rear-view
mirror, not in the least surprised, and I
told him what I wanted him to do.

We drove out of Ocean Shore, cut
across the new six-lane highway and hit
the old Merrick Road. A ’39 convertible
rolled in behind us after a mile or so and
kept its distance. We wound up to sixty
and down to twenty. So did the con-
vertible.

When we were sure, the cabby turned
off onto a dirt road and gave it the gun
hard on a hairpin curve. I had the door
open and jumped clear as he skidded into
the straightway.

Two thick oaks made good cover just
at the curve. I ducked behind them, got
out the .38 I carry and charged it. The
convertible meshed into second to take
the turn. On the narrow road, the big tail
swept past at arm’s length. I crouched and
grabbed.

A moment later, we swung wide, nearly
off the road, then rocketed to a stop almost
against the side of the cab. The old boy
stuck his head out and started to swear
convincingly. The rear door of the con-
vertible swung open and a second later
the front door on my side. A big man in a
gray suit ripped open the cab door and
stuck a gun into the empty back seat.

I swung off the bumper, timing it as the
convertible driver ran around the back to
help his big pal. He was smaller and the
flat Colt barrel caught him hard just above
the ear before he saw it coming. The big
man took an instant too long to decide
whether to swing around inside the cab
to use his gun or back out first.

Covering him, I solved the dilemma for
him.

“Leave your gun inside the cab,” I said.

“Then come out.”
He did, very flushed and hurt.
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I nodded behind me.
one is wearing, Pop.”

The cabby shuffled around the front and
I could hear him rooting around the un-
conscious smaller man. I stepped forward.

“Now,” I said. “Which boat brought
Sanchez in?”

He gave me a road company version of a
man looking blank.

“Look,” I said, “there isn’t any money
in this for me and I'm not the law, either.
If you tell me, it could be your boss gets
mad at you some other time. If you don't,
I'll break every bone in your face—right
now.”

I said it quietly, very matter-of-fact, the
way it scares most. He shook his head
stiffly and kept his eyes on me.

They were hard little eyes grown soft
with fear. He had dealt out so much of it
that he could recognize it—feel the bru-
tality to come—long before anything was
done to him. I sensed his weakness and
drove home. For money, or even for hate,
I couldn’t have nerved myself to work him
over cold—but with so many lives dan-
gling in the balance. . . .

I brought the gun down across his
cheekbone. He screamed and turned to
run. A quick step to the right and a simul-
taneous flip of the gun let me swing it,
butt out. The flat steel sank across the
bridge of his nose. I twisted the Colt in
my hand.

He tilted sideways, clawed at the cab,
and shattered the red glass of the tail-light
with his hand. Then, sitting down, he
stared hard at the macerated palm. He
paid no attention to his nose and that was
the only place he’d been really hurt. I lifted
my foot to his shoulder and shoved. He
tumbled over onto the road on his face.
Now I straddled him and slid the end of
the Colt into his open mouth. Then I
smiled down at him as though I was en-
joying myself.

“Which boat ?”’

The metal clicked hard against his teeth.

He shoved at my wrist and gasped:

“The last one you were on—that young
guy’s boat.”

“See what this

E WAS down on the floor of the car,

under my feet, and we were driving
back to Ocean Shore before the cabby
spoke.

“You know,” he said, twisting back to
look at me, “I hope you got a good reason.
You did that like it ain’t right to do to
anybody.”

“Just drive, Pop,” I told him. “Just
drive.”

Even my voice sounded a little sick. But
sick or not, I had to go on with it. What
I had got from the big guy was pretty dis-
appointing but it was the truth—he didn’t
have a lie left in him.

He was what was left of Sanchez’ old
gang. The boss had sent him a letter. Fol-
lowing its instructions, he’d arranged with
the fishing boat to have Sanchez picked up
off a tramp while she was still out at sea.
And that was all. He hadn’t even known
that Ramon Sanchez was dead until I told
him.

He had come after me because he
thought Sanchez was picked up by the
immigration authorities, to protect his old
pal. Just plain dumb, rather touching
loyalty and no help in finding the killers
to me at all.

We parked in the crowded lot behind
the five and ten while the cabby called
Vice-President Innes for me. It took Innis
forty minutes after the cabby returned to
deliver what I wanted.

Meanwhile the big man sat silently on
the floor holding his purpling nose and
watching my gun arm as a patient watches
the hypnotist. Every time I threw a ques-
tion about the old days at him, he shrank
away as if I had hit him. When it got to
the point where I could no longer take it,
I gave up—no closer to Sanchez’ killers
than when I started.

Finally, they came—a Public Health
Service station wagon and four men. The
cab horn spotted me for them and they
came over.

The tall, bald man turned out to be Dr.
Harlow Evans whose work on cholera
prevention had made him almost a saint in
India and the short stubby man was a
Health Service medic named Brodkin who
had spent four years in the CBI.

. Brodkin did not seem surprised when he
looked down on the floor.

“What happened to him?”’

“Nothing serious.”

Evans cleared his throat and made a
movement toward the gunsel. “Let me see
that nose.”
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The man took his hand away but said
nothing as the doctor probed.

“Chipped a Httle bone,” Evans con-
cluded.

“Doesn’t he talk?”’” Brodkin asked.

“He telts what he knows,” I said, “but
he doesn’t know much.”

The two other men were special agents
of the immigration service. One of them
carried an M-3 tommy with the stock slid
insso that it was very little larger than a
45.

The cabby looked relieved as they
prodded the gunsel out and into the sta-
tion wagon.

“I guess you had a good reason,” he
said.

I gave him another ten of the Greater
Urban Life Insurance Company’s money.
“No gossip about this, Pop. Not even to
your wife. Nobody knows a thing.”

“Nobody at all?”

I shook my head and grinned. “Not
even Mayor Walker or Commissioner
Mulroony or the Evening Graphic.”

“Ah,” he said as I walked away, “those
were the great old days.”

x % %

Pete and the young captain were still
on the boat when we drew up alongside
the pier. Pete stood watching us, running
a3 finger inside the turtle neck of his black
seaman’s sweater. The captain chewed on
a stubby cigar and pressed back against a
winch with a poor attempt at casualness.

The gunsel stepped up to the string-
piece and onto the gently swaying boat. I
held one of his arms and the immigration
men covered him ostentatiously with the
tommy. The captain tried to look outraged
and puzzled at the sight of it, but only
succeeded in looking sick.

“I found some other fellows who knew
the joke,” I said ; then to the gunsel: “Are
these the men ?”’

He hesitated. “You promised me?”

I nodded, impatiently. “I told you.
Sanchez was a citizen—there’s no illegal
entry involved. Conspiring to violate the
quarantine laws is all you'll be charged
with.”

He looked relieved. “All right. This is
the boat.”

I faced the captain. “Now, suppose you

run us out to the tub you got Sanchez
from.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know what
you're talking about.”

I put out my hand and Dr. Evans gave
me the paper as we’d planned. The captain
read it with a faint sneer, then the color
faded from his face.

“This is Ramon Sanchez’ death certifi-
cate,” I told Pete who was watching and
looking worried. “On the bottom it says
that he was in an infectious stage of asiatic
cholera when he died.”

Pete drew in his breath sharply. I took
his arm and the captain’s and led them,
unprotesting, away from the others.

‘Tell you what’s going to happen,” I
said conversationally. “You’re going to be
jugged and isolated as possible carriers.
These are all Federal men. They’ll see to it
that somehow people forget to give you
your cholera shots. You'll vomit, you'll
turn blue, you’ll die,” I added with relish.

Pete looked pathetically at the captain.
“Harry, they wouldn’t dare, would they ?”

I laughed. “You’ve been around, Harry.
Tell him.”

I walked back to the others. Harry told
him. After a few minutes they came slowly
toward us.

Harry said: “Can we have the shots
now?”’

Brodkin opened the leather bag he’d
brought from the ~r and slipped the serum
out from the dry ice pack. I took it out of
his hands and put it back in the ice.

“When we get to the ship, Doc.”

CHAPTER THREE

Right From the Corpse’s Mouth

N HOUR'’S rolling in the choppy
waters brought us almost abreast

of a low-riding tramp. A wispy

evening fog was shaping up. The tramp
hooted twice. Harry slipped in alongside
the rusty hull just beneath the bridge, then
turned to look at Brodkin. He didn’t say
anything, he just looked, and his skin was
gray even in the late red sunlight.

“Where’d you take Sanchez?” I asked.

“To Ocean Shore.” He looked sur-
prised. “To our own wharf, That was the
deal.”

“Anyone meet him?”

“No.” He licked his lips. His eyes
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plainly begged. I gave Brodkin the nod.

Then, while the three of them—Pete,
Harry, and the big gunsel—were getting
their shots, a man with a megaphone
yelled down to ms from the bridge: What
did we think we were doing?

Brodkin yelled back a line about the
United States Government and official
business. The man on the bridge thought
that over for a while. Then the engines
throbbed to a stop and a rope ladder
snaked dewn over the side.

I crawled up, trying to look as if I liked
it, and found the master who turned out to
be a man with a red beard and an extrava-

ant Oxford accent. We were very polite.

e told me his name was Beauclyde. I
told him mine. Then I went right to it.

“You had a passenger named San-
chez.”

He chose to misunderstand me. “We're
not carrying passengers—just cargo.”

“I said had. He slipped you a grand or
so to get off before the immigration author-
ities could stop him. Later, the welcome-
home committee shot him full of holes.”

Somehow, by the merest quiver of his
beard, he let me know that I was not in-
teresting him. I went right on:

“That part of it isn’t important at the
moment. Because he'd have been dead by
now anyway—cholera.”

It sh ok him. But he recovered quickly,
set his teeth like it says in books the Brit-
ish do, pointed the beard at me, and spoke
softy :

“Get off mw ship.”

I can lower my voice, too. “Sanchez is
dead,” I told him. “Could be some of your
crew are very sick boys right now without
knowing it. Could be you are.”

He smiled, then remembering how bad
his teeth were, clamped his lips down over
them.

“My dear feflow, someone has thrown a
big one. I've not dropped a passenger—I
wasn't carrying one. And if there was
cholera on my ship, your inspectors, don’t
you know, would find it and quarantine
me.”

I shook my head. “Pipe all hands on
deck or whatever the hell 1t is you do. But
get them up here.”

Beauclyde shook his head. “We'll be
berthed by midnight. The tugs are already
on their way to meet us. I can’t delay.”

I walked back toward the rope ladder.
He walked with me, like the lord of the
manor speeding the weekend guest.

Below, from the deck of the fishing boat,
Brodkin, Evans and the boy with the
tommy started up. I decided to give it
another try. After all, it was a British ship
and I am a great respecter of international
laws, even if I'm not sure exactly what they
are. I turned back to him.

“Look, Captain Bligh—"" I began.

He glanced over at the mate. Two out-
size seamen detached themselves from the
rail and moved toward me. I aimed for the
beard and let go. He fell back. The seamen
kept on coming.

Then, behind me, the boy with the tom-
my gun rose into view and peace broke out
suddenly.

After Evans had given them a short
talk on the disease and its horrors, we
didn’t even need the gun. They lined up
for the needle like orphans on the ice
cream line at a Tammany picnic. Even
Beaucylde came to and around, in that
order.

It turned out that there was enough
cholera bacillus in the bilge to make t%e
Hudson look like the Rockies. So, all in
all, it was a good afternon’s work. Except
that Sanchez’ killers were still loose and
until I found them, I was just shadow
boxing.

The crew didn’t have much to tell me.
It had been a red-letter day when Sanchez
said good morning and good night. Only
two of them could remember anything
more than that—two conversations, one
about pigeons, the other about Mama
Lucia’s pizza.

Maybe it doesn’t sound like much but
with the kind of luck I knew I’d have to
pray for, it might be enough.

Sanchez had been sentimental about
pigeon racing. Pigeons are bred and raced
in New York on the roofs of tenements in
the Delancy-Forsythe street area. There
are individual fanciers in Queens and
Harlem, but the only place where the
sport is taken seriously on a large scale is
the lower East Side.

To the other seaman, Sanchez had re-
marked that, in his opinion, Italian-Italian
cooking did not compare with American-
Italian cooking. The first thing he was go-
ing to latch onto was one of Mama Lucia’s
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pizzas . . . if she was still around cooking.

She was, and I knew where. At the same
old stand, right in the heart of the pigeon
belt.

That was all and nobody had to remind
me that a guy who remembers pigeons
ioesn’t necessarily intend to live with them,
or that he can live uptown and take a taxi
downtown for dinner. But it was all I had
and I was going to try it—hard.

When Brodkin, Evans and I—leaving
the immigration men to make certain that
the ship stayed where she was—climbed
down the fishing boat again, the mate was
telling the crew about the time he had
seen cholera on the rampage in China.

It was rough going back and the little
boat moved slowly and heavily through
the oily black water. It took us two hours.
I could hear the mate talking all the way,
inside my head, and I knew it was two
hours I didn’t have to spare.

BACK in Ocean Shore, I thought of
calling Innes, decided he could go
chase himself, and called Kramer again.

He sounded sick. _

“Nu?” I asked. “What’s new?”

Kramer said “nothing” cautiously.

“Look, friend, I found out where he
knelt and kissed the dry land, get me?”

“Yeah.”

“And I think he was bound for the
lower East Side—somewhere near Little
Italy.”

“Thanks.” He was still unenthusiastic.
“You sure?”

“No. But it’s the best I can do. You'll
work on it?”

“Sure.”

“And I'm sending a couple of presents
—the friend who made the arrangements,
the crew of the fishing boat that met the
tramp. Maybe you’ll have more luck, but
for me they didn’t know anything about
the reception committee.”

There was a little pause. I hated to have
to ask him because Kramer is not the kind
to give too much to a shamus who needs it,
even on a case like this.

“Well, I've shown you mine,” I said at
last.

He laughed miserably. I liked him better
than I had ever liked him before.

“I've got plenty of nothing.”

“Not even someone with memories?”

He sighed. “Just one guy who'd be
likely to give him what he got—Big Jim
Hogan.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. And you know where he was
when it happened? In Flerida opening a
new supper club with roulette wheels.”

“Well, that’s where he would be, isn’t
it—if he’d set the hired hands to work?”

“That’s what I told the commissioner.
He knows it, I know it, you know it—but
what do we do abonut it?”

There was no answer to-that. Big Jim
was just too big. I hung up, thinking about
it. Hogan was rich and almost respectable
now, but he had begun with running beer.
So had Sanchez. If Hogan had a grudge
left over from a highjacking or a tom-
ahawking twenty years old, he would hire
a couple of killers and go far away while
the dirty was being done. And he was big
and smart enough, too, to get the news to
Ramon Sanchez that it was safe to come
home.

Then, abruptly, I decided to forget it.
It was a strange feeling but for the first
time in my life, I was willing to let the big
shot who had given the orders go if I
could get my hands on the trigger men. . ..

The lower East Side goes to bed late
and even then never really goes to sleep.
Underneath the quiet, there is always a
big city hum that never stops, and in the
old-law tenements the restless and the
sleepless let their lights burn until morn-
ing.

I know, because I walked the streets
all night. There was no point to it but the
other things I had done—waving Innes’
money at stoolies who didn’t know a thing,
walking into the pizza joint Sanchez had
mentioned, prowling the mob hangouts—
had been pointless, too.

Being down there, sensing, seeing,
smelling the dense mass of humanity, the
tired women, the old men, the kids three in
a bed in the dingy rooms on airshafts, the
punks on the street corners, the girls
walking in pairs, I couldn’t go home. I
couldn’t go to bed and leave them to the
danger they didn’t know about, the disease
that might even now be hidden inside some
of them.

If I was right, if Sanchez’ killers had
found him here, in one of the dark houses,
on one of the shabby streets—if I was
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right in my hunch, what good did it do?

How could I find them? I stopped in
front of a fifty-cent hotel, staring, as if I
could force my eyes to see through stone,
as if I could tear the brick fronts of the
houses off with my hands and look into
room after room, find a man or men who
might be lying now in alternate fever and
deathly chill.

Then I passed a corner store, cleaner
than most of them, with uncluttered win-
dows, with desks inside instead of mer-
chandise, and a small sign lettered over
the door. My brain read it, held onto it,
and told it to me, over and over again he-
fore I listened. Suddenly, I knew what I
was going to do and it was very simple.

Innes saw it, too, sleepy as he was.

“Good boy!"’

“The Avenue A office,” 1 told him.
“I’'m a reporter who wants to see how the
other half lives.”

“Will do.”

I left the phone booth feeling a little
better. I remembered that I was hungry.
An old man in an all-night delicatessen
fixed me two corned beef sandwiches and

talked me into celery tonic for my diges-
tion. Then 1 found a place where they
would give me bourbon for the celery
tonic and what with one thing and an-
other, it was five o'clock and the dawn
was gray over the river.

I cabbed home, bathed, shaved, changed
my shirt and made myself a pot of coffee.
It was eight when Innes phoned.

“All set. You'll go out with one of the
nurses on her rounds and you’'ll see the
records of the other ones whenever you
want to. You're from the Express and
you’re doing a series of articles on how
much good the various charities do. Better
hurry on down because the girls get to
work early.”

IT WAS nine-thirty when I had finished
with the supervisor—one of those pleas-
ant spinsters who have forgotten all about
wanting to get married because what they
are doing is so much more important—
and was all set with Miss Margaret Mar-
tin.

Even in my depressed state, I thought of
her as Peggy. We walked to her first call.
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I found out quickly that visiting nurses
walk . . . more than cops . . . which is why
they wear those social worker shoes.

The reason for the gray cotton stock-
ings, the gray cotton uniforms, and the
social worker hats was more obscure, un-
less it was to make sure the patients didn’t
make passes. Although, in Peggy’s case, I
thought maybe they did anyway.

Not that she was wasting any charm on
me. She didn’t speak and when she threw
me a glance now and then, there was a
bitterness. I thought at first it was just the
natural bitterness that any woman would
feel if she had legs like that and had to
wear stockings like that. But then I con-
cluded there was more to it and we’'d
better get it out in the open if we were
going to spend the day together.

“Don’t you like reporters?”’

“I don’t know. You're the first one I
ever met.”

“And so far, no good?”

She smiled and blushed a little.

“It’s not you. It’s just that I work with
these people. I know them. I've seen the
kind of articles men like you write, as if
they were a different species, as if they
weren't entitled to any privacy.”

It seemed a little silly to argue about it.
“I don’t use names,” I told her.

“They know,” she said.

That was all there was to it, and she was
right. We turned onto the steps of a low
stoop and there was no need to go on with
it. She led me through a dark, evil-smelling
hall and into a room with dirty walls the
color of green mold and air that had been
" breathed in and out over a period of a
hundred years by thousands of people with
halitosis. ’

Peggy changed dressings, bathed babies,
gave medicines, took temperatures and
made beds. I found out what it was to
be sick, to be old, to be poor. I asked ques-
tions. I looked into back bedrooms, rooms
on airshafts, rooms without any windows
at all. I saw people who were dying and
people who had just been born, who were
already wishing that they hadn’t been. I
saw pathetic cleanliness and dirt, roaches,
rats and puppies. But I didn’t see any
gunsels with cholera.

Peggy and I had lunch. She still didn’t
like me and I had nothing left in me that
wanted to bother to change that.

There was a man with a broken leg,
a feeble-minded child, a woman with
anemia. But nothing for me. Nothing at
all. By three o'clock, I was wondering
how I dared to be wandering around
looking for a needle in a haystack, one
man where there should be thousands.

I was ready to call the papers, the radio
stations, to let them scream panic, to let
them all run as far as they could get. I
even thought of running myself.

Then I heard it. I looked over at Peggy.
She straightened up, stiffened and listened.
The sound came again—from the back
room, through a heavy door, and it was
pain-ridden animal.

With a roll of gauze dangling from her
hand, Peggy moved toward the door.

“Who's in there, Mrs. Sandowsky?”’
she asked.

Behind her, the boy whose arm she had
been dressing got to his feet. Fear moved
in his dark eyes, on his pinched face. He
looked at his mother, wordlessly com-
manding her. With an agility unbelievable
in one of her bulk, the woman slid between
Peggy and the door.

“The—the roomer,” she stammered.
Then rapidly: “He’s asleep. He works
nights, sleeps days. Maybe he’s dreaming.”

The lie was obvious. So was the terror
that quickened her breathing, wrung her
fat hands together. Peggy, hesitated, then
tried the door. It was locked.

“He’s sick,” Peggy said.

The woman went white, gulped in her
anxiety to get the words out.

“Maybe he came home drunk last night.
Lots of times he comes home drunk.”

The man behind the door moaned again.
I saw the woman flinch and the boy’s eyes
sicken but there was no pity in me for
their problem—because an impossibility
had been achieved. A miracle had hap-
pened.

I reached into my jacket and sprung my
automatic out of its holster.

“Open that door.”

CHAPTER FOUR
Up Again—And Out!

RS. SANDOWSKY had seen
guns before; so had her son. But

Peggy was something else again.
Without the benefit of their experience,
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she was not afraid of it—or me. She
was furious.

“Are you crazy ?”’ she blazed. ‘“Put that
thing away and behave yourself!”

She began to walk toward me. I rasped
at her.

“Stand still!” A

I waved the gun at the kid. He didn’t
have to be told. He scuttled over beside his
mother. Peggy watched him and something
about the way he moved convinced her.
She backed up slowly. When the three of
them were in a little knot facing me I
thought it over.

It couldn’t be smooth, I had no room, no
time. I had to get all of them, the sick man,
his three companions, the mother, the boy,
anybody they knew of who had been in the
hack room, every single human being they
had seen in the last few days, and for that
T would need help.

“How do you feel about cops?” I asked

Peggy.

% heard the sharp hiss of the boy’s
breath. If I had wanted anything more,
that would have been it.

Peggy was angry again. “You mean
vou’re not a reporter? You mean you're
a_’)

My nod stopped her.

“Listen. There’s a man in there. Mrs,
Sandowsky’s son, or her brother, or some-
body she cares about. He’s very sick. In
fact, he’s dying. Maybe Mrs. Sandowsky’s
been praying it isn’t so. But she does know
that he’s delirious, that if he’s taken to a
hospital he’ll talk—and if he lives, it will
be to die in the chair. She hasn’t dared to
take that chance—or maybe somebody
won't let her.”

Peggy looked at the woman at the boy’s
thin white face working under the control
that kept his mouth shut. I saw belief dawn
in her eyes.

“Open the door,” I repeated.

Mrs. Sandowsky took a key from her
apron pocket, turned it in the lock.

Even before the door swung open, the
sickening, fetid odor came out to us.

“Don’t go in,” I told Peggy. “Just
look.”

We moved into the doorway. We saw
the blue skin, the stains on the bedclothes,
the eyes that were already dead. I put my
hand on Peggy’s shoulder,

“Do you know what that is?”

She nodded mutely.

“You understand what it can mean—
down here—with all these people ?”

Peggy was trembling but she found her
voice and she made it sound almost calm.
“T’ll call the hospital.”

I shook my head. “No. This can’t get
out. It would cause a panic. And we have
to find everybody who's been exposed
right away.” I handed her Innes’ card.
“Call him. Tell him who you are, say that
you're calling for Lynn Reed. Tell him not
to fool around—that I want Kramer and
every cop he’s got.”

She was good in the clinches. She took
it all in the first time and was out the door
and down the stairs.

Mrs. Sandowsky was crying now, in a
quiet way, as if she had done a lot of it in
her lifetime. I made her sit down and I
shut the bedrom door. There was nothing
to do for him and it would be easier for
the three of us, waiting.

The boy looked toward the bedroom.
The moaning had started again.

“What's he got?”

“He’s very sick.” And, then, because I
felt sorry for them: “Don’t blame your-
selves. A doctor probably couldn't have
helped himn anyway.”

There was nothing more to say. I stood
there for a while, feeling ill at ease with the
gun in my hand. There were footsteps out-
side in the hall and a knock. Peggy would
not knock in the circumstances. I slid back
against the wall next to the door and waved
the gun at the kid again,

“Come in,” the boy said obediently.

The door opened. I knew what he was
the moment I saw his clothes and the way
he carried himself, tight and controlled.
He was well into the room before he caught
what was on their faces and whirled at me,
clawing for his inside pocket.

The hood looked competent and I gave
him my full attention,

“Drop it,” I said.

It was only a moment, while his hand
hesitated and then came away from his
coat pocket, empty. But it was enough.
The kid was out the open window and
onto the fire escape.

There was an instant as he threw him-
self toward the iron ladder when I had a
full view of him and a point-blank shot.
Then he was gone and there was nothing
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to do about it any more. I had the hood to
watch—and I had learned something new
about myself.

Even with the life of an entire city at
stake, I couldn’t bring myself to shoot a
a fourteen-year old kid with a game arm.

I saw the curl of the hood’s lip as he
sneered at me, and it consoled me a little.

“All right, you could ” I told him, “but
don’t let it give you ideas. You're old
enough.”

So there it was, and I had nothing to be
proud of except maybe the elementary
good sense that had kept me from men-
tioning the cholera. At least, the kid could
not tell the world about that. What else he
could do, I didn’t know. I could only wait
and see.

It seemed a long time before Peggy came

She took in the hood and missed the kid
in the same instant.

“What hap—”’ she started.

“Skip it,” I told her. “I'm sensitive.
What took you so long?”’

*““Mr. Innes asked a lot of questions.”

“The executive type,” I munrmured.
“Never trusts anybody.”

Peggy ignored me. “I told him every-
thing I could. They’ll send an ambulance.
We're all to go to the hospital. The police
can get the statements, start rounding up
people. Then they’ll get as much out of
him—"" she nodded toward the bedroom—
“as possible while he’s still . . . while
there’s still time.”

The gunsel flinched. That was some-
thing. That meant I only had two to go.

It was a bare five minutes before there
was a siren wail. Peggy, looking out the
window, announced the ambulance.

“Can you shoot ?”’ I asked her.

“Well enough,” she said coolly. She
was definitely a girl who would grow on
me. I gave her the gun.

“Watchit,”’ I told her. “We can’t afford
to lose another one. Mrs. Sandowsky will
go first. This gentleman and I will carry
him. I don’t want you to get any closer to
him than you have to. Come up behind
with the artillery.”

It worked fine. The interne opened the
back of the ambulance for us. I'd half ex-
pected a crack about not waiting for the
stretcher but when he didn’t make it, I
realized it was just four flights of stairs he

hadn’t had to exert himself climbing.

We all crowded into the cab and a cer-
tain complacency began to steal over me.
I hadn’t got very far, but I was on my
way.

That’s what I told myself and if I'd held
out my hand to Peggy for the gun instead
of using it to pat myself on the back, it
might have been true.

As it was, there was a loud crash some-
where inside my brain. My ears popped as
if I'd come straight down from six thou-
sand to zero. In the flash of man-made
lightning that illumined the ambulance, I
saw Peggy struggling with the interne.

I reached forward to help her and kept
on going, flat on my face, down into a
deep black well of despair.

I WOKE up hating myself. I could think
of what Innes and Kramer were saying
and I didn’t like it. But I'd have taken all
of that and a lot more besides, if it helped.

But I was through and I knew it and it
was my own fault. Thousands . . . maybe
hundreds of thousands of people would die
because I was a bumbling, conceited, fat-
headed, incompetent, would-be cop without
the humility to know when a job was too
big for me.

My head hurt. I sat up sharply and
made it hurt worse. It was concrete I was
sitting on and there were oil stains on it.
I was in a garage. I told myself bitterly
that that was the most brilliant deduction
I had made that day. Then I saw Peggy.
She was doubled up and the ropes that
tied her bit deeply into her wrists and
ankles and the gag held her mouth awry in
a grimace of pain.

Maybe that doesn’t sound like a sight
to be thankful for, but it was. Because it
made me throw away the luxury of feeling
sorry for myself and try to think like a
man again.

The first thing I told myself was that I
wasn’t going to do anything brave and
glorious and foolhardy. I wasn’t going to
make another mistake. I'd think it out first,
every half inch of the way and when I did
it—if somehow I got another chance—it
would be good.

Then I looked around, pushing my brain
the way I usually don’t because I'm too
busy making with the guns and the fists
instead.
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They hadn’t gagged me. They had just
tied my hands and feet. That could mean
they thought I'd stay out—or it could mean
that we were some place where yelling
wouldn’t matter.

Then, why had they gagged Peggy? I
looked at the vicious way her mouth was
taped and knew the answer. They’d had to
stop what she was saying to them, that was
all.

Her eyes were open now and they were
very blue. She was looking at me. She tried
to smile and winked instead. In the spot
I'd put us in, she’d have had me bawling
like a baby if she’d done it again. I
wanted to tell her how badly I needed to
get that gag out of her mouth.

“Did you tell them about the cholera?”
I asked instead.

She nodded. tried frantically to explain
it to me with her eyes.

“Don't. Just let me ask until I hit the
right questions. It had no effect on them?”

Peggy shook her head.

“They didn’t believe you?”

She nodded. There was something
rather ironical about that. Their skepti-
cism might kill them—but it might kill us,
too, and a lot of other people as well. I
moved my mind away quickly.

It was a three-car garage but the only
thing that was in it, besides us, was the
ambulance. Outside one of the windows,
the only one I could see, there was a tree
branch and the unreality of green leaves
and bright sunlight. We were in the coun-
try, at someone’s home, a big one because
little houses don’t have three car garages.

“Do you know where we are?”

She did. I couldn’t have been out long;
it had to be some place comparatively
close.

“Long Island?”

I was doing swell. Right on the nose.
Except that it’s a big island and what
would it mean if I knew the name of the
town?

“Did you see the house?”

She saw the house but she didn’t know
who it belonged to. It took us about five
minutes to get that far, if you could call it
that. I also found out that they had taken
Mrs. Sandowsky, the sick boy, and them-
selves upstairs, over the garage to what
looked like servants’ quarters. And that
they had said nothing of any significance.

My brain had not been very helpful. 1
tried my muscles next—against the ropes
that- tied me—with the same howling
success. Four of them, the sick boy, the
driver of the ambulance, the fake interne,
the hood, all upstairs, and me downstairs
trussed up like a rolled roast ready for the
oven and nothing to do, nothing at all
to do.

A tiny sound came from Peggy and a
rustling of starched uniform. She was
wriggling, inching toward me.

“Don't honey,” I told her. “You can’t
loosen them. The way they’ve got you
tied, the more you struggle the more you'll
tighten them.”

She bit on the gag. Her eyes blazed. I
think she was swearing. A swell girl but a
trifle too impatient with stupidity.

“You're trying to tell me something ?”

Violent nodding. More nodding.

“All right. Take it easy. I'll get around
to the question.”

Peggy’d have brained me if she could
have. It dawned on me finally that she was
pointing with her chin, not nodding,
pointing to the pocket of her uniform.

“You want me to get something out of
your pocket?”

Her relief was clear.

SLOWLY, painfully, we crawled to-
gether. There was a white handker-
chief in the pocket. I caught hold of the
protruding corner with my teeth and pulled
it out. Then a thermometer in a black case
and a fountain pen. They were obviously
not what I was after.

I don’t know if anyone else has ever
tried to get something that was wedged
far down in a starched pocket with their
teeth but I'm here to tell the world that it
isn’t easy.

Peggy lay still, to help me, while I
fumbled and, even as I fumbled, the irra-
tional male in me took note of all the clean,
homelike things of which she smelled. Not
perfume—there would be no place for per-
fume on a job like hers. But starch, and
clean linen, and good soap.

Then something sliced an inch or so out
of my lower lip and I knew I'd made con-
tact.

When I got it out, finally, inadvertently
dropping it to the floor where I could see
it—it was a double-edged razor blade, with
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a kind of improvized holder made out of
the bottom of a paper match book. A very
handy little gadget indeed to have around
at the moment.

I got it back into my mouth somehow
and, after ten or twelve tries and another
gouge to match on my upper lip, cut the
ropes on Peggy’s wrist.

I made her take the gag out first. After
that, it was easy. In no time at all we were
standing gingerly on our pins-and-needles
feet. There was no key in the ambulance
and no wires to cross under the dashboard,
of course, so that was out. I took a heavy
lug wrench from the tool rack on the wall
and we made straight for the door—before
it occurred to me that now was the time to
do some of that heavy thinking I'd prom-
ised myself.

Was this the thing to do—make a dash
for freedom and a telephone? And
shouldn’t Peggy and I go separately? I'd
be able to move faster without her and,
also, that way we’d have two chances in-
stead of one.

It was the kid on the fire escape all over
again. If I got away and they caught
Peggy. . . . But I wasn’t the only one
who was thinking.

“Maybe you should go alone,” she said.

“Shut up,” I told her.

How long would it take help to get
here? Suppose they got away in the mean-
time? Things like that chased themselves
around inside my brain. But what else
could I do? There were three of them to

fight with at least two guns, mine and the .

hood’s. There was just one of me and a
lug wrench.

I was scared. I was scared as hell. This
was the last, the extra chance. It would
have been a pleasure to solve everything
by letting somebody shoot me.

I opened the door quietly, slid out,
slithered along the side of the garage,
and cased the layout. A gateway straight
ahead, a hundred yards away. I.awn to run
quietly on, but no cover except a privet
hedge about a foot high and a pair of elms
too far to one side to be any good. No
sound from upstairs at all. Nobody about.
Nothing to worry me but windows all
around the second floor for them to see us
from, to shoot from.

I slid back.

“We run on the grass, as fast and as

quietly as we can,” I told her, “straight
ahead toward the gate. If we’re spotted
and there’s any shooting, you throw your-
self flat on the ground behind the hedge
and don’t move.”

Then I kissed her, not to encourage her
but to encourage me, which it did. We
went out the door. We didn’t have a chance
in a thousand. Peggy knew it, too, but she
gave me a quick grin and ran like a deer.

The gates were just close enough to
make it seem that luck was on eur side at
last—when it happened. I was looking
back over my shoulder with the genius I
had developed for doing the wrong thing
at the wrong time, oblivious to the fact
that the lawn was used for croquet. The
wicket caught me a little above the ankle
and I sprawled. At the same moment,
someone yelled and I heard a gun.

I got onto my feet again, waiting for the
impact of the bullet with every inch of my
spine. It didn’t come and a second later I
saw that Peggy was still running.

“Stop, Peggy!” I yelled.

She didn’t. I was on my feet again and
after her. There was another shot, from
a different gun by the sound of it and
from a different direction. I saw him and
I understood what had happened.

He was on the path between us and the
gate, the beer bottle he had gone into the
house for in his hand and a gun in the
other. Behind me, the others pounded to-
ward us, alerted by the first bullet and
shooting as they came. The man on the
path raised his gun carefully and got a
bead on Peggy.

I couldn’t have missed, even without the
quick prayer I said. The lug wrench landed
just above the solar plexus, sank with a
soft thick thud into his sagging diaphragm.
His shot went wild. Then two of them
came up behind me and I got one punch
in, to someone’s jaw, before the gun butt
landed on my skull.

CHAPTER FIVE

Welcome-Back Committee

trained his gun on me while the other
went and caught Peggy. Then they
marched us back to the garage and up the
flight of stairs.
They had Mrs. Sandowsky in a chair.

IT KNOCKED me down. One of them
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I didn’t want to look at her and I couldn’t
look at Peggy. I just sat where they
shoved me on an old day bed beside her.

The man I had hit with the wrench
opened his shirt and showed them the mark
it had made on the fat white bloat of him.
He was in favor of tying us up again,
elaborately. The others were too openly
contemptuous of us now to bother, but
they were good boys at their trade and they
remembered to watch us.

The sick one was in the other room.
He brought it all back to me—everything
I had been hired to do, everything I hadn’t
done. It was not good to sit there, realizing
that I was the only one who was really
safe, with the shots inside me, knowing
that even now Peggy might be . . . that
even now the disease might be working.

I took her hand. She let me hold it. The
one I had caught at the Sandowskys’—the
boys had been calling him Frank—saw us
and sneered at us mildly. He was about
twenty-five, tivelve years younger than me.
I could see he thought of me as a rather
silly, harmless old cluck, nobody to worry
about. If I made a break for it, he would
just tap me on the head in a lazy, almost
gentle way and let it go at that.

The fat one was Poly and the tall blond
one was Dave. They all wore guns that
could shoot bullets to fit the holes in
Sanchez. From the way they talked, I
could see that they didn’t know exactly
what they were going to do with us.

That made it worse, somehow. Three
little gunsels spreading death, killing Mrs.
Sandowsky and Peggy, because they were
rather stupid kids who hadn’t been well
educated enough to know what cholera
meant. And killing themselves the same
way.

I was sitting there, keening to myself
like that, when Peggy spoke.

“Tel me about it,” she said.

I could think of gayer ways to spend our
last moments together. But maybe she was
the kind that have to have a reason to die.
Then I saw something in her expression
and I got #.

“Well,” T began, “there was once upon
a time a big-shot racketeer named Ramon
Sanchez. He got very unpopular late in the
twenties and lit out of the States to beat
the machine guns. He was in Asia when
he got homesick enough to kid himself it
was safe to come home. So he slipped back
into the country. Someone—probably
another ex-hood named Jim Hogan, paid
these smart boys here to bump him and
they did. Only it was a waste of Hogan’s
money because Sanchez was dying al-
ready . . . from cholera.”

Poly was watching me. Peggy saw him,
too, and cued me again.

“They did him a favor,” she said
judiciously. “Anything that would save
you those last few hours. . . . You know,
in China they're so terrified of it and it’s
so catching, they burn down the houses
where people have died of it.”

“Yeal,” I said. “You can get it any-
where within a week after you've been
exposed to it.”

I wasn’t sure about that but I wasn’t
taking any chances on Poly deciding he’d
passed the danger period. I watched him
take that in and continued:

“You get dysentery and spasms of
retching and your skin turns blue and
your eyes sink in and in about two days
you die.”

I hadn’t forgotten about Mrs. Sandow-
sky. She reacted just the way I thought
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she would. It was a hell of a thing to be
depending on, but it was what I had to
do

She began to cry as if she had never
really stopped. Between her sobs, broken
words came out as if they were being torn
from her.

“Stash,” she said. That’s a kind of
Polish nicknante for Stanley and the way
she said it, it could have meant dearly
beloved. “Stash, it was that way with him.
He’s dying. It’s two days already.”

She stood up and faced them. Poly had
forgotten the sore place on his belly now.

“Why did I listen to you?” she de-
manded fiercely. “My Stash is dying be-
cause I listened to you. You should die,
too, all of you! You should die!”

She had put the hook into them deeper
than I could have. There had been no
sound from the back room, ever since we
came in. I reached up quietly and gave the
hook a twist.

“Stash is dead now,” I said softly, to no
one in particular.

Mrs. Sandowsky screamed. Peggy put
her arms around her.

“Go and see,” I told Pely. “Get your-
self a preview of how yow'll be looking,
tomorrow or the next day.”

He half rose from his chair. There was
still the same sneer on Frank’s face—may-
be it was permanent. Under Dave’s left
eye a little nerve quivered. He was, how-
ever, very superior, very tough.

“Sit down,” he told Poly contemptuous-
ly. “This guy is working to soften you up.
Don’t you know when you’re being
conned ?”’

“Sure,” I said. “I’'m making the whole
thing up. But all the same, I don’t seem
to hear your little pal in there laughing
and scratching.”

THIS time Poly got out of the chair and
went across the room. But he didn’t
get into the bedroom, The something that
had been Stanley Sandowsky stopped him.
He stood stock still in the doorway. When
he turned back to us his face was yellow,
The little pillows of fat along his cheek
bones dropped, hung loose and quivering.

“He s dead.” His voice was toneless.
“He looks terrible. He’s .. . he’s like this
guy said.”

“Sit down.” It was Dave, Under the

hardness of his voice there was only the
faintest hint of hestitation. “Sit down and
keep your flabby mouth shut. You know
we gotta wait here.”

We sat still again. Peggy held onto Mrs.
Sandowsky but the older woman was too
exhausted, too dulled, to cause her any
trouble. Time passed slowly. Somewhere,
faw away, a dog barked. Once a bird sped
past the window with a sudden, rushing
sound of wings. Frem the bedroom the
smell of death crept out to us.

Poly sat in his chair, his bulk deflated
slightly, like a rubber toy without enough
air. The little nerve in Dave’s cheek con-
tinued to twitch. Frank’s face was sneer-
less, expressionless. I decided that I had
given it long enough.

I got up slowly, almost casually, and I
spoke conversationally.

“I want to show you something.”

Frank’s hand snaked for his gun.

“Forget it,” I told him. “I know when
I'm licked.” I rolled up my sleeve. “But if
you’ll notice, I take it pretty calmly. I can
afford to. I can sit here all afternoon and
all tonight and all tomorrow, if I have to,
and the worst that can happen to me is
maybe I get hungry or one of you guys
tl}'nlx_'ows a little lead into me. Because I have
this.”

I pointed to the bruise on the outside of
my arm. Then I looked straight at Peggy
and told a barefaced lie,

“She has one, too. She got hers this
morning at the hospital. I got mine yes-
terday from an insurance company doctor.
Take a look.”

I held out the arm. It was black and
blue and in the center of the bruise there
was a tiny, scarlet mark.

“That’s the place where they jabbed the
hypodermic in. You've been around
enough to tell a hophead when you see
one. You know I didn’t do that to myself
for fun. I’ll tell you exactly how it felt—
like they hit me with a baseball bat. But
also it felt wonderful. Because the stuff
they shot me full of means I can sit around
here watching everybody else die off like
flies.”

I moved back toward the day bed, but I
didn’t sit down.

“Take a look at yourself in a mirror,
Poly,” I suggested. “I think you're get-
ting a little blue around the edges.”
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He moved so quickly I almost didn’t
have time to be surprised that it was
Dave instead of Poly and he made straight
toward the stairs.

Frank was just as good as I had thought
him. The gun flashed into his hand.

“Don't do it, Dave.”

The man in the doorway turned and
there was a gun in his hand, too.

“You be a good boy and sit here with
that.” He jerked his head toward the bed-
room. “Wait for your telephone call. I’m
going to find a doctor and some of those
shots, just in case.”

It was a fairly long speech and he made
it to Frank. I took a deep breath and got
myself set right. I made it in one leap, and
I hit him so hard that the wind went out of
him. Then I got hold of his gun arm before
he could bring it around to use on me.

Out of the corner of my eye, as I
twisted away from his knee jab, I caught
a glimpse of Poly, just sitting there, and
Frank as cold as ice, waiting for a chance
to get in a shot. Even without Dave’s
thumb on my eyeball, it wouldn't have
been easy to figure which of us he would
shoot, but I was past the point where a
consideration like that could stop me.

I put on the squeeze, crushing the fragile
wrist bones between my hands. He
screamed and tried to pull away from me.
Then his hand loosened on the gun and I
caught it as it fell.

I stepped back and let him collapse
against the door jamb. Then, without
excitement, when it was no longer neces-
sary, Frank shot him.

I didn’t waste any time thinking about
how right I had been about Frankie. My
arm was around Dave almost before he
started to slide down to the floor, and his
body was a shield behind which I faced
Frank, gun in hand.

He was sneering again, as if we had not
been fighting on the same side, for the
same thing, three seconds before.

“This is a forty-five, chum,” he told me.
“I can go right through him and you too.”

I was talking to Poly, not to him, al-
though he didn't know it and although I
didn’t have much confidence in that fat
boy by now.

“I’'m pretty good, too,” I said, “so you
shoot me through the heart and I shoot
you through the heart and where does it

get us? No place. Which is pretty dumb
considering we can make a deal.”

“Like what ?”

“Like I tell the cops you are just friends
of Stash, guys who accidentally got ex-
posed when you came to see him. They
see you get your shots and nobody remem-

bers there ever was a guy named Sanchez.”

The sneer was getting monotonous.

“Are you kidding? You get us down-
town and you forget you ever said that.”

He raised his gun. I raised mine. We
were going to shoot it out like he was Billy
the Kid and I was Jesse James in the last
reel of a western. Poly was still slumped
in his chair.

“Actually, we ought to do it at ten
paces.”

He knew about me all right. He knew I
had to make the last jest jest before the
firing squad. I had the first word out, bare-
ly, when he squeezed the trigger.

IF POLY had been completely what he
looked like, I suppose I'd be Swiss
cheese now. But his fat arm came up, mi-
raculously, just enough, in the last possible
fraction of a second, and the bullet slid
through Dave’s arm and out the door. My
first shot was the last for Frankie.

There was just Poly left to tie up. He
didn’t mind, even if the inoculation would
just keep him alive for the chair. Mrs.
Sandowsky had never wanted to fight any-
body anyway, so she was all right with
Peggy while I called Kramer.

He was down there, in the Avenue A
station, with the precinct captain and he
stopped blowing his top as soon as I told
him what I had. For the first time since I
have known him, he listened to what I
wanted and promised to send a doctor
who'd meet us driving in the ambulance,
with shots for Peggy, Mrs. Sandowsky
and Poly.

“Where are you?” he asked.

I asked Peggy.

“Evans Center,” I told Kramer.

We could use the highway. They would
have to catch the Sandowsky kid and take
care of all the people in the neighborhood
who had been exposed and send out for
Stash, and Dave, and Frank.

After that, we took Poly down and
locked him with Mrs. Sandowsky in the
back of the ambulance. I had left Peggy
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in the driver’s seat and gone upstairs to get
the ignition key from Dave or Frank when
the telephone rang, high and thin. I
thought it was Kramer with an extra ques-
tion. But it wasn’t that phone. It was an-
other one, on the wall—a house phone. I
was on my horse at last and I wasn’t let-
ting any opportunities pass me by. I
answered it.

Someone said “Dave” cautiously.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

“Is everything under control? I thought
I heard shoot—"

He stopped. Maybe Dave was too cul-
tured to say “yeah.”

“Put Frank on.” This very suspiciously.

“Just a minute.”

I let the receiver dangle and I raced
down the stairs, told Peggy to hold every-
thing as I galloped past, and made it up the
long path to the house in something better
than sixty seconds flat.

There was a car around in back, a big
flashy pale blue convertible with darker
blue gabardine upholstery. There was a
man getting into it in a hurry.

“Mr. Hogan?” I said, with my hand on
my gun in my pocket.

He made a small movement that told
me there was something in his pccket, too,
then turned to face me impatiently. I
moved right on up to where I was leaning
on the car door

“I think you'll have to come with me.”

“Who are you?”

“Lynn Reed.” With my free hand, I
held my card out where he could see it. He
was big enough to be amused.

“And why should I come with you, Mr.
Reed ?”

“Because even with your lawyers, it’s
" going to be rather difficult to explain what

ganchez’ killers, hiding out, kidnapping
possible witnesses, were doing on your
estate.”

“I don’t know anything about Sanche-
killers.”” His tone put quotation marks
around the words. “But if you mean the
three boys who have been living in the
garage, they asked me if they could stay
there while the place was closed up. And,”
he added benevolently, “I think you're
making a mistake about them.”

“Have you seen them ?”

“One of them—an hour or so ago.
Why ?”

He turned the key in the ignition to
show me I didn’t have much more of his
valuable time to waste and stepped on the
starter.

“Because he was carrying cholera. May-
be I have no way to prove you hired them
to kill Sanchez and maybe I can’t hold
you for that. But I have every right, moral-
ly and legally, to stop you from running
around killing innocent people with the
germs that may be in you right now.”

He sniffed. He put his foot down on
the accelerator. The motor stopped hum-
ming and roared.

“If T have to shoot to stop you, I will,”
I told him.

He didn’t seem to believe me. The car
shot forward. Then the bullet T had been
half hoping he would throw my way first
split the air beside my left ear. The tires
screamed around the curve in the drive-
way.

He had time to shoot once more before
I got him. The bullet went through the
back of his head. The convertible swerved
off into a clump of blossomless laurel and
he fell out. I didn’t feel badly about it at
all. .

They were all pleased with me. Brodkin,
Evans, all the public health people, even
Kramer and Peggy. All very pleased and
very hysterical after the strain they had
been under.

They had the Sandowsky neighbor-
hood roped off and the medics were having
the kind of roman holiday with their hypos
that they hadn’t had since the war. They’d
found the kid and the real ambulance driv-
er and interne. It didn’t even matter any
more if the papers got it. It was all over
and it would be played that way.

I was brushing off reporters like one to
the manner born when Innes arrived.

“You irresponsible idiot,” he said. “Do
you know what kind of a policy we had
written on Hogan? A million dollar double
indemnity! That bullet of yours will cost
us exactly two million dollars !”

“Well,” I told him judiciously, ‘“you
can’t have everything.”

Then I secured Peggy’s arm and we left
together.

THE END



MICHAEL
O'HILLARD

“A thirty-eight scares
off lots of things,” she
said.

ICKETT STREET is the place you
don’t go at night. It’s the last mile
tried horning in on a waterfront den on the waterfront and marks the

. . end of the long wharf. It's a cluttered
—aad escorting a beautiful damsel ... kind of place. The old houses lean over
the street, closing in on you, pressing you
down toward the docks. At this time of
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year the fog swirls through the street
between the houses, and the foghorns
make the loneliest sound in the world.

I parked my car up on the hill and
walked down toward the wharfs. I didn’t
like it at all. I didn’t like the time of the
year, the neighborhood, but most of all I
didn’t like the address that was scribbled
on the little piece of paper in my pocket—
the dirty little piece of paper with the
bloodstain on one corner and the blurred
writing that said “No. 17, Picket Street”
and obliterated the rest by three weeks
of soaking in the dirty water of the bay.
That little piece of paper was all I had to
go by. It was the only thing I'd found on
a man’s body and I had to know more
about the man.

I turned into Pickett Street and
stopped. I could smell the rank odor of
stale garbage. My stomach did a couple
of flips and I wanted a drink. But I
started walking, counting houses from the
number three. My heels clicked on the
sidewalk as if I were the only person left
in the world. Three—five—seven— I
knew that other people must be around.
Occasionally I thought I saw a blurred
shape slide from one doorway to another.
And I knew that I was being watched.

Nine—eleven—thirteen— I cursed my-
self fer wearing good clothes. The whole
street must be alive with the news I was
there. Behind the dirty windows . . . up,
somewhere in the houses, immersed in the
gloom, people were waiting for me. Thir-

teen—fifteen—and seventeen— Number
seventeen Pickett Street.
I could barely make it out. I had got-

ten off too far from the lightbulb at the
upper end of the street. At the other end,
the harbor lights glowed dully. In be-
tween were the faint lights of a bar. .. or
maybe something worse. I started to
climb up the stone steps of number seven-
teen. I stumbled, but somehow I got to
the top. I stopped and listened.

Silence on Pickett Street. Silence com-
plete and profound.

You know that knocking doesn’t do any
good at that kind of house. The place was
dark and quiet. But people were there—
people who didn’t like you.

I stepped into a damp hallway. There
was some kind of light burning up around
the bend in the stairs above me. To the

other side of the stairs a little hallway
plunged back into the darkness. 1 felt
sick again, but this was no time to go back.
I leaned against the door and my heart
beat. I listened.

Somewhere a man breathing heavily.
Asleep.

The fog horn in the bay mourning at
weary intervals.

The man breathing.

A faucet dripping.

Someone walking . . . quietly . . . firmly
. . . coming up the dark little hallway to
the right of the stairs.

Pause.

There was a tall shape spraddling the
narrow hallway. It wasa man in a white
shirt. The light from the stairs cut across
his neckline so I couldn’t see his face. But
I knew where he was looking.

“What you want, buddy?” The voice
was deep and grating.

“Who owns this joint?”

“I asked you what you want. Come
on.” The man was moving out of the
shadow. The light moved up and slithered
across his face. A dirty, narrow face. A
face like a ferret, black little eyes, hooked
jaw and thin hair over a high forehead.
As he moved toward me, one of his hands
was reaching for the inevitable gun, knife
or blackout bar. This was Pickett Street.
“Maybe you got
buddy.”

I stepped away from the door.
“Maybe,” I said, “but I'd like to find out
for sure.” Now it was open warfare.

Suddenly the man did a quick turn.
Something whistled over my head and
smashed into the wall. Blackjack. I spun
on one heel and drove my left fist hard.
I felt ribs crunch. The man caved over
me and sunk onto the floor with his head
against the wall. Too easy. I squatted
down and looked into his eyes. I've been
around enough to know when they'’re
doped up. I straightened up and listened
again.

Man still breathing.

Faucet dripping.

The foghorn mourning for a dead man
found in the bay,

Pause.

And then— as if it happened very
slowly—a blinding flash and I dissolved
into the obscurity of Pickett Street,

the wrong house,
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HE first thing that I was conscious of

was pain. Great burning streaks of
it tearing through my arms and legs. Then
I felt wind with saltinit...cold. .. pain
again.

I opened my eyes and saw stars over
the bay. As I turned my head I saw a
night lamp burning blue, hanging on a
post with the water out beyond it. I
raised my hand to my head and felt fingers
close around my wrist. “You'd better let
it alone for a while,” said a voice. “They
nearly chopped your head off. Here, see
if this feels better.” Something cold over
my forehead.

Looking up, T saw a human being hang-
ing over me. It seemed to be sitting on a
crate. It held out a burning cigarette.
Slowly, I reached for it and began to sit
up. [ was looking into the face of the
most beautiful girl I've ever seen. Blonde,
dark eyes, good head, and a certain
sparkle to the face. Her mouth looked
like it had smiled and laughed a lot. She
was tall, built easily and gracefully.

The mouth smiled and the eyes looked
friendly. “You're Rufus Thorne, aren't
you?”’ Then, without waiting for an an-
swer, “I followed you down here and it's
damned lucky for you that I did.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, “I'm a sick
man. Who are you?”

“Brandy,” said the girl. “Tell me, did
yvou really kill Lars Kellaway? TI'll bet
you didn't!”

“I think we'd better start at the be-
ginning. Suppose you tell me what hap-
pened to me, how you figure in it and
where I am now.” I crushed out the
cigarette and fumbled for another one.
She struck a match. I could get a better

look at her in the flickering light. She
was really beautiful. Too beautiful for
Pickett Street or the waterfront.

“When you slugged Jason you had your
back to the door. Someone opened the
door and hit you. Didn’t you hear it?
They started to pull you into the house
again and I scared them off.”

“How in the hell would you scare them
off »’ I asked incredulously, looking at
her hundred and fifteen pounds. I rubbed
the back of my head. “It feels like a
couple of orang-utangs wouldn’t scare off
the guy who slugged me.”

“A  thirty-eight scares off lots of
things,” she grinned, pulling one
from her raincoat pocket and waving it in
my face. I grabbed it.

“Give me that before someone gets
hurt. Do you really know what it’s for ?”

“Just try me sometime,” she grinned.
She put the gun back in her coat pocket.

I stood up and shook myself. Nothing
broken. My hat missing, my nerves a
little more shaggy, but nothing really
damaged. “Now you'd better explain how
you know me and what you know about
Lars Kellaway,” I said. ‘“And while
you're at it, you'd better tell me who you
are.”

“Right,” she said brightly. “I'm
Brandy Thornton.”
“Don’t tell me,” I murmured, ‘“You

aren't—"

“Correct on the first guess,” she said,
settling herself on the crate. “The daugh-
ter of the guy who hired you.”

I sat down again. “Go on.”

“It's simple, darling. My old man
hired you four weeks ago to trail Lars
Kellaway. You lost him and he turned
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up dead in the bay. Now they think you
did it. At least father does and he’s con-
vinced the police that he’s right.” She
looked at me sympathetically. “You're
in a jam, aren’t you, baby?”

She was right . . . too right. I had
tailed Kellaway plenty until he got away
from me. I worked like a beaver trying
to find him again. Then came the anony-
mous phone call from a woman with a
rasping voice—the call that said I might
find something I wanted beneath pier
nineteen.

I got there fifteen minutes ahead of the
cops. They found me with the soggy
mass wrapped in a blue denim. It had
been Lars Kellaway once . . . but it wasn’t
any more. I was slippery enough to get
myself into the bay and do some fancy
swimming. After that the cat-and-mouse
stuff began. It had been going on for
six days. The broke private dick roam-
ing around the city trying to get himself
out of a jam while every smart apple on
the municipal police force is trying to get
him in one.

I looked at the girl. “Okay,” I said,
bitterly, “I might as well have one more
laugh. What’s your old man going to
give you for finding me? And how far
do you think you'll get me? With or
without that thirty-eight of yours. I could
take that gun and—"

“Now wait a minute, darling,” she said
soothingly, “You don’t know which side
I'm on yet, do you?” She leaned back,
clasped her hands around her knees and
sighed. “What’s it going to take to prove
to you that I'm on your side and not
theirs?”

“Three good reasons—and you haven’t
got 'em. I'm leaving. If you want to
shoot me you’ll have to do it in the back.
Thanks for pulling me out of the jam on
Pickett Street.” I turned and started off.
For the first time I noticed that I was on
a dock. My feet thudded hollow on the
boards. I walked away from the girl sit-
ting on the box. I could feel the hackles
on my neck rise, waiting for that gun to
go off.

“All right, chowderhead.” Her voice
snapped through the darkness. “I'll give
you one more chance.”

I stopped. Clutch at that straw, O
drowning man.

“If you buy me a drink, I'll tell you
who Lars Kellaway was and why my old
man wanted him tailed.” 1 heard her
stand up.

I turned and went back to her. Now
the blue light was behind me and I
couldn’t see her any more. “You win,” I
said. “What do you drink?”

Y THE time she’d finished off the

third whiskey sour and the sweep-

hand on the clock had hit two-thirty a. m.,
I had a lot of confidence in her.

“So,” I asked, “you roam Pickett
Street at night trailing men you've never
met?”’

“Sure,” she grinned, “I’'m curious. I'd
like to know the answers to a couple of
somethings.”

“What kind of somethings?”

“Why, for instance, my old man fired
a chauffeur ten years ago. And why the
chauffeur kept hanging around just the
same. I used to come home late at night
and see him leaving the house by the
servant’s entrance. I asked my old man
about it once and he got me an apartment
on Avenue L and told me to mind my own
business.”

“And the chauffeur—”

She nodded. ‘“Lars Kellaway.”

Pause. Something coming up.

)

“What does your old man do? How
did he make his dough?”
“Importing hemp. And that’s all

Made a fortune at it. He also imported
cheap oriental labor to work in the rope
business. All of which leads us to the
second something I'm curious about.
Namely, how did my beloved daddy make
so much money during the war when
there wasn’t any importing going on?”

“Reserve stocks, maybe?”” I asked.

She shook her head. ‘“He doesn’t even
own a warehouse. No, something’s
fishy.”

I stretched back and mashed out a cig-
arette. “Look,” I said, ‘“I’ve met all kinds
of people. But this is the first time I've
ever met a daughter who was just itching
to get her old man in trouble. How do I
know you're on the level? And what're
you driving at?”’

“Well,” she shrugged, “to answer the
first question, you could check into the
records and see if I'm on the level. And
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the second—what do you care, as long as
I can help you out?”

“When you’re in this kind of a jam, you
don’t trust anybody,” I muttered, ‘“and
yet you want to trust everybody. I don’t
know. Why didn't you do something
about all this years ago?”

She laughed that good, easy laugh. “I
have an apartment, a car and a steady in-
come, darling. Why cut my own throat?
If daddy loses, Brandy loses. But Kella-
way got hurt—permanently, and you got
hurt temporarily. 1 should have done
something before all of this. Now, maybe
I've got a guilty conscience.”

“Okay,” I said wearily, “where do we
go from here?”’

“I suggest that we go back to Pickett
Street. To number seventeen. You're
looking for Rose Ackerman. Don’t ask
me how I know, but you’re looking for
her. There’s a skylight in the roof of that
building. Go in that way—you’ll live
longer.”

“Might as well trust you,” I said,
standing up. “There isn’t anything else
I can do.”

I slipped down between the rows of
booths in the little bar and out onto the
street. It was a big avenue. Naked and
empty now at three a. m. I took a quick
look and hailed a cab that was idling be-
side the curb. As I settled back on the
seat I slipped the palm of my hand across
the safety of my gun.

“Where to, buddy ?”’ asked the driver.

“The top of Pickett Street,” I said,
slowly.

The driver shifted his gears, moved the
cab away from the curb and chuckled.

“What'’re you laughing at?”’ I snapped.

“I take more guys to Pickett Street at
this hour,” he said. “It’s just funny—
that’s all.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, “funny as hell.”

* k%

I suppose I was a little nuts. I'd met a
wacky girl and I was putting everything I
had into trusting her. I was crawling
across a rotted roof-top with the fog
making wet slime on my face and my
fingers growing stiff with early morning
cold—headed back into a house where
some guy had nearly torn my head off.

Sure enough, I found the skylight
towards the front of the house. There
was a latch on the outside—a funny kind
of place to have a latch—and I pried it
open. Good it was rusty. Hadn’t been
used for a long time. Still, the latch on
the outside meant that someone had been
using this place for something that re-
quired secret outside entrance. One niore
riddle about the house on Pickett Street.

Slowly I pried open the skylight. It
squeaked a couple of times and each time
I stopped for a thousand years. Finally
there was enough space to get my body in.
I peered down. Pitch black. I straightened
myself up and looked out across the roof-
tops. Out there I could see the red haze
of the harbor lights. In the other direc-
tion I saw the dull glow of the city. Rufus
Thorne in between them, wishing he was
some place else. I listened into the house.
No sound. ,

Rose Ackerman plus number seventeen,
plus a dame’s story, plus the hemp busi-
ness and a dead man in the bay equals
what? Now is the hour.

First my legs slid down the hatch, then
the middle of me. Now my head was in
and my fingers were clutching the rotten
rim of the skylight bordering. I was hang-
ing inside. Deep darkness below and
treacherous night above. I let go with
one hand. The rotten wood gave way
under my other hand.

For a split second I seemed to hang in
space. Then I plummeted down and
crashed onto the floor. I must have
dropped fifteen feet. It felt like fifteen
hundred. Darkness, engulfing and com-
plete.

Getting up painfully, I felt for the wall.
I began to feel my way along. Ten feet
down the wall—still alone, still feeling the
enemy in the darkness. Fifteen feet—
then the abrupt stop. A door.

I fumbled around for a knob. There
was one—there would be—I was afraid
I'd find it because that would mean I'd
have to go in and see what was there. I
opened the door and it gave without a
sound. I took a sideways step and closed
it again. Now I was in.

I waited.

Silence. Darkness. Time passing.

Silence.

I fumbled for matches and found my
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gun. I took that out and brought the
matches along. The safety was off the
gun. I tucked it underneath my arm and
struck a match.

The light flared up and died to a near-
blackout. Then it climbed up again . . .
a tired, reluctant light. I took a step for-
ward and peered around the room. I saw
the old brown walls . . . the greasespots
flickered on them in the faint orange light.
I saw a busted rocking chair. I saw a
mussed bed.

I saw Rose Ackerman sprawled out
with her mouth open and her fingers
twisted in her hair. One leg was crooked
up through the torn house robe. Her
head was twisted at an odd angle and that
open mouth was towards me. The open,
silent mouth. With her last words un-
spoken within her.

Two deaths in six days.
average for a man in trouble.

But I’'m smart. I know lots of things.
For instance I knew that someone was
framing up the murder of Lars Kellaway
against me. Now this Ackerman dame
had been polished off and it was a cinch
that they were going to pin that one on
me too. Think fast, Rufus.

So I lit up another match and took a
good look at Rose Ackerman. Brunette,
about five feet ten, pretty when her neck
isn’t broken . . . nice tall girl that ran
round with the wrong people. I went
over the room quickly. The usual stuff.
Nice and neat, all laid out in the bureau
drawers. I sniffed the perfume. Good
stuff. Fifteen bucks an ounce. I looked
at the clothes. Cheap, but well picked. A
dame with cheap clothes and expensive
perfume. Question mark. One more rid-
dle. My head was clogged with them.

I took one more look at the body. The
match flickered and died in my fingers.
I stood in the darkness for a moment
feeling for another one.

Then I lit another match. Looked at
the pretty girl and pulled the sheet over
her face. Sorry Rose, you lost—but I’ll
win for both of us.

I snuffed out the last light and went
out into the hall. No one was in the
house now—not with a stiff on the second
floor. Almost cheerfully I went down the
steps, clumping my feet along. In the
front hallway I stepped over something

Not a good

soft and limp. I must have hit him hard
for he was still there. I crouched and put
one hand on him. He was warm and alive
—alive enough to be sorry for trying to
hit me. He'd be sorry for maybe
fifteen years if the law liked my case
enough.

A ray of dim light broke through a
crack in the front door. Maybe that was
a symbol. I opened the door and stepped
out onto the street. The air of Pickett
Street smelled good . . . wonderful after
the stinking house.

I had a couple of questions to ask my
gal friend. And then I was going to have
breakfast with a murderer.

SHE was sitting in a sleek, black con-
vertible just beyond the light of a
street lamp. Smart baby, she knew enough
to be inconspicuous. I slipped into the car
seat beside her and caught my breath.

She looked at me eagerly. ‘‘Find her?”
she said.

I shook my head. “The whole batch
have flown the coop. No one there. Just
the jasper I slugged on the first floor.
But I found out plenty. Got to fit some
pieces together. Let me ask you a couple
of questions.”

She started.

I said: “Your father smuggles dope,
doesn’t he? And Lars Kellaway was the
errand boy. Right?”

Her lips tightened. “Right, baby. I’ve
been hoping you’d find out.” She was si-
lent for a moment. “Then I guess I half
hoped you wouldn’t find out. He’s a rat
and so forth, but he is my father. This
isn’t easy.”

I thought she was going to cry. Let
her, damn it.

“The guy I slugged was dopey. When
I went back to that house the place reeked
of dope. Easy to put it all together. Your
pappy runs this dump. A cab driver told
me he takes a lot of people down to Pickett
Street late at night. What for? To
smoke opium.

“Kellaway knew too much so they had
me trail him and then bumped him off and
fixed it so the cops thought I did it. Easy
way of getting rid of a guy with no conse-
quences. Am I right so far?”

She nodded. “You must be. Sounds
right to me.”
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“Okay. Now I've got a couple more
things to figure out. What time is it?”

She peered at her watch. “Three fif-
teen.”

“Okay,” I said, “let’s git.”

And another piece fell into place.

Al Forrest works late at night and he
drinks. He plays poker worse than I do.
But he’ll do me a favor whenever I want
it and I wanted one now. I was taking a
big chance going into the offices of the
Evening Star, but I knew that three-thirty
in the morning was the best time.

He was sitting with his feet up on a
desk and his six feet and five inches
spread around the city room. He was half
crocked, I guess and half asleep. He nearly
woke up when he saw me. I came up be-
hind him so he couldn’t yell.

“Rufus,” he gasped. “You oughta
be_’P

“I know,” I grinned, “either in Mexico
or Alcatraz. Listen Al, I'm in a jam. I
want to use the morgue files of your news-
paper. Gotta look someone up.”

‘T’ll say you’re in a jam,” he snorted,
“and you'll damned well have me in one if
anyone recognizes you here. C’mon, let’s
get down there.”

We went out of the city room, shutting
off the noise of the teletypes. We walked
down the dark corridor and turned in at
a little door marked “Reference Library”
—the morgue. Every story for ten years
is on file in there, under the headings of
people and subject matters.

Al shoved on the door. “They lock it,”
he grinned, “but that doesn’t keep any-
body out.”

The door gave and we went in.
I switched on a small overhead light
that cast a dim glow over the file cabinet
marked “T.” Al leaned against a desk
and lit a cigarette. “Tell me, Rufus,” he
asked quietly, “did you do it?”

“So help me heaven, Al,” T said, look-
ing him the eye, “I didn’t.”

“Frameup ?”’

“A great big one.”

“You look like you've had a hard time.”
I glanced at myself in the mirror on the
wall. I hadn’t thought of that. No shave
for a week, rumpled suit, dried blood over
one ear. I looked like a man who'’s been
running over his life in a maze. I looked
like death warmed over.

But this wasn’t any time to be worrying
about appearances. I slid my fingers along
the files and found a letter. Then I yanked
open a drawer and found a name. There
were clippings in the envelope and a pic-
ture. A picture of a girl who might have
been anyone—if you hadn’t seen her be-
fore. But I'd seen her before and every-
thing checked—checked too damned well.

I straightened up and looked at Al. He
was peering over my shoulder in an absent
sort of way. “Well?” he said softly.
“Find the key to the Kingdom of
Heaven?”

“Something like that,” 1 grinned, “or
maybe it’s more like memorizing the last
line in a play. My friend, the curtain is
about togoup ... ”

Smuggling that girl into my apartment
was no easy job. But it had to be done.
Part of the plan. I wanted her to wait
there and yet I was afraid that the cops
were still watching the place. So I turned
her big car into an alleyway behind the
building and slithered it up close to the
fire escape.

“Okay, baby,” I grinned, “clamber up
there and slide yourself in. Second floor
window.”

“But what if there are cops in there?”

“There aren’t,” I said, firmly. “Cops
never wait inside an apartment. They
wait outside for you and then they trap
you in there.”

She shrugged. “I guess you know
what you're talking about. But, Ruf, doll,
whatever you're going to do—be careful,
wan’t you ?”’

I nodded and she disappeared above me
into the darkness. I heard the window
slide open and shut again. She was in. I
swung the big car out of the alley and hit
for the main artery leading out of town,

I swung the car up over a ridge and
the highway dipped down below me. In
the gray dawn I saw a side road. That
was for me. I slowed the car down and
swung it off the road, up into some shrub-
bery. It bounced to a stop. I made sure
it couldn’t be seen, then I got out, locked
it and unscrewed the license plates. I
threw them in the bushes and started to
walk.

Stumbling and slithering through the
wet foliage, I finally came out into the
edge of lawn. Ahead of me a great
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pile of a house was stacked in the gray
light. On the top floor—the fourth—the
east windows were flashing faint sugges-
tions of the pink sunrise . . . but down at
my level it was still dark and forbidding.
I stopped and crouched on the ground,
getting my plan set and looking over the
land. Plot for the last mile.

I shivered. Cold . . . cold as death . ..
death that held hands with an ex-chauf-
feur and a girl with a broken neck. A
small dawn breeze scudded across the
lawn. :

Silence.

Then a shadowy figure flitted across
Grant Thornton’s front lawn.
into the shadows of the house, flickered
away again and then disappeared into the
well of darkness around a basement door.

That was Rufus Thorne playing tag
with destiny.

I STOOD looking down at old Thornton
as he lay drugged with sleep on his
great four-poster bed. His white hair was
tousled and his jowls sagged on his chest
and his flabby mouth grunted out snores.
Nobody is cute when they’re asleep except
babies and girls on the beach . . . but I've
never seen anyone look so forbidding.
Grant Thomton’s black eyebrows were
coursed down over his forehead in a per-
petual scowl—the scowl that had made a
million dollars—the scowl that wanted to
send me to the electric chair for something
I didn't do.

I glanced around the room quickly. The
tall windows were letting in streaks of
dawn grayness. The white starched cur-
tains rose eerily in the breeze and settled

ain. I could make out shapes of great
pieces of furniture and one door. Prob-
ably led to a bathroom, but maybe some-
where else. Chance, always chance.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and
clamped my hand over the open mouth.
Pause. He still slept. I probed his ribs
with my gun butt.

His eyes flew open with a sudden shock
and he tried to snort. I'll say one thing
for him. He never registered fear.

“Okay,” I said quietly, “I’'ll make you
a bargain. Keep your voice low, don't try
to call for help, and I'll let you up.” I
waved the gun in front of his face. “Gun.
It shoots.” '

It slipped

The scowling brows jutted down over
his eyes. Then he nodded. I lifted my
hand off his mouth and moved away.

He sat up, brushed his hand across his
mouth, then glared at me.

“I'll admit one thing, young man, you
ha\;e nerve. How’d you get in this house,
eh?”

I grinned. “Give you some advice for
nothing, Mr. Thornton. Never leave
basement doors open.”

He snorted. “I'll fire that gardener, so
help me I will. Well—what are you after?

Money ?”’

“Not at all. Just conversation. You
recognize me, of course?”’

“Anybody in the county would. I'm

not so far gone as you think, Thorne. I'm
only eighty-one.” He swung his spindly
legs out of bed and slid his feet into a pair
of slippers. “Be so kind as to hand me
my bathrobe.” I reached for a soft purple
robe that lay on a chair and he lit a cigar.

“You say you're after conversation, do
you? Well let me tell you one thing—if
you came here to prove that someone else
killed Lars Kellaway, you can’t do it. I'm
convinced."

“Right, if you want,” I said. “We'll
skip Kellaway for a couple of minutes.
First, why did you hire me to trail him?
I should have asked that in the first
place.”

“Lars Kellaway was a thief. I was
missing some things from this house and
I knew that Kellaway was responsible.”

“How’d you know that ?”

“Fired him ten years ago. He always
said he'd given even. Besides, he knew
the plan of the house perfectly. Waited
around until my daughter and I went to
New York, then came up here, broke in
and took the things.”

“Why not some other servant?”

The old man pulled on his cigar and
frowned. “Two reasons. One, all my
other servants have been with me for
years. Two, none of them knew the com-
bination to the wall safe. Stuff was stolen
from there. Kellaway knew the combina-
tion.”

“I see. Well, I think I can tell you
where the stuff is.”

The eyebrows shot up. “Eh? Where ?”

“In a house on Pickett Street.”

((Hmm.’l
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There was a pause. We looked at each
other. My heart was beating fast because
the time was getting tighter.

“Well,” I said, “Why didn’t you call
the police about it?”

The old man took his cigar out of his
mouth and scowled. “Don’t be an ass, Mr.
Thorne. If I had called the police, Kella-
way would know instantly that I was after
him. I called you in the hope that he
would lead you to where the valuables
were hidden.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that you were
looking for stolen goods? I might have
found them.” I sighed, stretched my legs
out and lit another cigarette. “Mr, Thorn-
ton, I'm afraid you were the one that
played the fool. You've lost heavily on
this.”

“What do you mean?”’ The old eyes,
couched in wrinkles, sparked for a mo-
ment. He didn’t like being called a fool.

“Tell me,” I said, “did you ever know
that you were being used as a front for a
dope-smuggling business ?”

“I!” He didn’t question it—he caught
on immediately. He just straightened him-
self up and glared at me hard. “Young
man, you'd better explain yourself, and
quickly.”

I got up and went to the window. This
wasn’'t going to be easy to tell. Outside, the
lawn was streaked with pure morning
sunlight and some birds were beginning
to test their chirpings in the lush trees and
bushes that glittered with a myriad of
dew-sparkles.

“There is a smart girl mixed up with a
smart outfit. The girl’s name is Rose Ack-
erman and her business is importing dope.
They get it into the country through your
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hemp shipments. But the port authorities
began to have a couple of vague suspicions.
So you got framed.”

I looked at the old man. He was staring
at me with his mouth set hard and the
eyebrows pierced down on his forehead.
He didn’t know what to think now. Maybe
it was much too early in the morning.

“Well, go on.”

“So,” I said, “they decided to frame
you. And they fixed it so cleverly that you
actually framed yourself.

“It worked this way : Lars Kellaway got
fired about ten years ago. He knew a lot
about your business. After you booted
him out he drifted around the waterfronts
for a while. He got hooked up with some
narcotics peddlers and bought his way into
the trade. He bought in with information
about the Thornton hemp business. They
contacted some of your people overseas
and made a deal. And for ten years you've
been carrying dope into the country via
bales of raw hemp. Simple.

“Then things began to get tough. The
city administration changed and the new
D.A. was a little too nosey. So they de-
cided to close up operations. But it wasn’t
that easy. City Hall and the Federal Nar-
cotics authorities knew something was up.
Somebody had to be expendable. Lars
Kellaway was chosen—although he didn’t
know it.”

The old man shifted in his chair and
grunted. “You seem to know a great deal,
Mr. Thorne. 1 assume your information is
carefully gleaned ?”

“Not at all,” I grinned, “it’s pure con-
jecture up to now, and will be for a little
while.” He frowned but didn’t stop me.

“Then,” I continued, “they heard about

from the miseries of
CHEST COLDS - SORE THROAT
COUGHS - ACHES and PAINS
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the wall safe. They got the combination
from Kellaway and cracked it open. The
stuff was stolen and taken to Pickett
Street. That put the finger on Kellaway
because they knew you were smart enough
to suspect him. They expected you to
call the cops. The cops would find out that
Kellaway was in the dope-smuggling
racket and they would connect you to him.

“Remember, it was your importing
business that got the stuff into this coun-
try. That was the end, supposedly. The
one thing they didn’t figure was that you
would call in a private detective—which
is where I come into the picture. So I had
to be framed too. That was easy.

“Only I got nosey. I found the address
of the house on Pickett Street and went
there. I was slugged and saved by a dame
who claimed to be—your daughter.”

He glanced up at me. “Yes?”

“Your daughter—” I said slowly—“is
she dark, tall with fair skin, or is she
blonde, glib and jittery ?”

He blanched. “Why do you ask ?”

“Because there are two girls that have
to be identified. One of them is Rose Ack-
erman; the other is Brandy Thornton,
your daughter. One if them is dead on
Pickett Street and the other is in my apart-
ment.”

Silence. A clock ticking.

“I went to the files of a daily newspaper.
I found a picture of the girl that is dead.
Here it is.” I pulled out the rumpled
clipping.

I handed him the picture. He stared at
it a long time.

And we both knew that Brandy Thorn-
ton hadn’t been seen with me that night.
We knew that she was dead.

OSE ACKERMAN tossed her beau-

tiful blonde hair and smiled at the
booking sergeant. She spelled her name
slowly for him, then lit a cigarette.
“Baby,” she said to me, “you did all
right.”

“I know it,” I said, “and you played a
dirty trick on a lot of people.”

“Come now,” she grinned, “you aren’t
going to rub it in, are you? Remember, I
saved your life.”

“Sure,” T answered grimly, “so you
could kill me for better reasons later on.

Tell me, why did you have to kill Brandy
Thornton ?”

The lovely blonde smiled. “I had to get
out, baby, and the best way for me to get
out was to die. So the poor little girl died
and if you hadn’t nosed around so much
we would have burned the house and you
would have known that Rose Ackerman
was in it and everything would have been
perfectly ducky.” She sighed.

A cop took her arm and led her out of
the room. She paused at the door and
grinned at me. “See you, baby,” she said.
Then the iron door swung shut and all that
was left of her was the dying click of her
heels as she started down the long road.

I turned away and sat down. Suddenly
everything hit me. Weariness, fear, des-
pair. I ran my hand over my jaw. It was
rough with dirt, beard and dried blood.
My clothes were rumpled and torn and
somehow I knew that I was much older.
I had gained in one night what you would
live in ten years.

The score didn't tally right. A dead guy,
a dead girl and an old man with a broken
heart. All because Rose Ackerman want-
ed something . . . she probably never knew
what.

I lit a cigarette and got up. “You guys
want me any more?”

“We’ll call you for the inquest,” said a
young man who was poring through some
papers. “Sure you’re all right?”

“Fine,” I said wearily. I went out the
door. The bright sunlight slammed into
my eyes. I blinked. Daylight for the first
time.

I got into my car and slid the gears into
place. Slowly I moved away from the curb
and rolled down the boulevard. I turned
into Avenue L.

To my left was a large apartment house.
Brandy Thornton had lived in there, but
she didn’t any more. Suddenly I wished
I’d known her, because forever I'd think
of her as someone else. As Rose Acker-
man, the dame who gambled with stakes
that didn’t belong to her—and lost.

I tipped my hat as I passed the apart-
ment building. Despite the bright, warm
morning I felt a little chill pass over me.
That would be Brandy Thornton smiling
from the other side of eternity. And I
knew that both of us would never forget.
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LESSON
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LARCENY

To keep the cops from putting the fin-
ger on him, Blackie had to ditch his
luscious armful of trouble.

By WILLIAM P.
McGIVERN

‘ N T HEN the bartender announced to
the few stragglers in his dingy bar
that it was about time to close,

Blackie Ward nodded pleasantly and

drained his glass of beer. Blackie's nod

was not wholly a gesture of acquiesence
with the bartender’s order. Chiefly, it was
an expression of satisfaction with his own
timetable. It was just a few seconds be-

fore two o’clock, which was just right.
The last few custaomers were on their
41
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feet now calling good nights to the bar-
tender. Blackie lifted his glass for a last
drop.

He had discovered after two weeks of
patient investigation that the laborers from
the nearby docks were in the habit of run-
ning a tab at this bar, and settling it on
Thursday evening after they had been
paid. The bartender placed his money,
which ran to a considerable amount, in a
cigar box beside the cash register and at
two o’clock, when the beat cop stopped by,
the two men walked to a neighborhood
bank, which had an all-night deposit serv-
ice, with the funds.

Now Blackie noticed the last customer
was going through the door. Normally,
Clancy, the cop, would be walking in any
second.

This night the cop wasn’t going to ar-
rive on time. No indeed!

It was little strokes of planning such as
this that had made Blackie Ward a suc-
cessful criminal, specializing in various
types of armed robbery and living pleas-
antly on the proceeds. Blackie looked more
like an underpaid bookkeeper than a crim-
inal, with his neat body and inconspicuous
clothes, and his thinning black hair and
nondescript but alert features.

He was as careful as a bookkeeper in
his planning too, for he never took short
cuts or extra chances. As a result, he
prospered as would any business man who
took the same precautions. Method and
order were his twin passions.

The fat bartender glanced at the wall
clock and said, “Well, Clancy’s a little
late tonight.”

“Yes,” Blackie said politely.

He glanced casually out the front win-
dow of the bar and saw that the street
was deserted. It wasn’t likely that any-
one would drift by in the next few min-
utes, for this was the waterfront area of
Philadelphia, a section that was deserted
soon after the bars closed.

Blackie got to his feet.

The bartender nodded a good-by to him
and yawned.

Blackie took the gun from his outside
pocket and put the barrel on the bar so
that it pointed at the bartender’s stomach.

“The cigar box with the money. . . .”
Blackie said.
“Now, here,” the bartender said, going

all red and then white. “You can't—"

“The money,” Blackie said in the same
voice. “And fast.”

Stuttering an incoherent protest, the
bartender put the cigar box on the bar
before Blackie. His eyes flicked hopefully
to the wall clock.

“Clancy won’t be along for a while,”
Blackie said. “Relax.”

He opened the cigar box and transfer-
red the bills to his outside coat pocket.
“Now turn around.”

With a last hopeful glance at the clock,
the bartender turned around reluctantly.
Blackie raised his arm and struck him
below the right ear with the barrel of his
gun. The blow was an expert one, hard
and sure, and it hit exactly the right spot.
The bartender went down without a sound.

Blackie tossed the empty cigar box be-
hind the bar, straightened his coat and
walked unhurriedly out of the bar. Stop-
ping at the curb he glanced up the dark,
empty street. According to schedule, Toni
would be along any second now. . . .

Toni, he thought with a touch of sad-
ness. He had liked her—but now it was
time to travel. Blackie had learned that
he travels fastest who travels alone. And
Blackie had also learned that there would
always be a Toni. Or a Belle, or a Marie,
or a Trixie. ~

Dumb kids who never had a break, who
were ready to fall for a fast line, a little
flash of money—but who hadn’t the judg-
ment to realize that smart guys would soon
give them the fast brush.

But he was going to miss Toni. She
had helped him out when he’d arrived in
Philadelphia, broke and needing a place to
hole up. He had used her small salar
while he planned this job. Blackie wasn't
grateful in any normal sense, for he con-
sidered gratitude a phony emotion that had
nothing to do with the practical problems
of living.

Still, he was going to miss her slender
blonde loveliness. Toni was tall, with long
shapely legs and a waist that he could al-
most circle with his two hands. And some-
where in her short nineteen years she had
become sophisticated, too.

IIE SAW the lights of a car coming
along the street, drawing over toward
the curb. The door swung open as the car
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slowed to a stop and he saw Toni’s blonde
head. She was grinning. It was all right.

He stepped in, slammed the door and
the car picked up speed immediately.

“Any trouble?” he asked her, taking
his last cigarette out and lighting it.

“Not a bit,” she said, in her husky
voice. “I started about ten of two just
like you told me and I pulled up alongside
the cop, Clancy, about five minutes of two.
That was six blocks from here.”

Blackie nodded, feeling a satisfaction at
hearing her account of his plan in oper-
ation. They had tailed Clancy for three
nights and made a careful timetable of his
route.

“Well, I asked him how to get to Jen-
kintown, like you told me,” Toni went on.
“You should have seen the service I got.”
She laughed in her high, cheerful voice.
“He put his foot on the running board
and practically described every lamp post
on the way. I kept interrupting him, like
you told me, and finally pretended I was
all mixed up and made him go over it
again. I could have kept him for an hour.”

“Five minutes was enough,” Blackie
said.

“It worked then?”

“As planned,” he chuckled.

“You're really smart, Blackie,” she said
admiringly.

“Sure I am,” he said. “Now let’s get
to the apartment.”

She concentrated on driving and he
turned sideways to watch her. Yes, he’d
miss her all right. The white silk dress
she wore clung to her slim body like a
second layer of skin. She was quite a dish.

But this was so long, good-by. Tonight
he pulled out. He had his ticket to Miami
in his wallet. One ticket, one way. It was
time to go, and where Blackie went so did
the money. . . .

Her apartment was in the downtown
section of Philadelphia in a cheap neigh-
borhood. Entering the dingy, three-room

rat trap Blackie felt a sense of relief that
he wouldn’t be spending another night in
the place.

“Fix us a drink while I count the loot,”
he told her.

He spread the money on the coffee
table, counting it with nimble fingers.
Eighteen hundred and fifty dollars. Not
bad. Toni brought him a highball and
looked hungrily at the money.

“Pretty,” she said, and ran her fingers
through it like a child playing in sand.

“Stick with me and you’ll see lots of
pretty sights,” he said.

She leaned across and kissed him on the
mouth. “We'll stick together, won't we,
Blackie? I mean, you're really taking me
to California with you?”

“Sure thing, baby. You're my lucky
piece.”

He took a page of the newspaper and
wrapped the money in a tight flat bundle.
This had been part of his first plan. He
had told her he was going out to put the
money in the trunk of the car, explaining
that it was safer there than in his wallet.
But she would know that this could be
done the next morning when, as she be-
lieved, they would start for the coast.

Blackie had therefore another little
scheme, one which would give him the
opportunity to leave the apartment that
night—and with the money—in time to
catch the three a.m. for Miami.

Of course, he knew that his caution was
probably not necessary, for Toni trusted
him completely.

He stood up and took off his coat and
tie and tossed them over the back of a
chair. Unbuttoning his collar, he sat down
with a sigh of contentment and fumbled
through his pocket for a cigarette. He
didn’t find any naturally—for he had care-
fully gotten rid of everyone in his posses-
sion and everyone in the apartment that
same day. And Toni didn’t smoke.

“Fresh out,” he said, with an annoyed
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shake of his head. He tried the pockets in
his suit coat then, and looked into the ciga-
rette boxes. “There’s gotta be one around
somewhere,” he muttered and walked into
the bedroom and rummaged around in
there for a while.

When he came back to the living room,
Toni said, “Seems like you'd be a little
more careful, seeing the way you smoke.”

“Well, it just means I take a little walk
to the drug store,” he said. “Maybe that
will make me remember in the future.”

He liked the nice homey touch in this
part of his plan. What was more natural
than that a guy should run out of ciga-
rettes and be forced to take a walk in the
middle of the night to get some?

“Well, hurry back,” she said.

“Sure.” He started for the door, turned
back. “I might as well drop off the cash
in the car on the way. No sense leaving it
around here. There’s a chance, a slim one,
of course, but somebody might nose in
here on us.”

He picked up the newspaper-wrapped
flat bundle from the coffee table and put
it in his hip pocket. If she was smart
enough to have any suspicions, the fact
that he was going out without a coat or
tie would be enough to allay them.

But Toni wasn’t the suspicious type.
She was the animal type and he had
known how to make her purr.

HE had stretched out on the couch now

with her arms above her head, and

in that position the lamp light touched

her long blonde hair with a soft sheen.

Her wonderful, satin-textured legs were

crossed. Blackie hated to say good-by—
but his plans called for it.

So he waved to her and opened the
door.

She said, “Please hurry,” and snuggled
down deeper into the couch.

“I’ll run all the way,” he grinned, and
left.

Outside Blackie walked the block and a
half to his car—Toni’s car really—with
unhurried steps. He opened the rear door
and took a coat from the floor and slipped
it on, and then hopped into the front seat
and pulled a tie from his pocket. He ad-
justed it carefully and with the help of
the rear-vision mirror tied a perfect Wind-
sor knot.

Then he opened the glove compartment
and took out a pack of cigarettes. He
broke them open, stuck one in his mouth
and lighted it from the dashboard lighter.
Inhaling gratefully, he started the car and
drove away. He felt very pleased and
quite relaxed. The cigarette tasted very
good, and the coat he was wearing was a
camel’s hair jacket that fitted him neatly.
Already his regret at leaving Toni was
fading. Miami was the mecca of beauti-
ful women, he thought cheerfully, and he
had an eighteen hundred dollar bankroll.

Blackie drove ten or twelve blocks to
get out of the immediate neighborhood,
before pulling over to the curb and stop-
ping the car. He took his wallet from his
pocket and prepared to open the news-
paper-wrapped bundle of money. He was
smiling as he tore open the paper and
began stuffing the bills into his wallet.

He stopped smiling and began to curse.
He was holding a packet of dollar-sized
strips of newspaper in his hand.

For a moment he was too stunned to do
anything but stare at them with helpless
confusion. But that moment passed quick-
ly. With an oath, he started the car. spun
the wheel recklessly and drove back the
way he had come at breakneck speed.

“The dirty double-crossing doll,” he
raged. He jammed the accelerator to the
floor and his anger was so all-consuming
that he forgot about the risk he was tak-
ing of being picked up for speeding.

His luck held. He wasn’t stopped and
when he brought the car to grinding halt
before Toni’s apartment, he was out and
half way up the steps before the motor
had stopped turning over. ‘

When he opened the door, he saw that
the lamp by the sofa was still burning. But
Toni was gone.

Nevertheless he dashed into the bed-
room and jerked open the closet door and
even got down on his knees to look un-
der the bed. After that, he barged into
the kitchen and the bathroom with the
same furious energy.

But she was gone.

When he returned to the living room,
his steps were lagging and on his face was
a dazed, unbelieving expression.

“After all I did for her,” he mumbled
to himself. He felt hurt. bewildered and
dazed for a moment. His anger returned
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and in a healthy fury, he kicked over the
coffee table.

It was then he saw the note. It had
been on the coffee table, weighted down
by a compact he had given her one night
in a burst of generosity. With trembling
fingers he picked the note from the floor.
It was in Toni’s sprawling, affected hand-
writing, and it read:

No guy as careful and sharp as you would
run out of cigarettes, Blackie. | know you,
baby, and when you forget anything it’s for
a reason. I had the dummy package fixed up
ahead of time just in case yow pulled any-
thing funny. You did, and ain’t i2 a riot?
Love and kisses.

Toni.

Blackie groaned and sat down on the
couch. The scheming, two-faced little in-
grate. It showed you couldn’t trust any-
body.

Suddenly, he started to his feet and
looked at his watch. Twenty of three. He
had to catch that train, even though he
was broke. It would be hot for him now
in this town, with that bartender waiting
to put the finger on him.

He hurried to the door and started
down the steps. It was dark and for a
second he didn’t see the two men who
were standing by the car. When he did it
was too late for him to turn around and
try to get away.

One of them caught his arm. The other
flashed a star.

“City police,” the first man said quiet-
ly. “We want to talk to you about a rob-
bery in town tonight. Mind coming
along?”

Blackie wet his lips. “Officer,” he said,
“I’ve got to catch a three o’clock train.
It’s very important.”

“So is this,” the cop said patiently.
“We got a phone tip a while ago that you
were mixed up in that deal. If you're not,
we'll let you go in time to catch the
morning train. We want a certain bar-
tender to take a good look at you, that’s
all.”

“Oh,” Blackie said. His voice sounded
rather shrill. “Was this phone tip you got
from a babe?”

He knew even before the cop said,
“Yes” that it was Toni. And he knew
the bartender would put the finger on him.
Shrugging sadly, Blackie allowed the de-
tective to lead him down to their car.

But this would never happen to him
again, he swore fiercely. He took the ciga-
rettes from his pocket and hurled them
into the street. He’d quit smoking, that’s
what he’d do. He’d never get caught that
way again,

That was the secret of his success. De-
tail. He felt a little better then. But not
much.
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HERE'S LEAD

By RUSSELL BENDER

When a tough and tipsy actress col-

lided with a Hollywood producer’s

bullet, Lavwo-shark Jimmie Kerr had to

outfox a cute cookie—or take his
client’s punishment.
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CHAPTER ONE
Change of Heart

ERR came into the El Goofo
K Lounge with Nan McCeurt on his

arm. The El Goofo was a theatri-
cal hangout—not for the Hollywood celeb-
rities, but for a few radio performers,
jazz musicians, chorus girls, and actors
and producers from the town’s various
legitimate stage enterprises.

At the bar, Dorothy Luft spotted Kerr.
She was flanked this Thursday evening by
two cscorts, thin, sunburned, blond young
men with carefully-set curly hair.

Dorothy Luft said in a shrill angry
voice, “I never liked crooked shysters,
and even if I did like ’em, I wouldn’t like
one named Kerr.” She spoke loud enough
for everyone in the bar to hear. Her two
young escorts looked startled. “He mur-
dered my brother,” she added.

Kerr stopped just inside the door, his
dark eves brooding on Dorothy Luft.

Nan McCourt plucked at his sleeve.
“What's this?” she whispered. “Your
past catching up with you?”

One of the bartenders moved down the
bar to Dorothy Luft, his whole face tight-
ening with disapproval. “Cut it, Dottie,”
he said. “Cut it.”
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“You’re a liar,” she said softly.
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Dorothy Luft stood up from the bar
stool. She was a thin girl, barely over
twenty, with a slight puffiness from whis-
key already in her face. Her tight-fitting
black taffeta dress was cut very low in the
front. A tufted bustle swayed in the back.
“l won’t stay in a joint that lets that
crummy shyster in the door.” She leered
at her young escorts. “If you want me to
stay, throw the crumb out.” She walked
off in drunken majesty toward the door
marked Ladies.

The two escorts looked uncertainly at
Kerr. One wore a tan sports coat with
chocolate-brown sleeves and no lapels.
The other wore a chocolate-brown sports
coat with tan sleeves and no lapels.

One of the waiters came quickly up to
Kerr. “Table for two, Mr. Kerr?”

Kerr's face was flushed slightly. He
glanced past the waiter over the tables in
the long dim room. “Mr. Munger’s table,”
he said.

“He left about an hour ago, sir.”

Kerr looked at the two young men at
the bar. They were still watching him. He
shrugged irritably. “Well, if he comes in,
tell him I'm looking for him. It’s urgent.”
He touched Nan’s arm. “Let’s dust out of
this trap.”

Nan said, “Let’s not.”” She smiled up
at him. She had brown eyes and her hair
was a lighter brown, cut short, with bangs.
She had a husky voice, almost the timbre
of a man’s, except that it was soft and
sometimes had a caress in it. It caressed
Kerr now. “We’ll fight them together.”

Joe Luft had killed himself—by the
simple expedient of pushing a pistol barrel
into his mouth and pulling the trigger—
because he was wiped out financially back-
ing a show produced by Arthur Munger,
who was Kerr's client. It was Dorothy
Luft's belief that her brother had been
tricked by some underhanded legal
shenanigans on Kerr’s part. This was not
common gossip in Hollywood, because up
until now she hadn't accused Kerr pub-
licly. Up until now, she hadn’t been drunk
in public.

“We'll stay if you like,” Kerr said.
He looked at his wristwatch and frowned.
It was a few minutes of nine. “Munger
usually drops in three or four times a
night, anyway.”

“Don’t pout,” Nan McCourt said. They

”»

followed the waiter to a table near the end
of the bar.

The chocolate-brown coat with tan
sleeves pushed himself away from the bar
and came up to their table. He said to
Kerr, “You heard the lady.” He didn't
sound too sure of himself, but he jerked a
thumb toward the door with much brava-
do. “Blow.”

Kerr stood up negligently from the table
and hit the young man under the right eye.
The young man swayed, but didn’'t go
down. His partner squealed like a fright-
ened animal, jumped off his bar stool, and
ran for the door.

A waiter blecked his way. ‘“Have you
paid your tab?" he asked politely.

The young man in front of Kerr felt his
right eye very gingerly. It was already
beginning to swell. He ran to the bar and
peered into the back-bar mirror. “Heav-
ens!” he screamed in horror. “And I have
a test at Excelsior Films tomorrow!” He
too ran for the door.

The waiter was still blocking the door
off. “What’s the tab, Hymie?” he called
to the bartender. °

The bartender named a sum.

IMMIE KERR just sat down and
looked at his knuckles. They were
unbruised. He flushed and said, “I feel
like I'd just hit somebody’s mother.” He
felt very little pride in Lawyer James
Kerr. His waiter still hovered nearby, so
he ordered drinks.

Nan put her hand on his arm. “You
had to do something, Jimmie,” she said
softly. She hesitated. “Could you tell me
what it’s all about?”

Kerr explained about Joe Luft killing
himself. “His life-savings were twenty-
seven thousand dollars. He lost that. He
also had an ice-cream store on Sunset
Boulevard. It was worth about the same
amount. He lost that. He claimed I
tricked him.”

“How ?” Nan asked.

Kerr looked at her gloomily. “In back-
ing a show, there are two kinds of part-
nerships—limited and unlimited. In a
limited partnership, you're only respon-
sible for the amount of dough that you put
up. In other words, if you put up a thou-
sand dollars, all you can lose is a thou-
sand dollars.”



Here’s Lead in Your Teeth

49

Nan said in a hushed voice, “Look,
Jimmie. The boys’re adding up their
pennies, trying to pay the bill.”

“Are you listening to me?” Kerr asked
irritably,

“Certainly. Go on.”

“Well, in an unlimited partnership,
you're responsible to the full extent of
your assets. If you invest a thousand dol-
lars, and the show loses thirty thousand,
you have to pay the extra twenty-nine
thousand—if you have it. In return for
this kindly privilege—" Kerr’s lips
twisted ironicaﬁy———“you have a say in the
management of the show. Get it?”

“Vaguely,” Nan said.

Kerr shrugged. “Joe Luft invested five
thousand dollars. There were a dozen
investors altogether, with investments
totalling forty grand. All signed limited
partnership papers—except Joe Luft and
a woman named Janice Morley. The show
flopped. Janice Morley was supposed to
be from a rich Texas oil family, but that
turned out to be a hoax. So Joe Luft lost
everything.” He paused again. “He said
he thought he was signing a limited part-
nership.” Kerr’s face darkened.

Nan said, “Did you fool him?”

Kerr looked shocked. ‘“What ?”

The door marked Ladies opened and
Dorothy Luft came out. She hadn’t both-
ered to comb her dyed dark-red hair. At
sight of her, her two young escorts, their
bill finally paid, fled. She swayed to the
bar and stood looking uncertainly at the
two empty stools. Then she spotted Kerr.

Nan wasn’t paying any attention to her.
“You haven’t answered my question, Jim-
mie,” she said. Worry shadowed her soft
delicately-shaped face. “Did you trick
him?”’

Kerr paled. “For gosh sake, Nan—"

Dorothy Luft picked up the drink of
the man nearest to her at the bar. She
said, “’Scuse me.” She swayed over to
Kerr, who was looking at Nan McCourt,
and poured the drink over his head.

Kerr pushed his chair back and stood
up, sputtering. He pulled out a handker-
chief and mopped his head. His waiter
seized one of Dorothy Luft’s arms.

She said, ‘“Leggo me,” and kicked him
in the shins. The waiter howled and
jumped back, and nobody else tried to
touch her. She swayed off toward the

door, waving a hand angrily at Kerr.
“Wait till tomorrow, shyster!” she called
bitterly. “I’ll fix your 1i'l red wagon! A
cell for you, shyster—a 1i'l cell for you!”
She opened the door and staggered out.

Nan McCourt was looking at Kerr
coolly. “You still haven’t answered my
question, Jimmie,” she said.

Kerr wadded his sodden handkerchief
into a ball. His eyes brooded on the door
that Dorothy Luft had just quitted. “Do
I have to now?” he snapped. His voice
quivered with anger.

Nan said, “You don’t ever have to,
Jimmie.” She stood up quickly and walked
out of the lounge.

CHAPTER TWO
Planting His Coffin

ERR stood motionless. The man at
the next table doubled over with
laughter, but straightened up when

Kerr looked savagely at him. Kerr
wheeled and went into the men’s room.
The shoulders and lapels of his jacket
were wet with whiskey and water. He
brushed off his jacket, adjusted the collar
of his soft white shirt, and returned to his
table. Two drinks were waiting for him.
He drank both of them standing. Nobody
else laughed at him. He paid his bill and
left the lounge.

In front of the lounge, Kerr crossed the
street gloomily and climbed into his green
convertible. He felt sure that the mo-
ment the door had closed behind him,
laughter had surged again over the tables.
Something else bothered him more. The
thought of losing Nan McCourt was like
a hard blow in the pit of his stomach.

He rolled the convertible down a slight
grade and turned into Hollywood Boule-
vard. Something else occurred to him.
He had seen Dorothy Luft several times
since her brother’s suicide, and while she
had looked at him like a snake she would
have liked to smash underfoot, she hadn’t
said a word to him. He wondered if her
threat was just alcohol induced—or if she
was going to spring something on him
tomorrow.

Kerr had gone to the lounge to see
Arthur Munger because of a phone call
from an attorney named Pat Vico who
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said that unless Kerr and Arthur Munger
saw Vico promptly they would find them-
selves in very dire straits.

Pat Vico was the lawyer handling Joe
Luft’s estate. Or rather, Kerr thought
dryly, what was left of Joe Luft’s estate.
Pulling the convertible abruptly to the
curb, Kerr got an address book out of the
glove compartment, and looked up
Dorothy Luft’s address. She lived in the
hills north of Hollywood in a house she
had formerly shared with her brother, Joe.

He did a U-turn in the center of the
block and headed east. At Western Ave-
nue, Kerr turned north in the direction of
Griffith Park, and in ten minutes reached
a small development built on a narrow
road that wound upgrade.

Four small stucco houses were at the
top of the hill, fronting on the dead-end
shank of the road. This was Sereno Court.
At the rear, garages were built into the
hill beneath the houses. From the street
below, steep concrete steps ran up beside
the garages to the small back yards. Kerr
parked his convertible in front of the third
of the four houses, No. 32.

The houses were set back picturesquely
from the road, about thirty feet. Each had
its own small square grass plot, and flower
beds blooming with oleander and gerani-
ums. A bright California moon washed
them clearly as day. Nos. 28, 30, and 34
were very dark and very quiet. Hell was
breaking loose in No. 32,

There were drawn Venetian blinds in
the front windows. A woman’s shrill an-
gry voice rose behind them—too slurred
to be intelligible. Then there were a couple
of crashes, like the explosive pop and clat-
ter of shattering glass, Two shots—and
silence.

Kerr’s lips were suddenly dry. A door
slammed in the rear of the house. Hard
heels beat heavily on concrete. Kerr ran
around to the back of the house. He
reached the top of the steep concrete stairs
that led down to the street below in time to
see a man running away at the bottom.

In the bright moonlight, Kerr saw the
man clearly. A sleek blond head and a
pair of broad square shoulders in a light
sports coat. The head and shoulders
ducked quickly into the big dark sedan
that already had its headlights on. Kerr
cupped his hands to his mouth to yell.

The motor of the big sedan purred softly.
The sedan shot away down the winding
grade.

“What the hell?” Kerr said. He turned
and looked at the rear of the house. A
light burned dimly inside. Somewhere
nearby a door closed softly.

No lights showed in Nos. 30 and 34.
Kerr reasoned that if he were a neighbor,
he wouldn’t show lights either, and tried
the back door of No. 32. It was unlocked.
He pushed through a kitchen into a small
square living room.

Near the doorway to the kitchen, the
white wall was wet in two places. Be-
neath the wet spots, shattered bits of red
and blue pottery were scattered on the
thick green rug. Red roses and hibiscus
blooms were strewn among the shattered
bits. On the floor near some window
boxes, Dorothy Luft lay. Her eyes were
open, glazed.

Kerr didn't touch her. He felt a slight
sinking sensation in his stomach, and
wished he hadn’t come inside. The two
holes in Dorothy Luft’s dress were so
small that Kerr had difficulty spotting
them. They were no larger than cigarette
burns,

Kerr stood motionless for a few mo-
ments, fighting a mounting panic that
urged him to flee. He found himself mak-
ing up reasons to justify that urge, He
finally discovered one that seemed per-
fectly good common sense. He reviewed
it and found nothing wrong with it. He
opened the front door and plunged out,
sucking gratefully at the clear California
air,

TALL man in a wide-brimmed West-
ern hat was copying down the license
number of his green convertible. Kerr
stopped as if he’d been hit by a truck. The
tall man calmly folded a piece of paper,
slipped it in his pocket, and stuck his stub
of a pencil through the narrow band of his
hat—all without taking his hat off.
He said, “Nice car you got here, son.”
He shoved both hands deep in his pants
pockets and stared at Kerr blandly.

Kerr didn’t recognize his own voice.
“You wrote down my license number?”

‘(Yup-))

“Why?”

The tall man said, “Heard a couple of
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shots. Live next door.” He waved a long
thin arm toward the last house in the row
—No. 34. “People don’t shoot in their
houses without no reason. Used to be a
deputy sheriff once back in Amarillo,
Texas.” He leaned down and scratched
his right leg. “Glad there’s no mosquitos
in California.”

Kerr took a deep breath. He was sorry
there were Texans in California. He said
levelly, “Somebody was killed in there.”

The Texan leaned down and scratched
his left leg. “I ain’t surprised,” he said.
“Man blew out his brains in there jest
about a month ago.” He paused. “If he
had any brains. Never knowed a Texan to
blow his own brains out.”

Kerr said, “Dorothy Luft was killed in
there. She was murdered.”

“I ain't surprised.” He nodded.

“I didn’t murder her,” Kerr said.

The tall man took his right hand out of
his pocket and studied his long bony mid-
dle finger. He said, ‘“Reckon that’s some-
thing the po-leece’ll have to decide.”

“A man ran out of the house right after
the shots. He ran down the back steps.
He even had a car waiting for him. You
saw him, didn’t you?”

“Nup,” the Texan said.

“But you heard him?”

“Nup,” the tall man said again. He
bent and scratched both legs at once.
“Shots woke me up, kind of. Sleep on the
other side of the house. Cooler there.
More breeze.” He scratched more vigor-
ously. “Damned new drawers for my

birthday,” he said. He looked at Kerr
without straightening up. “Nup. You're
the only man I seen around here. Called
the po-leece yet?”

i
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Kerr measured the bent figure hastily,
deciding whether to try to knock hell out
of this man—obviously in his middle
fifties. But the Texan would be able to
describe him and the green convertible,
and he might even remember the license
number. Kerr abandoned the idea of
filching the paper that contained the li-
cense number. He sighed heavily. “I
was just going to,” he said.

The tall man straightened up and looked
at the convertible. He chuckled. “Didn’t
know they was even putting phones in
these things.” He jerked his chin toward
his house. “I got one in there if you'd like
to use it.”

Half way up the walk, the Texan asked
Kerr, “You recognize the man you seen,
son?”

He stopped in his tracks and looked
quizzically at him. He felt that his was a
very ironical question. If he hadn’t rec-
ognized the man he had seen, he wouldn’t
have tried foolishly to run away. Kerr
scowled and, glaring at the man, reached
down and scratched his right leg.

“Yup,” he said, and went on into the
house. . . .

The following morning, the nine o’clock
final of the Los Angeles Times carried a
banner :

LAWYER ACCUSES OWN
CLIENT OF MURDER.

Kerr spread out the paper on the steer-
ing wheel of his convertible and scowled
at the headlines. Then he tossed the paper
on the seat, and climbed out near the stage
door of the Martinez Theater. A slim
dark man in navy-blue chauffeur’s whip-
cord was leaning against the wall by the
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door in the sun, studying a racing form.
He looked up as Kerr approached, moving
pothing but a pair of soft liquid eyes.

“You better blow,” he said.

Kerr stopped. “You frighten me, Lou.”

Lou folded his racing form carefully and
thrust it in the top of one of his shiny
black leggings. Under the brim of his
chauffeur’s cap, his soft eyes showed no
animosity. ‘“Nobody’s putting the scare on
you, counselor. I'm just telling you for
your own good. Artie’s sore.”

Kerr said, “I'm going in.”

Lou shrugged. “Who’s stopping you?”
His eyes, which never seemed to change
expression, looked at the armpits of Kerr’s
suit. Apparently satisfied that there was
no gun there, he opened the door and
pushed his head inside. “The counselor’s
coming in,” he called. Then he leaned
against the wall again.

Kerr entered the theatre. The stage was
bare of scenery, its rear brick wall bleak
and somber in the dimness. Overheard, a
few lights burned faintly. A girl in slacks
and a tall blond actor in a Hawaiian-
print sports shirt were rehearsing a scene.
Others lounged around an upright piano
in the orchestra pit. This was the cast of
The Bride’s Room, Arthur Munger’s
latest production, due to open in Holly-
weod in three weeks. Arthur Munger him-
self was not in sight. Nan McCourt, the
second lead, wasn’t around.

Kerr felt a stab of disappontment. He
crossed the stage and, climbing a narrow
metal companionway, entered an office one
flight up.

ROM behind a blue kneehole desk,

Arthur Munger looked up in surprise.
Munger had a sleek blond head and broad
square shoulders. Unlike a lot of people
connected with show business in Holly-
wood, his face was untouched by the sun.
His skin was pale to the point of grayness.
Otherwise, he made the usual Hollywood
concessions—light blue flannel sports shirt
buttoned at the throat, fawn-colored
slacks, Western belt, multi-colored ar-
gyles, and loafers. His eyes were the same
pale gray as his face.

Kerr always suspected that Munger’s
blond hair was tinted. For the first time,
he wondered if the rumors about Munger
having been a member of the old Purple

Gang in Detroit were true. Certainly, Lou,
the chauffeur downstairs, had a record as
long as a showgirl’s leg. “I dropped in to
make something clear,” to told Munger.

Munger said, “That’s nice of you.
Accuse me of murder and then drop by
casually. I like that touch. I'm laughing
myself to death over it. Let’s go out and
have lunch together and let everybody in
Hollywood laugh.”

Kerr hesitated. The last thing he had
expected from Munger was irony. He
said, “Listen, Artie,” and paled slightly.
It was very difficult to explain to a man
why you had accused him of murder. Then
he plunged. “You know how I feel about
the law,” he began.

He wet his lips. “I saw you run away
from that house yesterday. I found Dottie
Luft dead a few minutes later. Evidence
like that is pretty serious stuff—the kind
they put you in the gas chamber for.” He
frowned. “I even tried to get away from
that house because the only evidence I
could give might send you to the gas
chamber. I like to see people get the breaks
the law gives them. I don’t suppose you'd
care to believe that.”

“Would it make any difference,” Mun-
ger asked indifferently, “if I did believe
1t?”

Kerr flushed. He was trying to explain
something that looked like the betrayal
of a client. Angrily he said, “I risked dis-
barment last night for you, like a fool.”
His flush deepened. “Not because I like
you, Artie, because I don’t and never will,
but because it’s the way I happen to feel
about the law.”

Amusement glinted for an instant in the
pale gray eyes. “I know,” he said gravely.
“You're a very noble character.”

Kerr whirled savagely. He said, “All
right! Why are you out of jail right now
and—and not even out on bail ?”’

“You tell me, noble character,” Munger
said.

“You had an alibi, and the law, by-
Jupiter, recognizes alibis!” He crossed
the room and put both fists on the blue
desk.

“Your chauffeur and five other guys
swear you were playing cards all night—
miles away from Dottie Luft’s. The law
happens to think the words of six people
are better than the words of one.” He
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didn't add that, on this particular day,
especially than the words of Lawyer James
Kerr.

Munger looked indifferent.

Kerr added, “With me, luckily the law
demands evidence. Dottie Luft was shot
with a gun. I didn't have a gun. The police
searched the place for four hours last
night and couldn’t find a gun. So they had
to accept my story whether they believed it
or not.” Kerr was very sure that they
hadn’t believed it. He added, “Lawyers
know how to sue for false arrest, you
know.”

“Is that all they know?” Munger
asked.
Kerr decided to ignore this. He said,

“Listen, Artie. If I hadn’t tried to run
away, I wouldn’t be facing a possible in-
vestigation for disbarment. After my
ruckus with Dottie Luft, the cops think
that's my motive for killing her.” Kerr
thrust his chin out slightly. “Since this
publicity may ruin your new show—ruin
you forever in show business—I think
that’s your motive for killing her.”

Munger stood up slowly behind the
desk. His pale face was still indifferent.
He leaned over and picked up an Ex-
ananer from a blue leather chair. He
studied the front page for a moment.
“Seen this?"’ he asked.

Kerr said, “I saw the Times.”

“Oh.” Munger thumped the paper
thoughtfully with a finger. “What pub-
licity would ruin me? It might be interest-
ing to know that, counselor.”

Kerr said quickly, “I’ve been trying to
contact Vico all morning. The last word
I could get on him was that he ran into
you at a pub last night about nine o’clock
—an hour before Dottie Luft was killed. I
have an idea that when I find out why
Vico was threatening us, I'll find out why
you killed Dottie Luft.” He added, “In-
cidentally, I haven’t told the police this.”

Munger was vastly unperturbed. “What
would you advise me to do, counselor?”
he asked. “According to you, I'm in a
pretty tough spot.”

Kerr said, “You might cop a plea. If
you plead guilty to manslaughter, for in-

stance, you'd save the state the expense of -

a first degree trial. Or maybe even a
second degree trial.” He watched Mun-
ger closely. “That way you might even

get off with a suspended sentence or may-
be just a couple of years.”

Once more Munger glanced at his
newspaper. “Is that advice free?” Then
he looked up and his eyes were like pale
gray rocks as he put the paper down care-
fully on the desk in front of Kerr. “I
don’t suppose this could have been the
reason?”’

Kerr gazed at the paper briefly. In the
box on the right where small headlines:

JEALOUSY OVER ACTRESS NAN
McCOURT HINTED AS REASON
FOR MURDER ACCUSATION

Kerr looked up savagely.

Munger just smiled.

Kerr said, “Did you give this to the
papers?”’

Munger lifted a square shoulder and
dropped it. “Somebody did,” he said.

Kerr’s face flushed darkly. He said,
“Nan wouldn’t look at you twice!” He
didn’t hear the door open behind him.
“Nobody would except a cheap Holly-

wood climber,” he yelled.
Behind him, Nan McCourt said,
“Thank you, Jimmie.” She walked

around the desk and placed her hand
gently on Munger’s arm. She wore an
aqua wool-gabardine dress gathered gently
at the waist with a narrow pigskin buckle.
Her slender legs were bare and softly
tanned. Her gold sandals where heelless.
She looked as young and fresh as a school-
girl, without a schoolgirl’s fragile im-
maturity. Kerr’s throat ached, just watch-
ing her. “Sorry I'm late for rehearsal,
Art,” she said. “All of the reporters in
town have been hounding me today.”

The ache in Kerr’s throat went away.
After a moment, he looked fiercely at Nan
McCourt, saying, “Maybe in Artie’s next
show, you’ll get the lead.” He wheeled
quickly and walked out.

Across the street in a drugstore, he used
a telephone to call his office. His hand
shook as he dialed the number.

When he had identified himself, his
secretary, Miss Conroy, said, “Mr. Vico
called you.” Her usually prim voice
seethed with suppressed excitement. “He
wants you to come see him right away.”
She gave an address on Wilshire Boule-
vard. “Mr. Kerr, there’s something else,
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too—something that’s wery important.”

“Well?” Kerr asked. His hand was still
shaking.

Miss Conroy said, “I was over to the
Hall of Justice about—well, ten, fifteen
minutes ago—you know—to file your
change of plea on that wife-beating case.”
She was breathing very heavily. “The
place is buzzing—like—like a bomb ex-
ploded over there.”

Kerr gripped the phone almost tight
enough to crack it. “Over what?”

“Well—" Miss Conray paused. “You
know those flower-beds out at Dorothy
Luft's house? They've been searched
about half-a-dozen times. Anyway, a tip
was phoned in about an hour ago—an
anonymous tip. The police searched again.
They found a gun.’

CHAPTER THREE

Scarlet Double-Cross

HE address on Wilshire turned out

to be a white stucco apartment

house, a little down-at-the-heel.
Paint was peeling from the open door to
the lobby, and the row of mailboxes near
the automatic elevator was tarnished.
Kerr used the elevator to go up to the
third floor. He knocked on the door of
the rear apartment, 3C. Pat Vico opened
the door. However, he didn’t open it very
far. He saw Kerr and his dark-skinned
face turned the color of a lemon. He didn’t
say a word—just slammed the door in
Kerr’s face.

Kerr lunged fiercely at the closing door.
His shoulder caught it before the lock
clicked, and bounced the door back at
Vico. Kerr went in.

There was no foyer, and Vico was
driven back into the living room. Behind
him, a tall statuesque blonde stood up
from a divan with a gun in her hand. The
blonde wore soft pearl-gray flannel slacks
and scarlet Roman sandals. Her toe-
nails were painted scarlet. She also wore
a soft scarlet cashmere sweater. In movies,
the sweater would never have passed the
Johnson office.

At the moment, Kerr was more con-
cerned with the gun. It was a flat black
automatic of a small caliber—probably a
.32. The girl held it carelessly down at her
side, making no move to point it at Kerr.

She asked Vico: “What’s this?”

Vico regained his balance. His dark-
skinned face still holding its yellowish
tinge, he told the girl in a choked voice,
“Kerr, Munger’s lawyer.” He had the
look of a badly trapped man, cowering
slightly before the girl’s level gaze. “I ..
I didn’t know he was coming, Janice.
Honestly, I didn’t.”

Kerr said, “Janice?”

“That’s right,” the girl said. She spoke
as casually as if she had known Kerr all
his life in a deep booming voice. ‘“Add
Morley to that.” She was watching Vico.
“You're a liar,” she said softly.

Fascinated by Janice Morley, Kerr re-
membered now that she had appeared
briefly at his office with Munger and
signed some papers—but she certainly
hadn’t been wearing a scarlet sweater.
This was the girl who had claimed to
come from a rich Texas oil family and had
turned out to be a phony, whose masquer-
ade had caused Joe Luft to lose every
penney he owned.

According to Munger, who was usually
sound on financial matters, the girl had
been worth plenty. Kerr was forced to
admit that was just how she looked—rich,
brassy brawling Texas oil. No, he didn’t
blame Munger for being bedazzled.

Now Vico was cringing in front of the
girl. “For Pete’s sake, Janice,” he al-
most screamed. He spun toward Kerr.
With his back to the girl, he winked at
Kerr desperately . “Tell her!” he cried.
“Tell her! Did I know you were coming,
Kerr?”

Kerr wasn’t sure which way to jump.
Apparently, Janice Morley had arrived at
the apartment after Vice had left his mes-
sage for Kerr with Miss Conroy.

“Vico’s lying in his teeth,” Kerr- said.

The girl said, “You didn’t need to tell
me.” She sat down on the divan again and
rested the automatic on her knee. ‘“He’s
just full of tricks, you know.”

Vico cried, “Jan!”

The girl lighted a gold-tipped cigarette
with one hand. She kept the gun balanced
on her knee. She said to Kerr, “About a
month ago, he started crawling around
me, begging for a date. I finally went out
with him.”

She waved the gun casually at Vico.
“Now it turns out that all the time the heel
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was just investigating me.” She looked
directly at Vico. “Go on, heel. Tell the
lawyer what you found out.”

It was cool and pleasant in the apart-
ment but Vico had begun to sweat. He
pulled out a silk monogrammed handker-
chief and mopped his forehead. He said,
“For Pete’s sake, Jan! You've got me all
wrong!”’

“You've always been wrong, heel.”

“No, no!” Vico cried. He held his
hands out pleadingly to Kerr. “Look. I
made a mistake. I don’t want to see you,
Kerr.” He waved his arms. “Now, get
out of here! Scram! Dangle!”

Kerr just looked at Vico. Then he
walked over to the divan and sat down be-
side the girl, saying, “Don’t let the heel
kid you.” He was highly gratified to find
his voice had achieved just the right note
of carelessness. He patted his jacket
pockets. “Got a cigarette?”’

“Sure,” Janice Morley said. She used
the barrel of the automatic to push a pack
of her gold-tips toward him on the coffee
table. When she finished, the gun was
pointing almost at Kerr’s middle,

E SAID, “Thanks.” He was disap-

pointed to find that his voice tight-
ened somewhat. “Haven’t had a smoke for
hours,”” he added. The girl was to his left.
His right hand, reaching ostensibly for the
cigarettes, passed close to the gun and
drew the girl's gaze.

Meanwhile, his left hand seized the
girl’s gun-wrist. He pinned the wrist down
on the divan, and then with his right hand,
pried the gun from her fingers. The girl’s
free hand tried to stop him. Her long
scarlet nails left scratches on his wrist.

“You're full of tricks, too,” she panted.

Kerr examined the gun. It was a .32,
all right, and had the same action as a
standard Army .45. The safety was off,
but there was no cartridge in the firing
chamber. Kerr snicked the safety on and
pocketed the gun.

“You couldn’t have fired it if you'd
wanted to,” he told the girl chidingly. He
paused. “Were you holding it on Vico, or
did you just pull it for me?”

The girl leaned back on the cushion of
the divan. Kerr had to admire the swift-
ness with which she recovered her poise.
She said coolly, “Wouldn’t you like to

know?” and shrugged her shoulders.

Kerr looked at Vico. “Well?”

Vico was dumbfounded. He just stared
at Kerr.

“I asked you a question,” Kerr said
irritably.

Vico nodded. “Wh—when you knocked,
she didn’t want me to let anybody in.
She took the gun out of her handbag and
threatened me if I did.”

“Why ?”” Kerr asked. He studied Vico
amoment. As a lawyer, Vico’s reputation
stank all the way from Malibu to Las
Vegas. However, he was handsome
enough to get some business anyway. Kerr
added, “If you lie to me, I'll give the gun
back to her. I don't care what happens
to you, Vico, you know.”

Vico didn't look as though he believed
that Kerr would give the gun back to the
girl. He said, “Listen, Kerr,” seeming
much less frightened. “I’'ve—I’'ve been in-
vestigating Jan. She told you that. I was
working for Dottie Luft. Dottie always
thought that something smelled about the
way Joe lost his money.” He shook his
dark head. “She was wrong. It didn’t.”
He glanced fleetingly at Janice Morley.
“Jan thought I really sailed for her. She’s
just sore because she thinks I tricked
her.”

“Not that sore,” Kerr said savagely.

“What ?”

“You heard me,” Kerr said. He got up
from the divan and went over to Vico.
His face was hard and tight. “She
wouldn’t be sore enough over a thing like
that to pull a gun on you—not just to
keep you from letting somebody into the
apartment. It might have been the ice-
man.”’ He seized the lapels of Vico's jacket
with both hands. “Why did you leave a
message for me to come over here?”

Vico looked physically sick. “I—I just
wanted to see you.”

Kerr hurled him away violently. Vico’s
legs struck a hassock in front of a lounging
chair, tripping him. He plunked heavily
on the floor on his backside, looking like
the most surprised man in the world.
Kerr bent over him darkly.

“In case you don’t know. it, Vico, I'm
being framed for Dottie Luft’s murder.
For all I know, you're doing the framing.
You and Munger. You saw Munger in
Ciro’s last night. What did you tell him ?”
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Vico looked fearfully at Janice Morley.
“N-nothing,” he said.

Kerr leaned down and back-handed
Vico heavily across the mouth. He didn’t
like lawyers with reputations that stank,
anyway. A trickle of blood appeared at
the corner of Vico’s mouth.

“What did you tell him?” Kerr re-
peated.

This time Vico didn’t look at Janice
‘IIVIorley. His mouth quivered. “A-about

an.”

““What about her?”

Vico hesitated. Kerr lifted his arm to
back-hand him again, and Vico lifted his
hands, palms out. “Wait a minute!” He
licked at the blood on his lips. “The
f-five thousand dollars Jan put up origi-
nally—wasn’t her money. I found that
out. That was Munger’s own money that
he put up in her name.”

Janice Morley said, “Artie thought I
was as dumb as the rest of the girls he
knew.”

Kerr wheeled, goggled at the girl.

She just shrugged. “We were—well,
pretty chummy for a while, you know.”
Kerr hadn’t known.

“That is,” the girl went on, “until he
found out I didn’t own all the oil in Texas.
He thought he was fleecing me.” She
laughed softly. “Artie’s such a generous
soul. He said he’d give me a five thousand
dollar interest in the show—if I'd get him
an angel. I got him one—Joe Luft. And
Artie got me to sign unlimited partner-
ship papers. He’s so clever.”

HER eyes were sparkling. “He still
thought I was a big wheel in Texas
oil, and that I'd have to be responsible for
any dough that the show lost. Imagine his
amazement when the show floundered and
I didn’t have a quarter! It even cost Artie
an extra two thousand of his own precious
dough, so that the whole deal wouldn’t
look too phony. Somehow Artie and I
were never too chummy again after that.”

Kerr frowned. He didn’t know whether
Janice Morley was talking to divert him
from Vico, or whether she just couldn’t
resist the temptation to gloat. He whirled
on Vico.

“Is that what you told Munger in
Ciro’s?”

“Yes,” Vico whispered. He was on his

feet again, slowly approaching Kerr,

Kerr’s frown deepened. “Did you tell
him Dottie Luft was going to file suit
suit through you?”

Vico didn’t speak this time. He looked
too frightened. He just nodded.

“In other words,” Kerr said savagely,
“you’re the lawyer handling Joe Luft’s
estate. Dottie Luft was his sole remain-
ing heir. You could sue for half of the
money Joe Luft lost on Munger’s show—
by accusing Munger of fraud.” He paused,
tight lipped. “Right?”

Now Vico looked terrified. He nodded
again.

“You're a liar,” Kerr said, and hit him
in the face.

Vico stumbled backward, covering his
face with his hands. Kerr followed.
“You're a lousy lawyer, but not that
lousy.” He seized Vico’s lapels again.
“There isn’t enough evidence for a case.”
He shook Vico like he was a rhumba
gourd. ‘“What else did you tell Munger
at Ciro’s?”

Vico’s face was wet with sweat. He
found his voice. “I didn’t tell him any-
thing!”

Kerr shook him again. “You told him
enough to make him kill Dottie Luft.
What you just told me isn’'t enough.”
Vico’s teeth were rattling. ‘“What did
you tell him?”

Off to his right, Kerr caught a flash of
movement. He looked shat way quickly,
not releasing Vico. Janice Morley was
sauntering to the rear window of the
apartment. She reached the window and
extended an arm toward the shade.

Kerr let go of Vico. “What the hell?”

Janice Morley didn’t answer him. She
pulled the shade down about a foot,
jiggled it, and let it up again.

Kerr strode toward her. “Hey!”

Behind him, Vico suddenly ran for the
door. He was out of the apartment be-
fore Kerr could get close to him. Kerr
then went to the window and looked
down. The rear court of the apartment
house was empty. Janice Morley was
watching him coolly. “Who did you
signal?” Kerr asked. When she didn’t
answer, he gripped her arms. Then an
idea occurred to him. He pivoted and
sprinted for the door.

The third floor corridor was empty.
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Kerr ran down to the automatic elevator.
The red bulb over the push-button was
burning—the elevator was in operation.
He swore savagely and headed toward
the stairs. He was half way down to the
second floor when two shots boomed
below. Just two. They had much the
same sound that he had heard at Dottie
Luft’s.

Kerr got all the way to the second floor
before he realized he had a gun in his
own pocket. He pulled it out, snicked off
the safety and pumped a cartridge into
the firing chamber. From the front of the
apartment house, he heard the starter of
an automobile grind, the motor catch. The
car rolled off into the distance as Kerr’s
feet hit the first floor.

He ran through the lobby and out into
the street. A car was disappearing, too far
away to be distinguished clearly. He
wheeled and came back into the lobby. Pat
Vico lay in iront of the elevator, a foot or
so from its open door. He lay on his side
and doubled over.

A door opened in the first floor corridor
and a gray-headed woman, hair done up
in fancy curlers, put her head out timidly.
She started to speak, spotted Vico. Then
she saw the gun Kerr still held in his hand.
Her face turned ashen. She fled into her
apartment and shut the door.

Kerr swore for a few moments under
his breath. Then he slipped Janice Mor-
ley’s gun into his pocket, went out of the
apartment house, and walked around the
corner to his car. He hadn’t driven half-a-
dozen blocks before he heard the police
sirens.

CHAPTER FOUR

Kerr Takes the Count

ECIDING he’d better avoid his
D usual haunts, Kerr put his con-
vertible in a parking lot in North
Hollywood where he was unknown, and
took a cab to downtown L. A. There he
bought a suitcase in one of the numerous
luggage shops on Main Street, and filled it
with underwear, socks, and a cotton slack
suit from a couple of haberdasheries. He
registered under the name of Harry Lur-
ner at a good-sized hotel on Spring Street,
had a big lunch sent up to his room. He
spent most of the afternoon reading the

accounts in the Los Angeles papers.

The late editions were full of Lawyer
James Kerr. There was a six-year-old
picture of him, snapped after a now ol-
scure court triumph, and in which, Kerr
felt, he looked very young and callow.
Beside this, there was a picture of the
Texan who lived at 34 Sereno Court.

The Texan also looked younger, but
certainly not callow. His name was George
H. Hawkins and he had been a former
deputy sheriff in Amarillo, Texas, now
owning the Western Theatrical Supply
Co., which furnished necessary Western
props to the movies. There was also a
picture of Pat Vico—but no mentxon of
Janice Morley.

The papers made much of the fact that
Vico was dead, and that the man standing
over him with a gun had been identified as
Kerr. There was a photo of the woman
who had identified Kerr’s picture. One of
the papers labeled Kerr as a mad dog.
However, Kerr was cheered by this, feel-
ing he had beautiful grounds for a libel
suit when—and ii—he could clear him-
self.

Kerr left the hotel a few minutes of
nine, as soon as it was convenientlv dark.
Both the papers and the radios had de-
scribed him perfectly so he wore his new
cotton slack suit, which was a light in-
conspicuous tan, and left the blue gabar-
dine locked in his suitcast in the room.
The square tail of the shirt hung outside
his trousers to hide the butt of the auto-
matic pushed into the waistband. Not used
to carrying a gun, Kerr found he was
taut as a banjo string.

At Sixth and Spring, he flagged a cab
and rode out to Munger’s house in Bever-
ly Hills. The house was dark. Kerr rode
down to Hollywood and Vine and dis-
missed the cab. In a drugstore, he made
several telephone calls to Munger’s usual

" hangouts, carefully disguising his voice.

Nobody could tell him where Munger was.

He caught another cab on Vine Street
and rode over to Nan McCourt’s apart-
ment house on Oxford, off Wilshire. He
paid off his cab at the corner of Oxford
and Fifth, reasoning that the police might
be havmg Nan’s home watched. Although
he didn’t see anything that looked like
policemen, there was a big dark sedan
parked in front of the apartment house
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with a man in a chauffeur’s cap lounging
behind the wheel, smoking.

The chauffeur’s back was to Kerr. Kerr
took an automatic out of the waistband
of his trousers and walked around behind
the sedan to the side away from the curb.
He jerked open the rear door, jumped in,
and pointed the gun at Lou. “Do anything
silly and I'll blow your head off,” he
said.

Lou didn’t even seem surprised. He
sucked at his cigarette, and meticulously
knocked off the ashes in a pull-out tray on
the dashboard. He said, “You’re nuts,”
as casually as if he were telling Kerr about
the weather. “There’s a couple of coppers
up in Nan’s apartment right now.”

Kerr kept the gun level. He wondered
if he were a snob because he wished Lou
wouldn’t call Nan by her first name.
“Looking for me?”” Kerr asked.

“Who else? They been watching the
place all afternoon. They just went up
with Artie. They ain’t trusting him,
either.”

“Do you?” Kerr asked quickly. When
Lou didn’t answer, he said, “You're an
accessory, you know.” He glanced at the
still-empty entrance to the apartment
house.

“You gave Artie an alibi, which means
you’ll go along to the gas chamber with
him. Maybe if you ask, they’ll let you take
it together.” Kerr put the gun six inches
from Lou’s face. “Did you plant that gun
in the flowerbed?”

Lou looked briefly at the gun. Nothing
about his face changed at all. “I didn’t
plant no guns any place,” he said.

“Who did?” Kerr asked.

“I wouldn’t know, counselor.”

Kerr said, “Doesn’t Artie take you into
his confidence ?”’

Even in the face of the gun, Lou
shrugged. “You know better than that.
Artie don’t take nobody into his confid-
ence.”

Kerr said, “You drove the car for him
last night when he killed Dottie Luft. You
even had the car all set for a getaway.
Wouldn’t you call that bemg taken into
Artie’s confidence ?”’

Lou looked again at the gun. “O.K.” he
said. “No witnesses here.” He sucked
at his cigarette very slowly. “Sure, I drove
the car. I dont figure it’s a knock-off

job, though. Artie said he has a con-
ference with Dottie Luft and don’t want
nobody to know.

“He also tells me he didn’t kill her.
And me? I'm funny, I believe him. In
the first place, he’s too smart to do his own
killing, and in the second place, he wasn’t
wearing no gun, like you. Of course,
maybe it was the girl’s gun—but that’s
just maybe. Maybe buys you nothing.”

Trying to read Lou’s face, Kerr felt
gloomily was like trying to read Chinese
upside down in a dark room, and he was
glad he had never played poker with Lou.
Then he glanced again at the entrance to
the apartment house. A slim dark young
man in plain dark clothes came out to the
sidewalk. He had plainclothesman written
all over him. He even wore black shoes,
a dead giveaway. Kerr crouched down on
the floor behind Lou.

“Do you think I killed Vico?” Kerr
asked softly.

Lou also saw the slim dark man. An
almost imperceptible hoarseness got into
his voice. ‘“I wouldn’t know, counselor.”

“All right,” Kerr said. “The cop does,
though. Give me away and I’ll blast you
first.”

Footsteps sounded across the pavement,
A young cheerful voice asked, “You know
where I can buy some cards?” Kerr felt
like snakes were writhing around in his
stomach. The young policeman was at the
front door of the sedan. Light from the
street lamp at the curb threw his shadow
over the back seat.

“Cards?” Lou said. His voice was
strange.

The gun in Kerr’s hand felt slippery.

“Yeah,” the young cheerful voice said.
“The sarge thinks he’ll be kind of lone-
some upstairs, and wants to play some
solitaire. He’s going to stay up there in
case Kerr slips into the apartment house
without us seeing him. Miss McCourt
dosen’t mind. She’s going out. In fact,
she’s fixing the sarge some coffee.” There
was a pause. ‘“‘Brother,” the voice went on
reverently, “if he can leave town without
seeing that, then he’s not the man I think
he is.”

There was another pause. Kerr won-
dered if his hair were getting gray. Then
there was a sound of a match sizzling, and
Kerr realized the young man was lighting
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a cigarette. “Is there a drugstore on Wil-
shire?”

“Yeah,” Lou said. Another pause.
“Artie coming down?”

“Mr. Munger? I think he’s on his way.”
Smoke from the young man’s cigarette
floated into the back seat. “See you later,
fella.” Footsteps faded away down the
sidewalk.

Kerr felt like he hadn’t breathed for
twenty years. He sat up on the seat and
stretched his long legs. He said, “You're
pretty good, Lou.” He was so accustomed
to silence that he spoke almost in a whis-
per. “I didn’t really kill Vico, you know.”

Lou rubbed his nose. “Who cares?
Me, I just don’t like being in the middle
if two guys start blasting each other. Stray
slugs don’t have no conscience.”

KERR still held the gun in his hand.
He pointed it again at Lou and
twisted his head so he could see out of
the rear window. He kept glancing back
at Lou from time to time. The young
policeman was crossing the street at Fifth.
Kerr waited until he disappeared around
the corner at Wilshire. Then he swung
around and reached for the door of the
sedan. As he did so, Nan McCourt came
out of the apartment house with Arthur
Munger at her side.

They walked toward the sedan. Kerr
thought he had never seen Nan look so
beautiful. She wore a short white flannel
jacket with gold sequins at the cuffs. Her
evening gown was a shimmering gold
lamé. The soft round bangs on her fore-
head and her short hair made her look like
a medieval pageboy. Munger wore a black
dinner jacket and black tie. Lou, being
the casual type of chauffeur, made no
move to get out and open the door for
them.

Munger opened the door of the sedan
himself. He held it open for Nan to climb
in, and she was half way inside before she
saw Kerr. She gave a small smothered cry
and jumped back. Kerr bounced out after
her, pointing the gun at Munger.

He said, “Don’t get complicated on me,
Artie.”’

Nan McCourt looked at Kerr in sheer
amazement. She said, “Jimmie!” in a
hurt, wounded sort of way, turned and ran
into the apartment house.

This was too much for Kerr to stand.
It was one thing to be angry at Nan; it
was quite another to hurt her without ex-
planation. He wouldn’t have cared if the
lobby of the apartment house contained a
whole squadron of policemen. He ran in
after her. As he entered the lobby, he
heard Munger’s sharp voice asking Lou
where the young policeman was. Then he
heard the motor of the car start. Kerr
realized he didn’t have much time.

In the lobby, Nan was at the row of
mailboxes, ringing the bell of her apart-
ment furiously.

Kerr still held the gun. He caught her
wrist with his left hand. “Nan!” His
voice was hoarse.

She fought him furiously. “Let—go of
me!”

“For heaven’s sake, Nan!
me!”

“L£t gO!),

Kerr released her wrist, and slapped her
face—hard. His fingers left white prints.
Nan stopped struggling, and stared at
him, shocked rigid.

He reached out and touched her face
gently. “That was the last thing I wanted
to do,” he said. “Nan, you've got to listen
to me.”

“I'm . . . listening.” She seemed dazed.

“You've got to,” he said. Nan rubbed
her cheek where he'd struck her, and Kerr
winced. “You've got to believe me. I
haven’t killed anybody. I'm being framed.
I'm being framed by Munger so he can
get you. Can’t you see that?”

Nan said, “No, I can't, Jimmie.” She
lifted her chin a little. “Not after what I
heard.”

“What?"” Kerr asked. He gripped her
arm,

“You're hurting me!” she cried. He re-
leased her again, quickly. “I saw Dottie
Luft outside the El Goofo,” Nan said,
very pale. “She was drunk and I ., .1
talked to her. I helped her get a cab. I
felt sorry for her, and I wanted to find
aut some things. About you, I mean. Well,
she said you had really tricked her brother.
She said you knew all along that Janice
Morley was a phony. She said you knew
her real name. She—"

“Her real name?” Kerr cut in. He
heard the rattle of the automatic elevator
descending, but didn’t pay any attention

Listen to
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to it. “What is that doll'’s real name?”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“My Lord,” Kerr said. ‘“Munger han-
dled all the business with her. I've only
seen the girl twice in my life.” He heard
the elevator stop on the first floor and still
didn’t pay any attention. ‘“What is it?”

“She wouldn’t tell me,” Nan said. “All
she would say was that she and her lawyer
were going to tell you in court.”

The door to the automatic elevator
swung open. A large thick-set man in
rumpled dark clothes burst excitedly into
the corridor. He saw Nan and swung to
a stop.

“Did you ring your bell, Miss Mc-
Court ? I thought maybe Kerr was—"’ His
gaze swung to Kerr and he broke off. It
was obvious that the man had no difficulty
recognizing him. In addition, Kerr’s gun
was in plain sight. The man in rumpled
dark clothes reached for his gun. Kerr
pointed the automatic at him. “Don’t try
it, sarge.” His voice was almost pleading.

The sarge didn’t try it. He didn’t put
his hands up, either. He just stopped his
right arm with his hand crooked over his
gun.

Kerr jerked his chin at the automatic
elevator. “In there, sarge.”

The sarge hesitated.

Nan McCourt cried,
geant!”

The sarge moved into the elevator.
Kerr pressed the top button, the one to
the fifth floor, stepped back and closed the
elevator door. The elevator rattled and
started up. Kerr hoped it would take a
minute or so for the sarge to find the
necessary buttons to start it down again.
He pushed his automatic back into a
pocket. “These damned guns get you in
trouble,”’ he said.

Nan McCourt was pale as paper. “Oh,
Jimmie,” she cried. She ran into Kerr’s
arms and sobbed gently against his shoul-
der. He could feel her body trembling.

He tilted her chin and kissed her. “You
smell good,” he said. He walked around
her reluctantly and went out to the side-
walk. Munger’s car hadn’t come back
from Wilshire. Kerr walked rapidly up
to Sixth Street, and then ran down to
Western. He flagged a cab going north.
Half-a-dozen blocks up Western, he found
a drugstore with a phone, and looked up

“Please, ser-

Janice Morley’s home address in the book.

T A small restaurant on Sunset, Kerr
tried to align his facts. Obviously,
Janice Morley was the key to everything.
Both Dottie Luft and Vico had known her
real name ; they were planning to spring it
on him in court. Now both Dottie and
Vico were dead. It seemed logical to as-
sume that they died because they knew
Janice Morley’s real name.

Kerr was glad Nan McCourt didn’t
know. He believed Munger capable of
anything. However, since he was also
inclined to believe Lou, Kerr decided he
must be a pretty stupid lawyer to have
such an indecisive mind.

Then he looked at a clock on the wall.
He discovered he had whiled away an
hour; it was a few minutes after ten. He
went quickly out to Sunset and hailed an-
other cab.

Janice Morley lived on the second floor
of a two-story apartment house on Santa
Monica Boulevard. Kerr rang the bell
under her name on a mailbox. He picked
up an earphone hanging from a hook on
the wall, but her booming voice shot down
the stairs. “Who is it? A man, I hope.”
She leaned over a white concrete balus-
trade and peered down. Kerr went up the
stairs.

“Oh,” she said. “The tricky man.”
She held open the apartment door. She
had taken off the scarlet sweater, and sub-
stituted scarlet satin lounging pajamas
with the upper part a kind of half jacket.
About six inches of bare smooth midriff
showed. Keer realized he might have
difficulty keeping his mind on the business
at hand.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Janice
Morley said. Kerr went on into the apart-
ment.

Arthur Munger looked up at him from
a divan. He still wore his dinner jacket
and black tie. His knees were crossed very
casually, and one hand was draped along
the top of the divan. He smiled faintly.

On Kerr’s left, Lou stepped out from
against the wall. He pointed a snub-nosed
revolver at Kerr. “I wouldn't reach for
nothing, counselor,” he said.

Janice Morley shut the door and locked
it. Then she swayed over to a coffee table,
got one of her gold-tipped cigarettes from
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a Chinese box, and lit up. “Surprise,” she
said to Kerr.

Kerr felt as though someone had kicked
him in the stomach. He tried valiantly to
conceal this. He asked Munger, “Are
you psychic? How’d you know I'd come
here?”” Despite his efforts at control, his
voice was hoarse. “Where’s Nan?”

“In her apartment,” Munger said indif-
ferently. “It seems you told her that I
knew considerably more about Janice than
you did.” He smiled faintly again. “Nan
was pretty sore about that. In fact, she
decided she wouldn’t go out with me this
evening.” He shrugged. “I figured you'd
probably come here.” He looked at the
Morley girl. “Get his gun, Janice.”

“You mean my gun.” She came over to
Kerr, patted his pockets, and pulled the
gun out. “Hey,” she said. “This is fun.”
She swayed back to Munger and handed
him the gun.

Munger held the gun in his lap. “Like
to get out of your jam, Jim?”

“What jam?” Kerr was relieved to
find that his voice was less hoarse.

Again Munger shrugged. “I fixed it so
Hawkins, the Texan, will change his
story. He’ll say he did see a man run out
of Dottie Luft’s, and go away in a car.
But he won’t give my description. It’ll
be close, but not mine. You can change
your story to fit his. I’ve got an alibi, any-
way, so they can’t pin anything on me.
It'll also clear you. Dottie Luft will have
been killed by an unknown third party,
whose description is close to mine. Like
it?”

Kerr frowned. “What about the gun in
the flower-bed ?”’

Munger said, “There’re no fingerprints
on it. The cops are fairly sure it’s a plant,
anyway.”

“How do you know there are no finger-
prints on it?” Kerr asked swiftly.

Munger just smiled. “Coppers told me.
What difference does it make?” He un-
crossed his legs. “Vico was shot with a
.38. Now, don’t ask me how I know—cop-
pers again.” He inclined his head toward
the girl. “Her gun is a .32. That’ll be the
gun you’ll have on you when you give
yourself up.” He held up the gun from
his lap.

“This one. The woman who saw you
standing over Vico has already described

the gun—a small black automatic. So that
will put you in the clear on Vico. You
see? The whole business is a locked-tight
cinch.” Kerr noticed that Lou still held
the revolver leveled.

Kerr said, “What price do I pay for
this cinch?”

Munger stood up, making this a gesture
of finality, just like a high-powered ped-
dler closing a sale. “You keep Janice out
of everything. You didn’t see her at
Vico’s, and you haven’t been here.”

Kerr hesitated. He remembered that
there had been no mention of Janice Mor-
ley in the papers. “You got away from
Vico’s?” he asked the girl.

She shrugged. “I just walked out. No-
body saw me go in there.”

Again Kerr hesitated. He decided it
just wasn’t his night for reaching decisions
quickly. After a few moments, he looked
at Munger. “How do I know Hawkins
will change his story?”

“You'll just have to take my word for
it, Jim.”

Kerr made a decision. “Not tonight,”
he said.

Munger sighed. “That’s what I hate
about dealing with lawyers. What do
you want—a notarized statement?” He
wheeled toward the swinging-door to the
kitchen. “Come on out, Hawkins!”

The tall Texan, still wearing the wide-
brimmed western hat, sauntered into the
room. He scratched his right leg ear-
nestly as he walked. “Howdy, son,” he
said to Kerr.

Munger said, “Tell him, Hawkins. Are
you going to change your story?”

Hawkins nodded. “Yup,” he said.
“Seen a man run away from Luft’s house,
after all.” He pointed a bony finger at
Munger. “Looked lots like Mr. Munger,
but plain as day it wasn’t him.” He looked
at Kerr and grinned. “Been paid plenty,
son, to say that, too.”

Munger spread his hands. “Satisfied,
Jim?”

Kerr made another decision. He said,
“Give me the gun.”

Munger laughed. “Sure.” He slipped
the clip out of the automatic and spilled
the bullets into his hand. Then he tossed
the clip to Kerr. After a moment’s hesi-
tation, he shucked the gun open and
peered into the firing chamber. “Well,”

”»
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he said. He shook another cartridge into
his hand. “It’ll look better for you if the
gun isn’t loaded.”

He laughed again and smelled the gun’s
muzzle. “Hasn’t been fired. That’s good.”

He tossed the gun at Kerr. ‘“Satisfied

now, Jim?”

Kerr felt ill. He made no move to catch
the gun. He had remembered shoving a
cartridge into the firing chamber after
Vico was shot, but an empty gun certainly
wasn’t going to help him. The automatic
thudded on the thick rug.

Kerr made his third decision. “No,” he
said.

CHAPTER FIVE

Nobody’s Pal

UNGER’S face darkened sav-
M agely. All of a sudden, Kerr felt

a great glow of satisfaction. He
had finally gotten under Munger’s skin.
Munger said sharply, “Why not?”

“I'm a very noble character,” Kerr
said.

Angry breath hissed through Munger’s
teeth. He took one long implacable step
toward Kerr. His pale face thickened.
The muscles in his neck grew corded.

“It told you it wouldn’t work,” Janice
Morley said.

Munger spun, venting some of his an-
ger on her. ‘“Shut up, weisenheimer!
Anything I hate is a fresh chiseling doll!”
He wheeled suddenly back to Kerr.
“You've played out your last chip, Jim!”
He stamped to a telephone that sat on a
stand in the corner. He dialed furiously,
keeping his eyes on Kerr.

“Police headquarters?” This formality
was obviously for Kerr’s benefit. “Give
me Lt. Brennan. Homicide . . . Munger.
Arthur Munger. Hello—Terry? Sure,
it's Artie. I'm out on Santa Monica Boule-
vard.” He gave Janice Morley's address
with a kind of fiendish glee. “What? . . .
No. It’s the apartment of a friend of
Vico’s. . . . I just didn’t think to men-
tion it, that’s all. . . . No, Terry. Look.
We just saw a man skulking around out-
side, and I have an idea it may be Kerr.”

Munger’s eyes never left Kerr’s face.
“The girl here is sure it’s Kerr. Suppose
you throw a cordon around the place and

then phone me?” Munger shifted the
phone to his left hand. ‘“You better shoot
on sight, too. I'll try to keep an eye on the
prowler, and then I can let you know
exactly where he is.”” He gave Janice
Morley’s phone number.

“Okay, Terry. Hell, I know you'll
make it quick. . . . Always glad to do
anything I can.” He banged up the
phone. His pale gray eyes were alive with
malice. “We’ll keep you here until Bren-
nan calls,” he told Kerr. “Then we'll
shove you outside and watch you run.”

Kerr was pale. “How far do you think
I'll get?”

Munger said savagely, “Two steps will
be enough for me.” He walked across the
thick rug and picked up the automatic.
The cartridges were in his pocket and he
fished them out again. “Let’s have the
clip,” he told Kerr.

Kerr glanced down at the clip. He real-
ized it would look considerably better for
the police if a loaded gun were found near
his riddled body. Then, at least, it would-
n’t look like he had just been mowed down
in cold blood. In the general confusion
after the shooting, Munger could easily
drop the gun beside him. Kerr turned the
clip over, stalling.

A small strip of paper—about an inch
long—was pasted on the clip by a piece of
transparent scotch tape, which covered it.
The piece of paper was stamped in small
lélack letters—Western Theatrical Supply

o.

Then the doorbell rang.

Kerr could almost feel the tension in
the room mount. Munger wheeled on
Janice Morley. “See who it is. If it’s one
of your boy friends, get rid of him.”

The girl hesitated. Then she swayed
over to the wall telephone near the door
and lifted the earphone from the hook.
“Yes?” she said carefully, and listened.
Her hand clapped quickly over the mouth-
piece. “Believe it or not, it's a woman,”
she said. She looked curiously at Arthur
Munger. Nobody else in the room moved.
“It’s Nan McCourt.”

Munger frowned. “Go outside on the
steps and stall her. Get her away from
here.”

The girl said, “I thought Nan McCourt

was your department.” Then she shrugged.
“Well, I don’t like it. I don’t like any of
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this.” She unlocked the door and started
out.

A large thick-set man in rumpled dark
clothes bowed her back into the room.
Kerr recognized the police sergeant from
Nan McCourt’s apartment house. He
held a .38 Police Special in his hand. Be-
hind him was the slim young policeman
who had gone down to Wilshire Boule-
vard for cards. He too held a Police
Special in his hand. Both men pointed
their guns at Lou, who caught off-guard,
was half facing Kerr. Lou dopped the
snub-nosed revolver very quickly. He
promptly shoved both hands in the air.

Munger still held the empty automatic.
He also shoved his hands in the air, but
he didn’t drop the gun. He waved it fran-
tically above his head. “This is Kerr’s,”
he yelled. “We just took it away from
him! It's empty!” He turned the gun so
they could see the clip wasn’t in. “See?”
The sergeant said, “All right. Drop
it.”

Munger quickly dropped the gun. His
usual grayish paleness was turning sallow.
The slim young policeman picked the gun
up, and then went along the thick rug and
picked up Lou’s. He stopped in front of
Hawkins. “Who're you?”

Hawkins just scratched at his hip.
“Name of Hawkins,” he said. “Used to
be a deputy sheriff once, back in Ama-
rillo, Texas.” He cocked his chin toward
Kerr. “I'm the man caught him coming
out of Miss Luft’'s house last night. After
he up and shot her to death.” He wagged
his head gravely. “Bad business.”

Kerr said, “Bad business is right.” He
looked at the sergeant. “Hawkins is right,
though, except for one thing.” He paused
a long time, just for emphasis. ‘“He's the
one who shot her.”

The sergeant looked scornfully at Kerr.
“That's great.” He didn't sound as
though he meant it. He wheeled toward
the young policeman. “Tell Miss Mc-
Court it’s okay for her to come up now.
And you better wait outside for the wagon
and the rest of the boys. They ought to
be along any minute. We only had a few
minutes start.” He swung back to Kerr.
“Miss McCourt turned you in.”

“What ?”

“She told us she thought you'd be com-
ing here.” ‘

“That’s right,” Kerr said bitterly.
“Pour salt in my wounds.” He had never
felt so bad in his life It was tough enough
to know who had murdered Dorothy Luft,
and not be able to prove it. It was espe-
cially tough to realize that, if he didn’t
prove it, he would undoubtedly be sad-
dled with the murder himself. To top this
off, Nan McCourt had turned him in.
Kerr knew several moments of very deep
despair.

THEN Janice Morley caught his eye.
She was lighting one of her gold-tipped
cigarettes. Kerr made a bee-line across
the room. “You're a smart cookie,” he
said. He was breathing heavily. ‘“Why
don’t you be smart enough to get yourself
out of an accessory rap?”’

The girl looked at him in surprise.
Then she lounged elegantly back on the
divan, and turned her gaze briefly on
Munger. “How?” she asked coolly. She
blew smoke down over her bar midriff.

The sergeant said, ‘“Save it, Kerr. You
can do that in court.”

Kerr jiggled the clip in his hands. This
was his last chance, and nobody was go-
ing to stop him. “Both Dottie Luft and
Vico were killed because they knew your
real name,” he told the girl. He spoke
rapidly. “Now that we know that you
have another name, we can easily find it
out. In exchange for doing some talking,
you can get out of your accessory rap.”

The sergeant strode toward Kerr. “I
told you to shut up!”

Kerr said, “You told me to save it for
court.” He turned his back deliberately
on the sergeant. Again he addressed the
girl. “What is your real name?”

“First,” Janice Morley said, “tell me
why you want to know.”

When the girl spoke, the sergeant was
reaching out to collar Kerr. He stopped
and wheeled toward the girl. He looked
amazed.

Kerr hastily pushed the clip into his
hands. “Look at it, Sarge. There’s a tab
that says Western Theatrical Supply Co.”
He pointed. ‘“Hawkins owns the Western
Theatrical Supply. I saw it in the after-
noon papers. And I took that gun away
from the girl up in Pat Vico's apartment.
She’s from Texas, and Hawkins is from
Texas.” He swung savagely toward the
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girl. “What is your real name—some-
thing that ends in Hawkins?”

Janice Morley hesitated. She glanced
at Hawkins, whose face was immobile as
a cigar-store Indian’s. There was some-
thing cool and canny about her. Kerr felt
she was weighing her chances, almost as
if she had a scale. “Why?” she asked.

Kerr wished he were a little more cer-
tain of his facts. He said, “When Mun-
ger’s show flopped a couple of months ago,
you had an unlimited partnership in it
with one other person—Joe Luft. That
meant that you and Joe Luft were respon-
sible for all the dough the show lost. But
you claimed you didn’t have a quarter.
Yet you have a nice apartment here and
some very fine clothes—both good enough
to convince Munger that you had plenty of
Texas oil. I can only see one answer.
You have a nice private income—one that
nobody knew anything about — maybe
from Western Theatrical Supply.”

“You interest me,” Janice Morley said
promptly. Again she glanced at Hawkins.
His face was still immobile. “And if I
did have that private income?”

“It gives Hawkins a motive,” Kerr
said quickly. “A motive for killing Dot-
tie Luft.” The backs of Kerr’s hands felt
wet. He rubbed them on the thighs of his
trousers.

He added, “Vico could recover half of
the money that Joe Luft lost, if he could
prove that you have that much money.
And if you own Western Theatrical Sup-
ply, you do have that much. Hawkins
might be the dummy owner, running the
business for you, and sharing in the prof-
its. If so, that’s his livelihood. Take it
away and, like Joe Luft, he’s ruined. And
people threatened with ruin often kill.”
Kerr paused again and found that his face
was sweating. ‘“Do you follow me?”

Janice Morley was sitting erect. She
didn’t even hesitate this time. She just
looked contemptuously at George Haw-
kins. ‘“Perfectly,” she said. <

Kerr felt better. The backs of his hands
were still wet, though. He dried them
again on his trousers. He said, “Well,
Vico investigated and found out your real
name and that you owned Western The-
atrical Supply. Vico also found out that
Munger had put up five thousand dol-
lars—in your name.

“On the surface, that looks like fraud.
It isn’t. Any lawyer knows it’s nothing
but a gift. But Vico knew that he could
collect from you legally in court. This
also meant that Munger would be sub-
poenaed as a witness in court.”” Kerr
stopped, breathing heavily. ‘“Do you still
follow me?”

“Certainly, ” Janice Morley said.

“Vico was a shyster, and he saw his
chance to make some extra dough. He
figured Munger couldn’t stand any un-
favorable publicity—especially with a new
show due to open, and the new backers
possibly needed. So Vico first tried to
scare both Munger and me with telephone
calls. Then he told Munger at Ciro’s that
you owned Western Theatrical Supply
and that Munger would have to appear as
a witness at the suit.” Kerr pointed at
Lou. “Lou can prove this.”

Kerr took a deep breath. ‘“Munger told
Lou that he was going to Dottie Luft’s
for a conference. He called Hawkins over
from next door. It was to be a nice
friendly cash settlement out of court—
without lawyers, without publicity. But
Dottie Luft was drunk, and she wanted
vengeance, not money.

“She lost her head and threw some
flower-pots. Hawkins saw his livelihood
flying out the window, and ruin staring
him smack in the face—something which
at his age is very tough—so he shot her.
Munger ran out the back door.”

Kerr whirled scornfully on Hawkins.
“You said you were asleep when you
heard the shots, yet you were fully dressed
and out to my car less than five minutes
later. You had your hat on. You even
had on your new underwear that you got
for your birthday. It itched you.”

KERR wheeled on the sergeant. “Also
there were no lights in Hawkins!
house from the time I drove up until I
went into the house with him. Not only
that, but I heard a door close after I saw
Munger run away. At the time, I thought
it was one of the neighbors peeking out.
Now, I know it was the front door of
Dottie Luft’s house. Hawkins just went
out to the car and waited for me.”
Turning, he looked the tall man square-
ly in the eye. “Very clever.” He ptvoted
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to face the girl. “Later, Hawkins found
out the cops let me go because no gun had
been found—so he planted one in the
flower-bed. All he had to do was wait
until the police guard turned his back.
As for Munger, he didn’t mind having the
murder pinned on me, either. It was a
good chance for him to get Nan McCourt.
He even gave a phony story to the news-
papers about my jealousy.” Kerr looked
wearily at Janice Morley.

“Maybe,” Janice Morley said. She
hesitated. She didn’t even glance at Haw-
kins. “Well, I'll buy, Kerr. My name’s
Betty Sue Hawkins—can you tie that?”

She laughed softly. “Anyway, my
phony oil story made me plenty of con-
tacts, so I hit on the idea of Western The-
atrical Supply. I got old George to come
out here and run it. You were right, too
—1I own it, and he shares in the profits.”
She shrugged. “But I liked people think-
ing I owned oil instead, so I kept my rela-
tions to the business in the dark.” She
looked at Hawkins. “He’s my uncle.”

Kerr said, “Was it Hawkins you sig-
naled today from Vico’s apartment?”

Janice Morley nodded. “Sure. You
see, Munger couldn’t stand the publicity,
so we didn’t need to worry about him
knowing our secret. That little deal we
tried to make with you a few minutes ago
—that was his idea.

“Incidentally, Uncle George phoned me
before the conference with Dottie Luft last
night. When I saw I was stuck, I told him
to settle for as little as possible. But the
Luft girl died instead. Vico was the only
one besides Munger who knew my real
name and that I owned Western Theatri-
cal Supply. I tried to buy Vico off.”

She looked chidingly at Kerr. “Uncle
George was waiting outside in case Vico
didn’t act right. So, when Vico looked
like he was going to talk to you, I sig-
naled him.” She inhaled languidly on her
cigarette. “Killing Vico was his own
idea.”

George Hawkins moved deliberately.
He took off his wide-brimmed Western
hat and lifted a .38 revolver out of the
crown. He said, “You get more like your
mother every day, Betty Sue.” Then he
fired twice at the girl, missing.

However, the sergeant shot Hawkins

three times in the body, killing him.

The girl turned away and headed to-
ward the kitchen. Half way there, she
stopped. Her booming voice was very
husky. “Is it all right for me to get a
drink, Sarge?”

The sergeant said, “No,” and wouldn’t
let her go. The girl just stood off to one
side of the room, her eyes brooding dark-
ly on Kerr. He turned away from the
body, feeling slightly weak in the stom-
ach. Then he spotted Nan McCourt in
the doorway.

She was very pale. “I—I was here most
of the time. It was awful.”

Kerr said, “So was your turning me
in.

Nan looked up at him in amazement,
“Ob,” she said. Then she smiled. She
still wore the gold lame evening gown
with the white flannel jacket. “It was just
that I believed you, Jimmie—about not
knowing Janice Morley’s real name, I
mean. And it seemed silly to me that, be-
ing innocent, you should take such hor-
rible chances. You almost got killed in
my apartment house. I—I made a deal
with the sergeant.”

“Deal?” Kerr asked.

“I agreed to tell him where I thought
you were in exchange for a promise not
to shoot at you first. I knew you wouldn’t
shoot at him.”

Kerr grinned. He realized it was the
first time he'd been able to grin for quite
a while. He reached out and touched
Nan’s cheek.

She said, “What’ll happen to Artie?”

Kerr shrugged. “He and Lou will both
draw a criminal conspiracy rap. They’ll
never be able to prove that they were ac-
cessories, now that Hawkins is dead. You
can’t convict dead men of crimes, you
know.”

He bent over to kiss Nan. “Janice
Morley’s too smart. If they can nail her
on anything—which I doubt—she’ll talk
and get off with a suspended sentence.”

Just before Kerr’s lips touched Nan'’s,
Janice Morley tapped his shoulder.

“There’s one thing I'd like to ask you,”
she said. “Uncle George was getting along
in years and I took out a forty thousand
dollar insurance policy on him. What I
want to know is—can I collect?”

THE END
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o o « .She had never seen his face.

Sultry Sylvia’s cold-blooded killer,
her husband Mace knew, was now

pulling the shroud over his eyes.
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HEY came together to the police

commissioner’s door, all of them

tense and uneasy except the one
man who had more reason than any of the
others to be fearful.

The one man about whom this critical
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moment centered was Spencer Mace, pub-
lisher of the Clarion, the youngest news-
paper publisher in the midwest—and a
man to whom murder had come very
close.

The others watched him, both in anx-
iety and admiration, as he paused, grip-
ping the knob. A young man of excep-
tional moral courage, this Spencer Mace.
A dynamic, hard-driving young man also,
but one already showing signs of wear-
ing down under the pace he set for him-
self. Today his mouth was puckered with
sharper strain than usual—a pinch put
there by murder only hours old.

The man on Mace’s right, keeping an
alert eye on him, was his closest friend
and the city editor of the Clarion, Robert
Talbot. Shaky after the ordeal of the past
day and night, Talbot asked, during this
moment’s pause at the commissioner’s
door, “Are you sure you want to go
through with this, Spence? Haven'’t you
already taken enough of a beating?”

The man directly behind Mace was Vic-
tor Seaver, slow moving and quietly effi-
cient, the detective captain in charge of
the investigation of the Mace murder case.

“You can call it off right now if you
want to, Mr. Mace,” he drawled, taking
up Bert Talbot’s suggestion. “You're
here entirely by choice, you know. You're
not under arrest or even under suspicion.
If you want to change your mind, all you
have to do is turn around and walk away,
because nobody’s forcing you to do this.”

The girl on Mace’s left was dark and
willowy but studious-looking in her horn-
rim glasses, and plainly dressed in black.
She was Antonia Vinci, Mace’s secretary.
She smiled at him with a woman’s faint,
knowing smile and quietly reminded the
two men, “Nobody’s forcing him—except
himself. He insists on it.”

“That's right,” Mace responded, his
lips softening in appreciation of Tony’s
understanding. “I want to prove to every-
body that I’'m absolutely in the clear.”

Besides—although he didn’t put the
thought into words—this would make a
bang-up story for the Clarion.

He thrust the door open and stepped
through.

The men in the commissioner’s office
immediately crowded toward Mace. Fore-
most was Commissioner Wharton himself,

beefy faced and big pawed. District At-
torney Marks, the worrying type, wrapped
a clammy hand around Mace’s firm one.
George Wade, the Clarion’s police re-
porter, was there with Maybelle Moore,
the mousy feature writer who would han-
dle the woman’s angle. “Flash” Fulton,
the paper’s ace photog, was getting set to
shoot a scene made doubly newsworthy
because his boss was the star of it.

All of them treated Spencer Mace with
cordial deference—except one. The one
man who made no move at all toward
Mace was lean, wizened Professor Fabhian,
head of the department of psychology at
City College. He was a self-effacing little
man who had a way of habitually strok-
ing his gray-brown goatee as if gleefully
enjoying some private joke.

The office quieted as Mace turned to
gaze at the device sitting on the table at
Professor Fabian’s side—a complex as-
sembly of dials, recording drums, rubber
tubes and wires.

“So this is the machine that males
guilty men tremble in their shoes, is it,
Fabe ?” Mace asked in a manner of natur-
al, long-standing familiarity. “A lie de-
tector.”

“More properly called a Keeler poly-
graph, young man,” Professor Fabian an-
swered, caressing his goatee. His fingers
trembled with excitement. He had never
before been called into a case so important
as this. It was doubly fascinating to him
as a student of the human mind because
he had been a close friend of Spencer
Mace’s father and had known this force-
ful young man since babyhood. Not that
this friendship would influence his find-
ings, of course. No; the machine’s records
would be traced on graphs for any trained
eye to see, and as a scientist he must above
all respect the facts.

“The Keeler polygraph, the invention
of a famous criminologist,” he added in
his best classroom manner. “When han-
dled by a capable operator—which I un-
questionably I am, gentlemen—it is a reli-
able detector of conscious falsehoods. If
the subject knows he is lying, this instru-
ment will reliably record the fact. You're
willing to submit to it, are you, Spence ?”’

“That’s exactly why I'm here,” Mace
said briskly. “I’ve asked to have my state-
ments checked by this instrument, so of



68

Frederick C. Davis

course I'll be bound to honor its verdict.
Let’s get going with it, Fabe.”

“As you say, Spence, my boy,” the
professor responded, a glitter in his eye.
“Just sit there.”

It was a strange sensation, sitting there
in the chair with the tentacles of that
machine attached to him in multiple places.
The office was tensely quiet as the little
motor in the polygraph began humming.
the drums revolving and the styli scratch-
ing on the graph paper to register his
blood pressure, his pulse rate and the
rhythm of his respiration.

Three flash bulbs glared at Mace during
the preliminary adjustments. Then Pro-
fessor Fabian hovered intently over the
instrument, concentrating on interpreting.
its signals, while District Attorney Marks
took over.

“You're making an entirely voluntary
statement here, Spence,” Marks said fret-
fully. “I've already questioned you to my
entire satisfaction, so this time I suggest
you simply give a straight account of your
part in the case.”

ESPITE himself, he felt fear of the

machine which was steadily recording

the incontrollable reactions of the sensitive
organism named Spencer Mace.

Fear—of what? He had nothing to hold
back, nothing to conceal. None of these
men doubted him now, and when he
finished giving his account of the incidents
of the murder night, their belief in him
would certainly be strengthened. Why,
then, did he feel this dread of what the
machine might discover and reveal ?

He half realized then that he was mak-
ing an effort to keep his eyes from turning
—from turning to Antonia Vinci. His
secretary was seated at the side of the
office, notehook and pencil ready. He could
feel her dark eyes watching him.

His wife was dead, murdered only
thirty-six hours ago and not yet buried—
yet at this moment, in his condition of
dulled shock and emotional overstrain, he
feared her effect on him.

The district attorney was saying, “You
may begin now, Spence.”

He thrust from his mind every thought
except the vivid recollection of Sylvia ly-
ing lifeless on the flagstone walk, and be-
gan!

“It was simply night,” Spencer Mace
said, ‘“until I wakened to discover that
Sylvia wasn'’t in bed.”

He felt again that she had never looked
lovelier than that last evening. She had
worn a new gown of misty blue, cut en-
chantingly low. Her red-blonde hair had
sparkled and she had had a glow in her
eyes. He remembered thinking that this
was one of those rare moments when
Sylvia saw herself as a fortunate and
happy young woman.

“Sylvia and I watched the television set
a while, and had some drinks. I'm afraid
I had quite a few, to help me relax. Sylvia’s
mood seemed gayer than usual, perhaps
because it was the first evening in weeks
that I hadn’t had to work late at the
Clarion plant. It was a little past midnight
when we turned off the light.

“I think Sylvia was still awake when I
dozed off. At any rate, she was either still
awake or had been wakened just before
two a. m. That was when I woke. I have
the faintest sort of recollection of rapid
footfalls running past the side of the house
and down the street, but I was drugged
with badly needed sleep and this may have
been the remnant of a dream.

“I turned on the light and saw that her
robe and mules were on the floor—but
Sylvia herself had disappeared.

“She wasn’'t downstairs either. When
I found the side door standing ajar, I
took a flashlight and hustled out, calling
Sylvia’s name as I went. I was sure now
that something serious had happened, al-
though naturally I couldn’t know what or
why.”

The polygraph was humming steadily
and the styli were scratching out their
record of Spencer Mace’s emotional re-
actions as he relived this moment of shock-
ing discovery.

“There is a flagstone walk between the
house and the guest cottage in the rear of
the grounds. Apparently something had
drawn Sylvia out of the house and along
the walk. She hadn’t gotten as far as the
cottage, however. I found her lying on her
back on the walk—dead.”

Vividly Mace visualized her neck black-
ened with the brutal bruises of strangula-
tion.

“I went back into the house, so stunned
I hardly knew what I was doing. I called
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Bob Talbot first. As you all know, Bob’s
my closest friend and most valuable busi-
ness associate. Then I phoned our family
doctor, although I knew he could do noth-
ing, and next the police. I could hardly
talk—and I can explain the murder of my
wife no better now than I could then.”

In fact, it was Captain Vic Seaver who
had done the explaining to Mace—how
the position of Sylvia’s body and the
marks on the walk showed that the killer
had sprung on her from behind and
dragged her lifeless body backward along
the walk, as if reluctant to loosen his mur-
derous hands from her throat. Probably
his leap had caught her by surprise and
she had never seen his face.

“Well, gentlemen,” Mace said. ‘“That,
I'm afraid, is my statement. What does
your scientific machine make of it, Fabe?”

Professor Fabian stroked his goatee.
“Allowing for certain emotional disturb-
ances which are quite natural under such
circumstances,” he answered, “I have no
hesitation in declaring that your statement
is flawlessly truthful—so far as you know.”

As far as he knew? Those qualifying
words of the Professor’s caused Mace to
frown in anxious puzzlement but he had
no opportunity to question the old man.
Another flash-bulb glared, the D.A.
pressed forward to clasp his hand and the
other officials crowded up to slap his back.
He saw Bob Talbot wearing a strained
grin and there was a quiet smile on
Antonia’s lips.

Suddenly he found himself wondering
whom he had wished the most to impress
by clearing himself of suspicion in Sylvia’s
death. Not these men who had already
believed in his innocence. The public,
then? Or—Antonia?

THE Clarion’s presses had finished their
day’s run hours ago, but in the pub-
lisher’s office lights were burning late.

Working at his desk, collar open and
shirt sleeves rolled up, Spencer Mace was
finding it hard to concentrate. He felt
weighed down by a great weariness, a
massive fatigue that seemed to have been
building up for years until now, with the
shock of Sylvia’s death added, it seemed
almost overpowering.

He stirred himself and tried to force
himself to go on with the editorial he was

trying to write, but his mind kept straying
to other subjects. To Professor Fabian,
for example, whose cryptic remark had
gone unexplained. And to Antonia.

She had worked late with him and had
left only a few minutes ago. He liked to
remember the way she had, when her
work was finished, of plucking off her
glasses and shaking her dark hair loose—
simple yet almost magical in the way it
transformed her from a scholarly type into
a lusciously attractive woman. He actual-
ly looked forward to that delicious mo-
ment every day—and tonight, now that
she had gone, her absence seemed to make
him more aware of his dragging fatigue.

He heard footfalls, nervously quick,
coming up the stairs. When the outer
office door opened several inches, the
birdlike face of professor Fabian peered
in.
“Thought I'd find you here, Spence,”
he said. “Hardly anything’s enough to
make you stop work—net even a death
in the family.”

“Come on in, Fabe. You're just the
man I want to see.”

“Something bothering your mind, my
boy?”

“That remark you made in the com-
missioner’s office to the effect that my
statement was true ‘as far as I know.” Just
what did you mean by that?”

“Simply that telling the truth is not
necessarily the same thing as stating a
fact, my boy. It’s quite possible to tell the
truth as you know it and still be in error
factually. If you believe implicitly that a
certain thing is true, the polygraph will
register it as such although it may actually
be untrue. In other words, it catches de-
liberate lies unfailingly—but, of course, it
cannot detect unconscious misstatements.”

Mace frowned at him. “So?”

“Our subconscious mind registers a
great deal more than our conscious mind
gives us credit for, young man. Start
thinking about it hard and you may re-
member details which you didn’t know
you knew.” He was stroking his goatee
nervously. “Whoever knows what actual-
ly happened, it’s certainly not coming out.
Your paper isn’t reporting much progress
in the investigation. Fool police won’t
tell me anything either. Aren’t they get-
ting anywhere with the case? That’s what
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I came here to ask. Haven’t they even a
theory ?”

“They’'re working on a definite theory,
Fabe, but they want to keep it quiet,”
Mace explained. “As you know, I've used
the Clarton for years to fight vice condi-
tions here. In the course of cleaning up
this town, I've made enemies of crooks
big and little. The police think Sylvia’s
death may tie in somehow.”

“One of our local hoodlums killed Sylvia
as a means of hitting back at you?” Pro-
fessor Fabian shook his head vigorously.
“Ridiculous! That doesn’t explain what
Sylvia was doing out there in the yard at
that hour.”

Captain Vic Seaver had surmised that
Sylvia had heard a noise near the guest
house and, not wanting to disturb her
over-tired husband’s sleep, had gone out
herself to investigate.

Frowning, Mace asked bluntly instead,
“Just what are you driving at, Fabe?”

“It may be one of the things you're not
entirely conscious of, my boy,” the pro-
fessor said testily. “I mean the fact that
your wife was an extremely attractive
woman.”’

“Of course I was fully aware of it,
Fabe!”

“Extremely attractive—and lonely.
Neglected night after night by a husband
more wedded to his work than to her.”

“Look here, Fabe!” Mace spoke in a
sudden surge of resentment. “I don’t like
your implication.”

“You asked me what I'm driving at
and that’s my answer, young man,” Pro-
fessor Fabian snapped. “Of course you
don'’t like it—but you'll think it over just
the same. In fact, you may begin remem-
bering some of those things you didn’t
know you knew. If you really want the
truth, you will, young man.”

He turned then and hustled out, leaving
a smouldering anger in Spencer Mace.
But it was silly, Mace told himself, to be
angry at that prying, twitter-pated busy-
body. He had actually intimated that
Sylvia had had a secret sweetheart! Im-

ossible! Why, not the remotest notion of
it had ever crossed Mace’s mind. Utterly
impossible !

But as he sat there, alone in the quiet,
with his conscious mind dulled with heavy
fatigue, Mace thought back, seeking re-

membrances of things scarcely noticed and
forgotten.

AT THREE a. m.,, unable to sleep in
spite of the fact that he felt almost
narcotically drugged with fatigue, Mace
was still fighting those profoundly disturb-
ing suspicions of Sylvia.

Impossible, of course! Preposterous to
imagine such a thing. Yet—

Now that he thought back, he could re-
call a period when Sylvia had been inclined
to let herself get a little dowdy. Also, she
had complained endlessly about his work-
ing nights, his neglect of her. Then she
had changed, had blossomed with a new
vivacity, a new cheeriness. He had no-
ticed it at the time and had complimented
her, but he hadn’t dreamed it could be
the glow a woman wears when she feels
herself loved.

Spencer Mace paced back and forth
across his bedroom, warning himself to
stop this self-torture—to think of some-
thing else, of anything else—to get him-
self some very badly needed rest.

But that night—that last night of
Sylvia’s life. How buoyant she had
seemed! Was it because she had secretly
arranged a rendezvous and was waiting
even then to go to it? Was that why she
had stayed awake while he fell so heavily
asleep . . . why she had slipped out of the
house? To go hurrying in her bare feet
along the walk to the guest cottage, there
to meet—

He stopped himself again. Even if this
impossible thing was true, what had hap-
pened then to cause Sylvia's death even
before she reached the cottage?

And the man—

This blind conjecturing was agony to
Mzce. But—the man? It would be a man
Mace knew, of course. Someone who had
no doubt been here at the house often, as
Mace’s guest. Which so-called friend
could it be, then? Could Mace recall that
any one of them had begun showing signs
of apprehension or unnatural tension when
around him?

Mace stopped short, as still as if struck
a blow squarely in the face. He was star-
ing at a silver-framed photograph stand-
ing on his dresser. A portrait of Bob
Talbot. An extremely handsome young
man-about-town—Bob. And he fitted per-
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fectly the traditional picture of the schem-
ing bachelor, being Mace’s best friend.

Of course it could not be true. Not Bob
Talbot, of all men.

Yet Mace could recall now how for a
time Bob had seemed strained and uncom-
fortable in his presence. That would be
when the secret affair began. Then Bob
had seemed easier in his mind again—
after seeing that the poor blind husband
didn’t suspect a thing.

And more. . . . Mace remembered now
-little glances like caresses passing between
Bob and Sylvia. Smiles—smiles which,
remembered now, seemed secretly know-
ing. Now that Mace was groping into the
dark crevices of his memory he seemed
able to recall many things hardly noticed
then but significant now

No! He was imagining all this. They
simply weren’t capable of such treachery
toward him—not Sylvia and Bob. He
was overtired. His mind was playing
tricks on him, making him recall things
that hadn’t really happened. He wasn’t
going to think about it any more.

He dropped into bed. No, he wouldn’t
think about it any more. But when dawn
came gray at the windows he was tossing
restlessly and still probing into the darkest
crannies of his memory. .\,

Back at his office, Spencer Mace told
himself repeatedly that he must shut those
damned suspicions entirely out of his mind.
After all, it was over now, over for ever.
Sylvia had kept her final rendezvous.
Mace had resolved never to mention the
matter to Bob, not to show a hint of it to
anyone. Let it be buried once and for all
with Sylvia. Think of other things, pleas-
anter things.

Yes, think pleasantly now—think of
Antonia. Think of the dark depths of her
eyes, of the soft curve of her lips. Yes, it
was much, much better now to wrap all
his dreams around Antonia. . . .

He had stepped from his office for a
moment and now, returning, he was hit
by a new and totally unexpected shock.

His quick opening of the door caught
Antonia and Bob Talbot stepping apart.
They had moved a little reluctantly, had
separated not quite quickly enough. An-
tonia dropped into her chair, her face hotly
flushed, and fumbled with papers. Bob
turned his back for a moment, pretending
to be blowing his nose—actually wiping
lip rouge off his mouth. A trace of it was
left when he turned, too elaborately casual,
to say, “It’s about time to leave, Spence.”

FOR Sylvia’s funeral, he meant. His one
sweetheart was not yet buried before
he was_stealing another from Mace.

“Something’s going to happen,” Mace
said.

“What?” Bob frowned at him. “How
do you mean?”

“I have a peculiar feeling that some-
thing’s going to happen to me,” Spence
emphasized. “Something disastrous.”

“One thing that’s certainly going to
happen to you if you don’t ease up, Spence
—you’re going to cave in.”

“Maybe, but I mean something else,”
Spencer Mace said. “Perhaps the same

- thing Sylvia got. I have this sudden feeling

that something’s about to crack.”
Antonia and Bob both gazed at him
with sincere concern. Mace sat still, an
expression of apprehension deepening on
his face, while Bob took up the desk phone.
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When he finished talking, Bob had deci-
sive news for Mace.

“As soon as the funeral’s over I'm tak-
ing you home, Spence. You're going to
have some stiff drinks, enough to make
you really sleep. Then youre going to
bed, to stay there until you're slept out.”

Antonia asked quickly, “That was Cap-
tain Vic Seaver you were talking to just
now, wasn't it?”’

“It was. I told him, Spence, that you're
worried that something might happen to
you. He said I'm to stick with you at
home and he’ll keep watch outside. That
means you'll be protected both inside and
out. You can rely on us, relax and really
rest. Okay, Spence?”

Mace answered quietly, “Okay, Bob”
—scarcely hearing himself, aware of noth-
ing except the trace of Antonia’s lip rouge
left on Bob’s mouth.

%* %* %*

In the living room of his home, Spencer
Mace sat facing Bob Talbot with a well-
loaded drink in his hand. It was his fourth
and he could feel them. He and Bob had
come here together immediately following
the funeral services.

He drained his glass, pushed himself up
from his chair and said, “It’s silly of me to
feel afraid like this—just jumpy nerves, 1
guess. But are all the outside doors locked,
Bob?”

“Let’s double-check rlght now,” Bob
Talbot said, also rising. “Then you can
sleep with a perfectly easy mind.”

They went together to the front door
first, then to the rear and finally to the
terrace door—the one Mace had found
ajar the night of Sylvia’s fatal rendezvous.
It reminded him too vividly of that mo-
ment of ghastly discovery. He wanted to
forget it and every evil thing it meant. He
turned and stumbled up the stairs with
Bob Talbot coming after him.

He pulled down the shade, shutting out
the afternoon sunlight. Then he went
eagerly to the bed, shrugged off his robe,
eased off his slippers and dropped his head
gratefully to the pillow.

Bob said, ‘“Remember, Spence, Vic
Seaver’s watching outside and I'll be right
here in the house with you the whole
while, so rest easy, pal ”

Rest easy, pal. . Pal. . .. Even as

he heard the word echoing dully through
his mind Spencer Mace was sliding swift-
ly down a roller-coaster into a lake of
nothingness. . . .

A bell was rmgmg. A bell very far away
at first and coming slowly closer.

It rang so insistently that Mace fought
his way back to consciousness. He em-
erged through a jungle of sleep to open his
eyes in darkness. It was night now and
the house was still except for the trilling
of the bell. Mace rolled half over, reached
for the phone with one hand and turned
on the bedside lamp.

“This is Seaver, Spence—Vic Seaver
phoning from the place next door. My
Lord, I've had myself a time getting a rise
out of you. Were you asleep?”

“Asleep,” Mace said thickly. “Certainly
asleep.”

“My Lord,” Seaver said again, short of
breath. “I damn near knocked the door
down before I came over to this phone
You mean you didn’t even hear anything?”

“Hear what ?”” Mace was gradually wak-
ing now. ‘“Know what?”

“Bob Talbot. He yelled, to begin w1th
I heard it out at your guest cottage. I was
watching the house from there. By the
time I got going, it was all over.”

“All over ?”’ Mace sat up in bed. “What
the devil are you talking about, Vic?”

“About Bob,” Seaver said rapidly.
“He’s there on the living room floor. Dead,
Spence. Head all smashed in with a poker
from the fireplace.”

“Bob? Dead ?”’ Mace echoed it in numb
dismay as he swung his legs out of bed.

“I could see him through the terrace
window, Spence,” Seaver rushed on. “But
I can't get in. You understand this,
Spence? I can’t get in because every win-
dow’s latched and every door is bolted.”

Spencer Mace slid his feet into his
slippers—and suddenly his every muscle
was rigid. His slippers were warm. His
last remembered moment was many hours
old now, but his slippers were still warm
from the feet that had worn them only a
few minutes ago—the feet of a sleepwalk-
ing killer.

“I'm coming right down,” Spencer
Mace said, starkly awake now. ‘“Coming
right down to let you in and give myself

up.,l
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(Continued from page 8)
Costly Import

Dear Sir:
Were the perpetrators of the Spanish Bunco
Game ever apprehended and punished in any

way ?

Xlthough this very unpleasant experience oc-
curred in my family many years ago, I still
marvel at the method they used to present to us
lt_li(c facts of our family life, relatives and the
ike.

My father, to whom they first wrote, had been
dead over ten years but the letter from Barce-
lona, Spain, was forwarded to us in another city
where we were then living.

In this case the party needing help and a
home was supposedly a girl, my father’s niece,
the daughter of a sister of his whom he had last
see in England thirty years before. The picture
of the girl which was inclosed was enough like
my sister and myself to have been another sister.

After sending the required amount of funds to
the supposed prison chaplain, who was so kindly
accompanying the poor orphan to America to
see her safely delivered to her loving kin, we
anxiously waited for the promised cable telling
of their safe departure and arrival.

We watched the ship’s arrival reports. My
sister and I meanwhile shed many a tear for the
poor orphan and, incidentally, not spending a
cent of our very limited allowance so we could
buy something nice to try and help her forget
her terrible experiences.

Of course, we were to benefit considerably
for giving her a home and a]]owmg her poor
father (in prison in Spain) to die in peace in
thefz knowledge that his dear child was at last
safe.

Oh well, live and learn. The ship landed but
no word from our dear cousin.

After due inquiries and considerable cost, we
were informed by the council of the swindle
that was being put over on some Americans.

We tried to be thankful that it was not any
worse as we told our twelve hundred dollars
good-by. My kindhearted stepfather tuned more
pianos and paid back every cent which we had
borrowed.

We lived on. A little sadder but a lot wiser.

Kathleen A. Daly
Orange, Texas.

Uncalled-for Expense

Dear Sir:

A letter from a distant city signed by an at-
torney at law informed that a distant cousin had
willed me a hundred dollars but the money
couldn’t be mailed out until certain expenses in
clearing up the estate were settled. He said my
proportion of said expenses amounted to $9.83.

A technicality prevented them from simply
deducting the amount from my hundred dollar
check, but that on arrival of my expense money
the legacy would reach me by return mail.

I sent the $9.83 but no money came to me. A
letter I wrote three weeks later to the so-called
attorney came back marked “Uncalled For.”

Mrs. Doris L. Pinsebok
Pitkin, Louisiana.

On the House

Dear Sir:

Hollywood movie studios frequently come to
this part of Arizona to film portions of movies,
so it wasn't too much of a surprise when a
station wagon pulled up and a smooth-talking
fellow got out.

Naturally we're always on the look-out for a
little extra business so we made an arrangement
whereby we would gas up his trucks and provide
food and lodgings for his movie crew at a re-
duced rate.

He showed us his credentials, which purported
to explain that he was the advance agent for
Hollywood Service Shows and produced an
official expense account book whereby we could
keep track of what they owed us. Naturally
we were rather elated, so when he asked us to
fill his tank we did so. When he ate in the
Café he came back to the station and told us
that when his unit came in that night he would
settle with us for the gas and the meal.

He left, and we immediately ordered a thou-
sand gallons of gas and quite a bit of food for
the Café. Needless to say, he never came back
and we were out the price of a meal and a tank
of gas, plus all the food that went to waste.

From now on it’s cash on the line for me, and
I intend to think twice before believing in cre-~
dentials.
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Dime Detective

(Continued from page 73)
Cancel the Order

Dear Sir:

I was a victim of the used postage stamp
racket.

It happened when a middle-aged man wearing
an eye patch and carrying his arm in a sling
approached me in my office and after telling me
a hard-luck story asked me to buy an unused
sheet of 100 three-cent stamps for $3.25.

Since stamps are always needed and my sym-
pathies were touched, I didn’t object to buying
the stamps and paying the extra quarter.

Two weeks later a government investigating
agent carrying a handful of our office envelopes
visited me. He said the envelopes had been
seized by postal authorities for bearing cancelled
stamps. He showed me where the original
cancellation marks had been so cleverly removed
that only a very experienced post office worker
could detect the difference.

Inquiry revealed that the only stamps not
bought directly from the post office were the
ones I had hought from the man with the eye
patch and arm sling. And it turned out that this
same man had pulled the same trick before.

Newspapers carried a story warning people
not to buy stamps from a stranger, but so far as
I know the man was never apprehended. How-
ever, I am confident that government agents
will eventually track him down.

Keith S. C. Allen
Remsenburg, New York.

No Lights, No Nothing

Dear Sir:

My husband and I were very happy when the
first day of March came, for that was the day
we were to move into our new home.

It had taken every dollar of our savings to
make the down payment, with the exception of
one twenty dollar bill, with which we planned
to pay the moving man, and make the usual
deposit to have our lights turned on.

Our furniture had just been unloaded and the
man paid ten dollars when a well-dressed man
came to the door and told us he was from the
telephone company, and that he only had one
more available phone for that line, but we would
have to decide right then, for there were others
eager to get a phone.

He informed us he would have to collect a
ten dollar fee, but that we could go to the tele-
phone office next day, fill out the proper papers
and get a refund.

We talked it over and decided to grab at the
chance, and do without lights temporarily.
When the morning paper came, we read of many
others all over town being swindled that day,
just like we were.

S. Evans
Nashville, Tenn.

Guaranteed for Never

Dear Sir:
When ballpoint pens had their first big fad, I

bought one produced by one of the largest ball-
pen manufacturers. After two weeks’ service,
the ball came out of the pen, spilling a fifteen
year supply of ink on a brand new suit.

I sent the pen to the factory for its guaran-
teed replacement or repair and complained of the
spoiled clothes. Months later I received several
forms to fill out in order to have the garment
cleaned by their own cleaners. But no mention
was made of the pen.

Two years and several dozen letters later, 1
am still minus a suit of clothes and the price of
an unconditionally guaranteed ball-point pen.

I haven't heard another word from the manu-
facturer since the first red tape, and I don't
suppose I ever will.

Larry Fredricks
Dover, N. J.

Blonde Bait

Dear Sir:

I've been swindled pretty often. Usually I
laugh it off as good experience. But the ugliest
racket that ever took me in used a pretty girl.

I was a kid, a private in the army. In three
weeks I was slated to go overseas. But at the
time I had a fifteen-day delay enroute, and a
ticket to the West coast in my pocket. I was
standing in front of the St. Louis railroad depot
with a couple of hours to kill.

There were six girls, each about twenty or
younger, each very pretty, spaced about a hun-
dred feet apart in front of the station. I sort of
wandered toward the prettiest blonde—I walked
into it.

She was selling magazine subscriptions. She
said that all the girls were competing to sell the
most subscriptions. The winner of a Hollywood
screen test and so forth. I thought it would be
nice to have lots of magazines, if they ever
caught up with me, when [ got wherever I
would be sent. So I bought five subscriptions
ranging from one to three years and from three
to seven dollars apiece. She took me for plenty.
All up and down the street those girls were
taking the GI's for hundreds of dollars.

It looked legitimate. My receipts were flashy.
She signed them. The printed address was that
of a magazine distribution agency somewhere
in Chicago.

Naturally I never got those magazincs. Over-
seas, I met two other guys who had been taken
by those same girls two months before. That
seemed to show that they were well organized,
perhaps on a national scale, and had been in
business a long time.

The Veterans’ Administration tried to trace
that Chicago address on my receipt. There was

no such place.
Robert J. McGregor
Tempe, Arizona.

Sucker, Be Seated!

Dear Sir:

After a hot, strenuous day at Keansburg
Beach, my fiancée and I caught the overcrowded,
10:30 boat back to New York, the return half
of a mooualight sail.
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I had given up hope of finding chairs when
a polite, young man clad in a polo shirt and
dungarees, like many of us, tapped me on the
shoulder.

“My girl and I plan to spend the rest of the
trip dancing and standing at the bar,” he ex-
plained. “We'll sell you our chairs for fifty
cents apiece.”

It was worth a dollar to me to sit down and
relax in the cool evening breeze ; besides, I could
demonstrate my prowness to my fiancée by get-
ting chairs where others had failed.

“It’s a bargain,” I agreed. “I'll go with you.”

“That won’'t be necessary,” he said quickly.
“I can get them much faster alone. Plcase wait
right here.”

I brought my fiancée to the spot where I was
to wait and he immediately appeared with the
chairs. He snapped them open with a practiced
hand, accepted my dollar and gracefully re-
moved himself.

The whole thing was done rapidly and in so
professional a manner that I became curious. I
excused myself from my fiancée and followed
him.

He stopped near the railing, looked through
the crowd, then walked up to a man and tapped
him on the shoulder. I couldn’t hear what was
said, but a moment later the young man detached
himself and went inside the enclosure, down the
stairs and around to a companionway marked
Keep Out, Crew Only.

A second later, he reappeared, a chair under
each arm. Another sale!

Apparently, he stashed chairs away prior to
sailing, and at fifty cents a chair, the supplement
to his salary must have been substantial.

Of course a word to the captain might have
been sufficient hut he couldn’t possibly have de-
prived more than ten or twelve people of the
first-come-first-served chairs and there must
have been over two hundred people standing.

I did feel grateful for the opportunity of pro-

curing the chairs.
J. J. Rodriguez
New York, New York.

No Change At All

Dear Sir:
“The happiest day of my life,” I thought as

I rode to the railroad station in the crowded
truck. There I was, honorably discharged from
the Navy—going home after a long fifteen
months overseas.

What could be better?

We had a short wait for our trains, so, as
sailors almost instinctively do, three of us
headed for the nearest gin-mill to celebrate our
still-unbelievable position in life.

We got acquainted with a salesman-like gen-
tleman at the bar and I found out that he was
driving right through my home town on his way
to the adjacent state. That was all right with
me and after a few farewell drinks with my
buddies, we went out to his car and got started.

After a short drive, we came upon a woman
standing beside a broken-down taxi and waving
us to stop. We did, and learned that the neatly-
dressed, middle-aged woman was a staff writer
for a large national magazine, that she had to
catch a plane to South America on an assign-
ment, and that she was sorry to inconvenience
us so. The driver assured her that it was no
trouble at all because we were going to pass the
airport on our way.

During the conversation she remarked that
all the money she had was her expense money,
a thousand dollar bill, and that she was worried
about the airport being able to give her change
when she bought her ticket, and “Would either
of you possibly have change?”

I mentioned my six hundred dollars (five hun-
dred back pay and one hundred mustering out
pay), and the driver gave his solution to the
problem, “If you’ve got six hundred, betwecn
the two of us we can change her thousand. Then
we can stop at a bank, break the big bill, and
square ourselves away.” So we gave her change
and later, at the airport, she departed from us
like an old friend.

We started on again and the driver said as he
put the “grand” bill in his wallet, “\We'll stop at
the first bank we come to and cash it.”

That was the last I saw of my money—the
driver disappeared when we stopped at a drive-
inn for a “quickie.”

If only I had thought, before being separated
from my savings, “How did she expect to pay
taxi fare with a thousand dollar bill?”

Don Barry
East Orange, N. J.
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I crouched low and ran forward.

-

To learn who blasted dilettante Drake out of his worldly
presence, Detective Lee Fiske played hide-and-seek with
bullets—and a runaway bride.
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Mystery Novelette of a Blonde Bombshell
O By ROBERT MARTIN O

CHAPTER ONE
Only a Blonde Stirring

CLIMBED down the rocky hill to the
beach and watched the gray waves
roll up over the sand. It was October,
but the sun was hot, and the wind was dry
and warm. I walked along the beach in
the morning sunlight wishing that I had

never heard of Leland Gifford and his
wayward wife,

I didn’t see the girl until I was twenty
feet away from her. She was lying on
the sand in the sun and the wind was
blowing her yellow hair across her up-
turned face. Her long legs were bare, and
her arms were flung wide on the sand. She
was wearing white, thick-soled sandals,
brief green shorts and a short green
jacket.

I stood still. The waves slapped up on
the beach, and the wind rustled the leaves
over the sand with a brittle whisper. I
could have turned and climbed unseen to
the path at the top of the hill. But I didn’t.
I picked up a pebble and tossed it at the
form of the girl. The pebble struck one
slim ankle. After that I was in trouble.

She sat up straight, and I had a glimpse
of blue eyes and a red mouth, and a wicked
wink of silver in her hand. Two quick
reports snapped down the wind, and I saw
blue smoke from her tiny gun whip over
the sand. I crouched low and ran for-
ward. She fired wildly once more before
she scrambled to her feet. She turned and
ran, stumbling in the sand, her yellow hair
flying out behind her.
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I caught her, then, and grasped her
wrist. I twisted a little silver-plated .22
revolver from her grasp. She struggled
silently and desperately, and when her
eyes met mine they were dark with fear.
Her mouth was a little too wide for real
beauty, but the rest of her was straight
out of Hollywood. The wind whipped a
strand of hair across her mouth, and she
lifted a hand te her face. On one finger
was a diamond as big as a teddy bear’s
eye.

“Honey,” I said, “you’re not a very
good shot.”

She stared at me silently. Her eyes
shifted to the gun in my hand. I clicked
open the cylinder, ejected the cartridges
—three of them un-fired—and handed the
gun to her. She looked at me uncertainly.
Then she took the gun and placed it in her
jacket pocket. Slowly a pink flush spread
over her face, while the sun made golden
lights in her thick hair. She stood with
her hands in her pockets, her long legs
slightly apart. Suddenly she flung her
hair back from her face and laughed. It
wasn’t exactly an abandoned, carefree
laugh, but it was nice. “I guess I owe you
a drink,” she said.

I agree with her. “I guess you do.”

She moved along the beach, looking over
her shoulder at me. “Come on.”

I followed her. She made a pretty pic-
ture with her long yellow hair, her short
loose jacket, and her long shapely legs.
We walked across a narrow curved beach
almost completely hidden from the rest of
the shoreline by rocks and trees jutting
out over the lake. Thirty yards from the
water’s edge, against the rise of the hill,
was a one-story, green-shingled cottage
with a broad porch, wide windows and a
red brick chimney, from which the wind
whipped thin wisps of smoke. As we
stepped to the wide porch, the girl turned
and her eyes went over me carefully.

My gray tweed suit was wrinkled, and
there was a three-cornered tear in the left
knee of the trousers. I shuddered to think
what my shirt looked like after my en-
forced ducking in the lake the night be-
fore. I needed a shave, and my upper lip
felt swollen where a whiskey-drinking
sheriff’s deputy had slapped me. I didn’t
look very attractive, I thought—but still
plenty good enough for a morning drink

with a girl who had just tried to kill me.

She said: “I'm sorry. I—I thought
you were someone else. . . .”

I grinned at her. “Forget it. The worst
you could have done was kill me.”

She looked at me thoughtfully for may-
be half a minute. Then she smiled faintly,
turned away, took a key from her jacket
pocket and unlocked the cottage door. I
followed her into a long room filled with
rustic furniture, a tired-looking bearskin
rug, and a big oaken table and chairs. A
knotty-pine portable bar sat across one
end of the room. Pine logs smoldered in a
big stone fireplace, filling the room with
a pleasant, woodsy smell.

“It's really too warm for a fire this
morning,” the girl said, “but I like the
smell of burning pine. And besides, I'll
need a fire tonight, and I hate to keep
building one. Is bourbon all right?”

“Fine,” I said. Alabama corn liquor in
a fruit jar would have suited me just as
well. T still remembered the deadly zing
of her bullets as they passed my ear.

SHE stepped behind the bar, selected a
bottle from the shelves, poured three
inches into two tall glasses, and placed the
glasses on the bar. I moved over, lifted
one of the glasses, and took a sip. It was
bonded bourbon, smooth and hot.

“I'm sorry there’s no ice,” she said.
“Would you like some water?”

I took another drink of the bourbon and
shook my head. “That would spoil it.
This is fine.”

She smiled and lifted her glass. We
drank together, rather solemnly. Then
she came around the bar and sat on a
stool facing me. “I’ve been so damn lone-
some,” she said. “You look like a nice
person—a little beat up, but still nice.”
She smiled. “What’s your name?”

“Fiske,” I said. “Lee Fiske. Why did
you shoot at me?”’

Her eyes clouded, and she took a long
swallow of her drink. Her mouth twisted
a little, and she lowered her head. I knew
I was at the end of the trail, and I shifted
uncomfortably on the stool. From where
I sat I could see the gray-blue lake un-
dulating in the sun.

The smell of burning pine filled the
room. I looked down at the lowered head
of the girl. Her vellow hair was parted
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in the middle of her head, and her scalp
looked clean and white. One bare knee
almost touched mine, and I could see the
delicate curves of her legs.

She raised her eyes, and there was a
hard glint in them. “I thought you were
—someone else. Coming up suddenly, like
that. I warned him not to bother me any-
more. He knows I'm alone, and he came
here last night—late. He was drunk.”
She turned away, and laughed shortly.
“Sordid, isn’t it?”

A pine bough crackled in the fireplace.
I said: “You're Emily Gifford, aren’t
you?”’

The scared look came back into her
eyes, and she slid slowly off the stool.
“Why did you come here?” she said in a
choked voice.

“Your husband hired me to find you.
Are you ready to go home?”’

Her brows puckered into a frown. “I
don’t understand. Why should he hire
you? I telephoned him last night, and I
told him I was all right. He knows why
I went away.”

“Why did you run away ?”’ I asked her.

“Didn’t he tell you?”

“He said he didn’t know.”

Tears filled her eyes. She turned away
from me and stared out of the window.
“I went away because I thought he was
tired of me,” she said in low voice. ‘“He
was always so busy, and he left me alone.
We—we've been married only a year, and,
well . . . I thought if I went away, maybe
he’d miss me, and it would give me a
chance to think.” She turned to face me,
and she attempted a smile. “I guess it
was silly of me, but I can’t stand to have
anything, not even his work, be more im-
portant to himthan I am. Can you under-
stand that, Mr. Fiske?”

“I guess so,” I said. “But are you sure
that is the only reason you ran away ?”

“Of course,” she said coldy. “What
other reasons did you have in mind ?”

I shrugged. “Forget it. How long did
you figure on keeping your husband sweat-
ing?”

“Oh, just a couple of days,” she mur-
mured, and she looked down at her glass.
“But after what happened last night. . . .
I almost gave up and went home, but I
have a silly thing called pride. And I had
the gun—a birthday present from Leland

—and I swore I'd kill him, if he came
back.”

“Who?” I asked her. ‘“‘Chuck Drake—
or your husband?”

She looked at me with wide eyes, and
her face went pale.

I took a long swallow of the bourbon.
She didn’t answer me, and I said: “Soa
man got rough with you last night?
Here?”

She nodded silently, her eyes searching
my face.

I tried again. ‘“Drake?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“A friend of yours?”

Her mouth twisted a little. “Not any
more. We went out together a few times
in town—Ilunches, and once for dinner—
when Leland was away. I told Leland
about it, of course, and we had some argu-
ments. I didn’t particularly care for Chuck,
but—"

“Did he follow you up here?”

She looked down at her glass. “I don’t
know. Yesterday afternoon I saw his boat
anchored in the channel. He saw me on
the beach, and he probably guessed that
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I was alone. Last night he came here,
drunk.” She shivered, and held out an
arm for me to see. There were ugly bruise
marks on the wrist. “I managed to get
the gun, and I think I scared him. But
he said he’d be back, and I told him I'd
kill him.”

I said: “And when you saw me coming
up the beach, you thought it was Drake,
and you started to blaze away?”

She nodded nervously. “Yes, yes. I
was upset—and I couldn’t imagine anyone
else coming from that direction.”

I placed my glass carefuly on the bar
and stood up. “Last night,” I said, “I
found the body of a man. He had been
shot to death with a small caliber gun.”

The glass fell from her hands. It didn’t
break, but the whiskey ran in an amber
stream over the hardwood floor. She
stared at me like a dead woman, and her
lips moved. “Who?” she whispered.

But maybe I'd better start at the begin-
ning.

CHAPTER TWO

Foul Play

the day before. I was eating lunch in

a restaurant called the Shoretown
when I spotted Leland Gifford at the bar
with a tall woman in a long black coat with
the hood thrown back over her shoulders.
I knew Gifford casually. Several times on
crowded days we had shared the same
table. He was the head of an advertising
agency known as Gifford, Incorporated,
and I knew that one fat account alone,
Sun-Taste Cigarettes, kept him well up in
the surtax bracket.

Once Gifford had introduced me to
Chuck Drake, local representative for the
Sun-Taste Corporation, and I got the im-
pression that Gifford would do anything
short of murder to keep the Sun-Taste
account in his agency. Chuck Drake was a
bright, sun-tanned young bachelor in tai-
lored flannel who affected a clipped Brit-
ish accent and lived beyond his ten thou-
sand dollar a year salary in an attempt to
properly entertain his constantly changing
lady friends.

Drake wore a gold chain on his left
wrist to which was attached a flat little

IT HAD started on a rainy afternoon

disc engraved with the name of his current
love. Locker room gossip had it that he
changed the little gold discs at fairly fre-
quent intervals and filed the old ones away
—something like the notches on the butt
of an early western gun-fighter’s .45, 1
suppose.

Tired after a long fruitless night and
morning searching in many bars for the
tippling daughter of a retired East Side
banker—to keep her out of the police rec-
ords, you know—all I had on my mind
was a shower and an afternoon nap. |
finished my coffee and tried to catch the
eye of the waiter to get my check.

I didn’t want to talk to Leland Gifford,
or anyone else, but he saw me and started
for my table. The tall pale woman watched
him a second, and then drained a martini
down to the olive and began to talk to the
bartender. Her black hair, done into braids
coiled around her head, gave her a regal
look.

Gifford was a little drunk for so early
in the day, but not sloppy. He sat down
across from me. “’Lo, Fiske. How’s the
discreet investigations racket these days?"
He was a big man with fat pink cheek-
and straight black hair parted neatly on
the side. He affected double-breasted blue
suits, starched white shirts, and rainbow
colored bow ties.

I lit a cigarette and gave him what I
hoped was a friendly smile. “Same as al-
ways,” I said. ‘“Terrible. How about a
job in the advertising business? Maybe I
could learn an auctioneer’s chant for yow
Sun-Taste radio spots.”

He lunched his big shoulders over the
table. “What are you drinking, Fiske?"
“Nothing. I'm on my way home.”

“Nonsense. Gotta have a drink.” He
twisted in his chair and waved at the bar-
tender. “Hey, Alvin. Two scotch.”

The bartender nodded and began to
pour. The tall woman in the black coat
looked around at us. Then she picked up
a fresh martini and came over to the table.

Gifford stood up. “Sit down, Paula.
This is Lee Fiske, the man I was telling
you about.”

Close up, with her long black coat un-
buttoned, I saw that she had a rangy long-
legged body which her somber gray silk
dress could not entirely conceal. And her
face, which had seemed pale from a dis-
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tance, now seemed vital and animated. Her
eyes were a deep lustrous brown, and her
lips were full and red. But there was a
faint air of cold aloofness about her which
I can’t describe.

Standing up, I turned on a smile for
her, got a small, expressionless nod in re-
turn, and we all sat down, Leland Gifford
holding a chair for her.

Gifford said : “Fiske, Mrs. Vance is my
attorney.”

That surprised me, but I covered up by
turning to the hovering waiter and hand-
ing him some money for my lunch.

“I was about to call you,” Gifford con-
tinued. “Paula and I have a job for you.”

Another waiter came up with two high-
balls and a martini. Paula Vance sipped
at the martini, and her dark glittering eyes
roved restlessly over the crowd. She ap-
peared not to have heard what Gifford
had said to me.

“Go on,” I said to Gifford.

He leaned forward. “We can’t talk here.
Let’s go up to my office.”

Without turning her head, Paula Vance
said: “I haven’t had my lunch, Leland.
I'm sure Mr. Fiske won’t mind if you
talk to him here.” She fitted a cigarette
into a short black holder. I struck a match
for her, and her big dark eyes stared at me
solemnly over the flame. Gifford drummed
his fingers on the table, and there was an
awkward silence. Paula Vance calmly
blew smoke and stared at a point just
above my head.

I said: “What kind of a job?”

Gifford looked up at me. “What?”

I was about to repeat my question, when
the girl said suddenly: “Look who’s
here.”

I twisted in my chair and followed her
gaze. Chuck Drake, the advertising man
for Sun-Taste cigarettes, was headed for
our table. A little girl in a big black hat
was with him.

I heard Gifford say, “Damn,” under
his breath, but in the next instant he was
on his feet with a broad smile on his face
and waving an arm. ‘“Chuck,” he called.
“Come join us.”

His invitation was unnecessary. Drake
was already pulling out a chair. Paula
Vance lowered her head, and her eyes
were veiled as she fingered the stem of her
glass. I got wearily to my feet again.

“How nice to see you, Chuck,” Gifford
was saying. “You know Mrs. Vance, I
believe?” He nodded at me. “And Mr.
Fiske?” .

I smiled mechanically. Drake nodded
briefly, and said to Gifford: “Greetings,
old chap.” He turned to Paula Vance.
“Paula, my pet, you seem a bit melan-
choly. A difficult morning at the bar?”
He had a rich baritone voice, and he
clipped his words, like an actor.

Her cold stare flicked over him briefly.
Then she smiled. “Sit down, Chuck. Le-
land is buying scotch.”

THE little girl in the big hat said: “Hi,
folks. My name is Susan.” The rest
ignored her, but I went around the table
and took her by the arm. She had a pert
little face with a short nose and a dimple
in her chin.

“Hello, Susan,” I said. “Come sit by
me.”

She acted like a four-year-old who had
been offered an ice cream cone before
breakfast. As I led her around to a chair
on my side of the table, she said: “Do
you suppose you can get me a bottle of
beer?”

“Sure.”

She smiled at me, sat down, and took
off her wide-brimmed hat. Her hair was
copper-colored, with gold lights in it. A
waiter leaned over the table, and Gifford
said: “Scotch all around, except for Mrs.
Vance. A martini for her.”

“And one beer,” 1 said.

The girl beside me patted my arm.
“Thanks, pal. I hate scotch. It tastes like
medicine.”

Chuck Drake looked across the table at
her. “Susan, angel,” he said, “no one
drinks beer.”

“I do,” she said happily, and she smug-
gled up beside me.

Paula Vance’s cold eyes were appraising
the girl beside me. “Honey,” she said,
“I’m Paula Vance. Chuck was too rude
to introduce us.”

Drake said quickly, with a trace of
malice in his voice: “So sorry, Paula.
Meet Miss Terry.”

“Just call me Susan,” the little girl
said.

Paula Vance nodded, smiled, and re-
sumed her crowd-gazing. Her profile was
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toward me. She had a straight nose, full
sharply defined lips, and a flawless pale
skin. A cold woman, I thought, who
thawed only when it suited her purpose
to do so.

Leland Gifford said to Drake: “Chuck,
we’ve got the new campaign almost ready
to roll. The cops came through in great
shape. Ninety-seven percent smoke Sun-
Taste cigarettes because they calm their
nerves and make them more alert to their
job of protecting the American public from
crime. Ninety-seven percent—"

“I'm sold,” Drake broke in.
much will it cost us?”

Gifford shrugged and lifted a hand.
“Our usual percentage—and, of course,
a few cases of cigarettes which we scat-
tered about the country.”

“A few cases ?”” Drake said. “Don’t you
mean a few carloads? How many police
stations are there in this fair land of
ours?”

Gifford grinned. “Cases or carloads—
what'’s the difference?”

Drake laughed and clasped his hands in
front of him. I saw the gold chain on his
left wrist, and I could even make out the
engraved name on the attached disc. The
name was, “Susan.”

“I rather like the police approach, Le-
land,” Drake said. “It has possibilities.”
He looked up at the ceiling and closed his
eyes. ‘“Let’s see. While the city sleeps
the stalwart guardians of law and order
in the silent watches of the night . . . the
police of America patrol the streets and
highways, smoking Sun-Taste Cigarettes,
to make democracy safe for you and
yours . ..”

“Don’t strain yourself, Chuck,” Gif-
ford said, grinning. “I've got good copy
writers.”

The waiter brought the drinks, and
Susan Terry sipped at her beer. “Hmmm,
good,” she said.

Chuck Drake said to Gifford: ‘“When
are you going to tear yourself away from
that gold mme you call a business and
come to Bay Point with me for some
perch fishing? I'm going down this after-
noon. They say they're biting in the chan-
nel.”

“Don’t tempt me, Chuck,”” Gifford said.
“I can’t get away right now.”

Paula Vance was gazing calmly at the

“How

crowd, but I had the impression that she
was listening to everything that was said
at the table.

I said to the girl beside me: “Are you
in advertising, too?”’

“Kind of. I'm a model. This afternoon
we're doing a style show at the North
Bay Hotel. Jake Flame is showing sum-
mer wear for his customers who are going
to Florida.”

Jake Flame was one of the town’s
snootier dress designers. You could buy
dresses as good as his in any bargain
basement for six-ninety-eight, but Jake
Flame originals started at two hundred
bucks. I said: “Do you work for Jake?”

She shook her head. “No, for Sally
Dollings’ model agency. She gets most of
Jake’s business. I specialize in junior
sizes. . . . Don’t you think Chuck is
marvelous ?”’

“He seems very nice,” I said politely.

She looked at Drake talking to Gifford,
and her eyes seemed to melt. “Nice?”
she said. ‘“He’s terrific. For my money,
he's the answer to any gal’s dream.’’ She
tilted her small face up to me, and laughed
a little uncertainly.

“So it's that way, huh?” I said.

She nodded happily, and sipped at her
beer.

I stood up.

Chuck Drake said in his clipped voice :
“Oh, I say, Fiske. You're not leaving?”

Leland Gifford shot a quick glance at
Paula Vance, and I felt her cold eyes upon
me. Gifford said: “We wanted to talk
to you, Fiske.”

Chuck Drake finished his highball. He
stood up and said to Susan Terry: “Come
on, angel. These people want to talk sor-
did business.”

Gifford said hastily: “Don’t go away,
Chuck. We—"

“Tut, tut,” Drake broke in. “I’ve been
trying to persnade Susan to come along to
Bay Point this afternoon, but she says she
has to work. I want to work on her a
little more.” He made his hand into an
imitation gun—forefinger extended, thumb
raised—and pointed at Susan Terry. “I
mean you, angel. Ready?” He moved
around the table and stood behind her
chair.

“But, Chuck,” she Protested. “I really
do have to work. I—’
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“Shush,” he said, and winked broadly
at the rest of us.

Susan Terry shrugged her small shoul-
ders and stood up. She was smiling like a
high school freshman on a date with the
captain of the football team. As she and
Drake moved away, Drake turned and
winked at us again. ‘“Cheerio,” he said.

Suddenly I hated Chuck Drake. For no
reason at all, really.

ELAND GIFFORD leaned over the
table again, and said in a low, confi-
dential voice: ‘“Now, look, Fiske. I've
heard some good reports about you, and I
think you're the man I want. Paula and
I have talked it over, and we want you to
do something for us.”

“Us?” 1 said.

He flushed. ‘“Well, me.
my attorney, you know.”

“What’s the job.”

He looked at Paula Vance, made a
helpless gesture with his hand, and leaned
back in his chair.

She said in her crisp voice: ‘“Mr. Gif-
ford’s wife is missing. She’s been gone
two days, and we haven’t been able to lo-
cate her. Because of the publicity, we've
hesitated to go to the police. We want you
to find her. What is your fee?”

“Tweaty-five dollars a day,” I said,
“and expenses.”

“That will be satisfactory,” she said
coolly. “We want you to start immedi-
ately.”

I sighed, and thought with longing of
my bed. But business was business. And
I figured the banker’s daughter would
come staggering home under her own
power. They usually did. So I said: “All
right. But I’ll have to know a few things
first.”

Gifford glanced at Paula Vance. She
nodded faintly, a look of cold amusement
in her eyes, and Gifford began to talk
swiflty in a low voice.

“The day before yesterday,” he said
to me, “about two o’clock in the afternoon,
my wife called me at my office and said
she was driving up to Detroit to visit her
sister. She planned to spend the night
and return yesterday morning. When I
didn’t find her at home last night, I tele-
phoned her sister in Detroit. Emily—
that's my wife’s name—hadn’t been there

But Paula’s

at all. T got worried then, and I called
all over town. Nobody had seen her, or
heard anything from her. This morning I
told Paula about it, and she advised me to
get someone like yourself to try and find
Emily. If that doesn’t work—” He
shrugged. “I guess I'll be forced to notify
the police.”

“What kind of a car was she driving ?”
I asked.

“A blue coupe,” Gifford said, and he
gave me the license number.

“What does she look like ?”

Gifford stared at me blankly. “Emily?
Well, she’s—"

Paula Vance cut in: ‘“Blonde, blue
eyes, about five-foot-three. Thirty years
old. wears sport clothes mostly. Drinks
bourbon and smokes Sun-Taste cigarettes,
naturally. Does that help?”

“Some,” I said.

Gifford grinned at me, and jerked his
head at Paula Vance. ‘“That’s my lawyer,
Fiske,” he said. “Never misses a trick.”

Paula Vance said coolly: “Any woman
can describe another woman-—down to the
brand of nail polish she uses. Do you
think you can help us, Mr. Fiske?”

“T'll give it a try,” I said. “Got any
ideas about where I should start?”

Paula Vance lifted her slim shoulders.
“Your guess is as good as ours.”

Gifford said solemnly: “Do your best,
Fiske. I...” He gazed at the ice in the
bottom of his glass. “I've tried to be
optimistic about this, but—"

“Are you skipping anything?” I asked.
“I mean, about her habits? Did she drink
a lot? Has she gone away like this be-
fore?”

He shook his head gloomily. “She
drank, of course—like everyone else, but
not to excess. And she never went away
before without telling me.”

“Do you have a photo of her?”

He took out a wallet, extracted a small
photograph from one of the compartments,
and handed it to me. It was a miniature
soft-focus studio shot of a girl with light
hair and a full smiling mouth. I could un-
derstand why a man would be worried
about losing a wife who looked like that.

I pocketed the photo and stood up. “All
right,” I said. “I’ll call you either tonight
or tomorrow.” Gifford nodded and rattled
the ice in his glass. Paula Vance stared at
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me impersonally through the smoke from
her cigarette.

I got my hat and topcoat from the check
room and went out. It was still raining. . ..

I had guessed right about the banker’s
daughter. When I called him from a pay
phone in a drug store on the corner he
told me that she was safe at home. “Just
forget all about it, Mr. Fiske, sorry to
have troubled you, but you know how par-
ents are—hah, hah—but Sandra had just
been-—er—uvisiting friends in Muskegon,
and if you will just send me a bill for your
trouble I will forward a check .

I told the banker that I would try and
remember to send him a bill. Then I called
a friend of mine at police headquarters
and learned that Mrs. Leland Gifford had
no record whatsover. After that I went to
work the hard way. By nine o’clock in the
evening I had looked into every bar, tav-
ern, cocktail lounge, beer joint, night club
and assorted dives in the city and the sur-
rounding territory. I saw plenty of people,
but none of them looked like Emily Gif-
ford.

After I'd had two hamburgers and some
coffee in a diner on the Detroit highway
I called Leland Gifford’s house. I didn’t
get an answer, so I tried his office. No
luck. My third nickel went for a call to
Paula Vance. When she didn’t answer,
I had another cup of coffee, and then I got
into my six-year-old coupe and drove back
into town.

CHAPTER THREE

Perchance to Dream. . . .

T TOOK me a half hour to get to Le-
I land Gifford’s house. It was a spread-
out one-story brick affair, fairly new,
built on a slope of ground leading up from
the boulevard on the west side of town.
The windows were all dark, but a light
burned in an imitation ship’s lantern be-
side the front door. I pressed the bell long
enough to make sure no one was home,
and then I went around to the back. I
spotted the cellar windows flush with the
ground, and I struck a match.

Just ordinary windows, held with a hook
on the inside. I kicked in a pane of glass,
unhooked the window, and in three min-
utes I had climbed in over the coal and

without trouble found my way upstairs.

The flame from another match told me
that the house was furnished expensively,
and in good taste. The first bedroom I
tried apparently belonged to Leland Gif-
ford. Mahogany furniture, a closet full of
suits and shoes, and a photo of Emily Gif-
ford in a silver frame.

After two matches had burned my fin-
gers, I turned on the lights as I went. I
was tired enough not to worry about Le-
land Gifford catching me snooping
through his house. The adjoining room
was obviously his wife’s. It was filled
with a faint illusive fragrance. I hurridly
inspected the dresser drawers and the
closets, but all I found was clothes—Ilots
of them.

I went back into Gifford’s room. It, too,
appeared to have been recently put in
order. Even the ash trays were clean.
Something gleamed yellowly in a green
brocaded chair. I moved over to the chair
and picked up a small gold cigarette lighter
which was almost buried between the cush-
ion and the back of the chair. It was an
elegant little gadget, engraved with two
initials—P.V.

A sudden ringing sound beat against my
ears. I jumped for the light switch, flicked
it off, and stood frozen in the darkness.
The ringing continued, loud in the quiet
house. I turned on the light again, and
I located the telephone on a stand by the
bed. I moved slowly over to it, trying to
make up my mind. Then I folded a hand-
kerchief over the instrument’s mouth piece,
and lifted it to my ear.

“Yes?” T said.

A woman’s voice said: “Leland?”

I said, “Yes,” again, and waited.

There was a silence, and then the voice
said: “You sound so strange. Are you all
right, Leland?”

“Of course,” I said. “Where are you?
I called Detroit—"

“Listen, Leland. I've got to think
things out. I'm all mixed up. I—"

I began to sweat. ‘“Where are you?” I
asked sharply.

She laughed a little shrilly. “You sound
worried, darling. Have you missed me?”

I tried to sound like a husband. “ Emily,
I want you to come home. Tell me where
you are, and I’ll come and get you. I want
to talk to you.”
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She tried to laugh again, but it was more
of a sob than a laugh. “I—I just wanted
to tell you that I'm all right. No need to
drag the river. I'll let you know what I
decide. Good-by, darling.” There was a
click in my ear, and I stood holding the
dead phone in my hand.

I cradled the phone for an instant, and
lifted it to my ear again. When the oper-
ator answered, I said in what I hoped was
an official sounding voice: “This is the
police. A call just came through for the
Leland Gifford residence on Lake Forest
Road. Trace it, and call me here.”

“The police, sir?”

“Yes. It's important. Hurry.”

I smoked a cigarette while I waited.
P’resently the phone jangled, and when I
answered, a cool voice said: ‘“The call for
[.ake Forest 22986 was from a pay station
in the Island Drug Store at Bay Point.”

“Thank you,” T said.

[ checked Paula Vance’s home address
in the telephone directory, and then I
turned off the light and went out of the
front door, snapping the spring lock shut
hehind me. . . .

The apartment building in which Paula
Vance lived was called Willow Court. It
was a discreet-looking pile of gray stone
with a small quiet lobby and a double row
of mailboxes. She lived on the third floor
in Apartment 3-F. I ignored the buzzer
and speaking tube beside her mail box
and climbed the carpeted stairway. 3-F
was at the end of the hall, away from the
street, and I rapped lightly. On the sec-
ond rap, the door opened.

Paula Vance looked at me coldly for
maybe ten seconds. Then she seemed to
recognize me. “It’s our Mr. Fiske,” she
said. “To what do I owe this honor ?”

“Business,” I said. “Can I talk to you
for a couple of minutes?”

“Of course,” she said. “Come in.”

I stepped in past her, and she closed the
door. Her black hair was parted in the
middle of her head and twisted into two
long heavy braids which fell almost to her
waist. She was wearing a long, draped
hostess gown and gray satin mules.

“Frankly,” she said, “I've been rather
expecting you. Will you have a drink?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “I'm in kind of
a hurry.”

She raised her dark eyebrows. *‘Really?

Have you learned anything, Mr. Fiske?"

I took a package of cigarettes from my
coat pocket. “Smoke?”

She moved up close to me and her
strong white fingers plucked a cigarette
from the package. Her eyes were almost
on a level with mine. Her face had a
shiny scrubbed look, and there was a fresh
clean smell about her. She slowly placed
a cigarette between her red lips and wait-
ed for me to light it for her.

Taking from my pocket the little grolden
lighter I had found in Leland Gifford’s
bedroom, I flicked the lighter to flame. She
leaned forward a little to ignite the end of
the cigarette. Suddenly she drew back and
removed the cigarette from her mouth.
Her eyes were on the lighter.

I watched her, and [ didn't say any-
thing.

“That’s a cheap trick.” she said, and
there was controlled fury in her voice.
“About what I would expect. Where did
vou get it?”

“I found it in Leland Gifford's house,”
I said.

“Of course,” she said coldly. “Why
not? Mrs. Gifford and I are good friends.
I am often at her house.”

“I found it in l.eland Gifford's bed-
room,” I said.

She stared at me silently, her face like
a mask. And then she slapped me across
my left cheek. It hurt.

“Get out,” she said evenly. “You're
being paid to find Mrs. Gifford. Why
don’t you find her?”

My cheek still tingled from the sharp
impact of her palm. I put the lighter back
into my pocket. “I hawe found her,” I
said.

ER eyes shifted a little, and she turned
away. She said in a low voice, “May-
be we'd better have a drink,” and she
crossed to a cabinet in a corner. After
she poured the drinks, her mouth looked
softer, and the coldness had gone out of
her eyes.
“I'm sorry,” she said softly. ‘“Really,
I am. I ... 11 guess I forgot that you
have a job to do. And I remember now
that I left my lighter at Emily's—Mrs.
Gifford’s—the other evening, at bridge.
Mr. Gifford was out, and we put our
wraps in his bedroom. Anyhow, it doesn't
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really matter.” She lowered her eyes.

“You don’t have to explain to me,” I
said.

She raised her eyes. “Thank you.” she
said quietly. “Where . .. is Emily?”

I took a swallow of the scotch, and
thoughtfast. ThenI said: “At Bay Point.
She telephoned from there a little while
ago. I took the call—she thought I was
her husband.”

“What did she say?”

I shrugged. ‘““Not much that made sense.
Something about being mixed up and
wanting to think things out and not to
drag the river.”

“Is that all she said ?”

“Just about,” T said. “What would she
be doing up there? Didn't I hear the
bright young executive, Chuck Drake, say
today that he was going up to Bay Point?”

She said mockingly. “You're the de-
tective.”

“All right,” I said. “Let’s stop play-
ing games. What’s the connection be-
tween Mrs. Gifford and this Drake?”

Tilting her chin, she looked straight into
my eyes. “You're very direct, Mr. Fiske.
I think I'm beginning to like you. You
asked me a question, and I'll try and an-
swer it truthfully. Leland—MTr. Gifford
—has been working pretty hard, and he
hasn’t been able to spend much time with
his wife. And there has been some gos-
sip about Emily and Chuck Drake.”

“What about Drake’s girl friend—the
one ‘with him at the Shoretown today?
Susan what’s-her-name?”’

She laughed shortly. “Chuck Drake is
not noted for being a one-woman man.”

“Does this Drake have a place at Bay
Point ?”

“He calls it a lodge, but it's really just
8 small cottage. I understand he uses it
the year around. Shall I get you another
drink, Mr. Fiske?”

I placed my glass on a low table and
moved to the door. Paula Vance had a
disturbing effect upon me, and I figured
I'd better go while the going was good.

She said in her mocking voice: “And
so, dear reader, after wringing informa-
tion from the lips of the beautiful stool
pigeon, our hero, fortified with scotch,
stalks out into the night to continue his
relentless search for the lovely Emily.”

I stood with my back against the door

and grinned at her. She made a pretty
picture in the Grecian lines of her hostess
gown. I said: “You're wasting your time
chasing ambulances. You should write
books.”

She was suddenly serious. “Will I see
you? I'd like to know . ..”

Paula Vance moved up close to me, and
I didn’'t back away. After all, I'm just a
guy, and Paula Vance had beauty, and a
marvelous figure—and brains. She stood
very still before me, her eyes shadowed
by ﬁer thick black lashes, a faint, provoca-
tive smile on her full lips.

Both of us moved forward at the same
instant, and she was standing close against
me. I put my arms around her, her head
went back, and her long thick braids fell
free. I kissed her throat first, and my
lips felt the strong pulsing of her blood.
Her hands groped upward to cup the back
of my head, and then her mouth was
against mine. She wasn’t ice—she was
fire, and I didn’t want to let her go.

Presently she pushed gently away from
me, her eyes veiled by her lashes. She
reached behind me, and I heard the click
of the bolt as she locked the apartment
door. I pulled her to me roughly, and her
body seemed to melt.

The shrill jangling of the telephone
sounded like the crack of doom. I held
Paula Vance close. “No,” I whispered
against her cheek.

She stirred restlessly against me. The
phone continued to ring, insistently. She
said, “Damn,” under her breath, twisted
away from my arms with a lithe movement
of her body, and crossed the room to a
small writing table.

“Yes?” Her voice had a hard, impa-
tient edge to it.

I waited by the door and tried to re-
member that I was being paid by a man to
find his wife. Paula Vance’s voice came
to me from across the room. “No. No...
not tonight. Yes ... We'll discuss it to-
morrow. . . . Tomorrow, I said. . . . Good
night.”” She banged the phone into its
cradle with a vicious movement of her
hand. She turned to face me. Her eyes
were smoky, and there was a strained,
hard look around her mouth.

“Trouble?” I asked.

Paula Vance shook her head. “It was
Leland Gifford wanting to know if I had
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any news about his darling wife. Some-
times I wish I'd taken up stenography—
or practical nursing.”

I waited for her to come back to me.
She didn’t. She just stood by the table
looking cold and lovely. I sighed, and lit
a cigarette.

“Good night, Mr. Fiske,” she said
coolly.

I nodded. “Good night.” T turned, un-
locked the door, and went out.

CHAPTER FOUR
Perchance to Kill

HEADED the coupe east, figuring I

could be in Bay I'oint a little after

eleven. As I crossed the high bridge
over the wide mouth of the river the rain
stopped and a soft south wind began to
blow.

By the time I reached Bay Point, the
warm wind had dried the rain off the road.
I drove with a window down, and on my
left T could hear the lake pounding and
slapping over the stone breakwater out-
side tlie yacht basin. The summer hotels
and cottages facing the lake were dark. As
I turned into the main street of the town,
I saw that it too had a deserted look. Only
a few cars were parked on the street in
front of beer joints catering to the na-
tives. There was a light in the lobby of the
Lake House, the town’s only year-around
hotel. I parked in front of the hotel, and
went in.

A thin man with white hair looked up
from a newspaper as I entered. “You
want a room?”’ he asked abruptly.

I shook my head. “Just some informa-
tion.”

He sighed, put down his paper, and
waited patiently.

“Where's Chuck Drake’s place?” 1
asked him.

“Why?"” he said. He had cold little
blue eyes.

“Let’s start over again,” I said wearily.
“This is a hotel, presumably catering to
the public. I don’t want a room right
now, but it’s possible that I will later. I
came in here peacefully, and I asked you
a civil question. Can you tell me where
I'll find Chuck Drake’s cottage ?”’

Suddenly he chuckled. “Don’t mind me,

mister. After the summer people leave,
I get so dang fed up sitting around here
with nothing to do I guess I even hate my-
self.” He hauled a bottle out from Dbe-
neath his desk. “Drink?”

“No, thanks.”

He looked disappointed, and put the
bottle back beneath the desk.

“Have one yourself,” I invited.

He shook his head sadly. “Never drink
alone.”

I said: “Now, about this Drake place?”

He sighed, and pointed a finger at the
big front window. ‘“About a mile east on
the lake road you'll see a big sign adver-
tising charter cruises to the reefs—Captain
Edgar Smythe. Just beyond the sign is
a road leading down to the lake. That
takes you to Skeeter Paradise.”

“Skeeter Paradise?”

He nodded. “That’s what Drake calls
his place.”

“Have you seen him around today ?”

“He was in the bar around two o’clock,
and the fishing crews say they saw his
boat anchored in the channel this after-
noon. Probably doing some fall perch
fishing.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I laid a five dollar
bill on the desk. “How about forgetting
that vou talked to me?”

He picked up the five, folded it care-
fully, and tucked into a vest pocket.
“Never saw you before,” he said, and he
gave me a sly wink. “Are you married,
mister ?”’

I shook my head.

“No?” He seemed disappointed. “Well,
anyhow, I didn’t see a woman with him,
this trip—if that helps.”

“It doesn’t,” I said, “but thanks, any-
how.” I went out.

I found Captain Edgar Smythe’s sign
without any trouble, and I turned into a
narrow stone road just beyond it. The
road wound down toward the lake through
second-growth pine trees. Once my head-
lights picked up a raccoon scurrying for
the underbrush. Through a break in the
trees I saw a pale harvest moon coming
up out of the lake. Then my lights hit a
crude wooden sign tacked to a tree. The
sign read:

SKEETER PARADISE
C. K. Drake

Parking my coupe beside a white frame
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garage, I got out and looked around. The
moon was fairly bright, and I saw a sec-
tion of white beach, the dark water be-
yond, and a small dock to which was tied
a thirty-foot boat with an outboard and a
small covered cockpit. The cottage was
the usual summer affair ; one story, frame,
a screened porch. I looked into the garage
first. Through the window I saw a low
convertible and several folded beach chairs.

I moved across the sandy ground to the
house, opened the screen, and tried the
front door. It was locked. I went around
to the back, found a door, and turned the
knob. To my surprise, the door swung
inward. I waited a minute, and then I
stepped inside. The faint glow of moon-
light enabled me to see that I was in a
kitchen. I felt along the wall until I found
a light switch. With my finger on the
switch, I said loudly: “Hey! Anybody
home ?”

The only answer I got was the whisper
of the wind past the windows. I waited a
minute before I flicked the switch. I
blinked in the sudden bright light. There
was a half-filled bottle of whiskey on a
table, and two glasses, both empty. I
crossed the kitchen and peered into a dark
room.

Something glittered at the edge of the
light, and I mowved forward slowly. I took
four steps before I stopped, and I was
suddenly sorry that I had turned on the
light in the kitchen, but it was too late
now. I took another step, and I leaned
forward to make sure that my eyes weren’t
playing tricks on me.

The glittering object was a diamond
ring on a man’s hand. The rest of the man
lay in darkness. I didn’t touch him, but
I moved around so that I could see his
face. The bullets had entered neatly, al-
most daintily. There wasn’t any blood—
just two little red-black holes. One be-
neath Chuck Drake’s left eye, and the other
at the side of his nose.

I stood up straight and looked around
in the semi-darkness. Just a plain little
room, with bare floors and a stone fire-
place. Then I smelled something—fresh
cigarette smoke. I started for the kitchen
to turn off the glaring light, but it was far
too late for that.

A man moved into the kitchen doorway.
He had a big blue-steel revolver in his

hand and a smoking cigarette in his mouth.
The light was behind him, and I couldn’t
see his face—just the glitter of the gun and
the red glow of the cigarette.

I stood still, and the man chuckled
hoarsely. I heard a step behind me, but
I didn’t bother to turn around. The hard
muzzle of a gun jabbed my backbone, and
a voice said: ‘“Feel him for hardware,
Orvie.”

The man in the doorway moved for-
ward, still chuckling. With one hand he
slapped my pockets, and lifted my coat to
see 1f I had a shoulder holster. I didn’t.
I hadn’t carried a gun since I had finished
a blackmailing job a couple of weeks be-
fore. He chuckled again. “He ain’t tot-
ing a rod, Glenn. Probably ditched it.”
He prodded me in the stomach with his
gun. “Where’d you hide it, Sonny Boy?”
He smelled like a distillery.

THE man behind me grunted something.
Then the room was flooded with
light. I stepped sideways a little and faced
the two of them. The man called Orvie,
the one who had searched me, was short
and thick with a fat red face. He was wear-
ing a tan leather jacket and a corduroy
cap. The other, Glenn, was about the
same height as his partner. His face was
red too, but leaner and harder looking.
On the flap of his heavy plaid shirt pock-
et was pinned a big silver star with blunt
points, and in his hand was the twin of
Orvie's gun.

Glenn said in a complaining voice: “I
never see it to fail. You dang killers al-
ways got to come sneaking around a
corpse, like a buzzard after a dead sheep.”
He jerked the muzzle of his gun at the
kitchen door. “March, son. We got busi-
ness with you. ”

I looked down at the body of Chuck
Drake, and I thought of how little Susan
Terry had looked at him across the table
in the Shoretowa Restaurant a scant
twelve hours before, and I remembered
that she had refused his invitation to ac-
company him to Bay Point that day.

I said to the man with the star: “Sher-
iff, you've made a mistake. I'm a private
operator down here on a special case. I—""

“Never mind, son,” he broke in. “We
got your description, and it fits to a T.
You was seen hanging around here this
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afternoon, and we figured you'd be back.
We set a trap for you, and you run smack
into it. We're a-taking you in for mur-
der.”

The man called Orvie took a pint whis-
key bottle from a hip pocket, unscrewed
the cap, and tilted the bottle to his mouth.
He swallowed twice, lowered the bottle,
wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand, and moved up close to me. He stuck
out his chin. “Where’s that gun, Sonny
Boy ?”

“Sober up,” I said. “I never had a
gun.”

He slapped me across the mouth.

I stood still, but I suddenlv knew that
[ wasn't going to let these two local clowns
stick me in any county jail.

“Now, now, Orvie,”” the sheriff
drawled. “None of that. We'll take him
in, quiet and peaceful-like.” He motioned
at me with his gun. ‘“Get moving, son.
And don’t try anything fancy.”

“All right, Sheriff,” T said earnestly,
“you got me. I killed Drake because he
broke up my home. My wife ran away
with him, and when he was tired of her he
cast her off, and she . . . she jumped in
front of a train on the tracks behind our
house. I've got two kiddies, and every
night they cry for her . . .” I hung my
head and swallowed a couple of times. “I
had to kill him, Sheriff,” I choked out.
" Any man would do the same.”

Orvie said, “Aw, nuts,” and I heard
the gurgle of his bottle.

“Them are hard lines, son,” the sheriff
said gruffly. “I reckon this here Drake
was a heller with the wimmin. But we
got to do our duty.”

[ looked up at him, and if there weren't
any tears in my eyes it wasn't because I
didn’t try. “I'm ready, sir,” I gulped, and
[ held out my hands with the wrists to-
gether.

I had figured it right. Orvie was busy
with his bottle, and the sheriff stuck his
gun into his hip pocket so that he could
unhook the handcuffs dangling from his
belt. I kicked Orvie first, quick and hard,
where I thought it would do the most good.
He let out a yelp like a stuck pig and
went down in a writhing heap. The sher-
iff made a stuttering sound and dragged
at his hip pocket. It wasn’t any trouble
to get to him and hook my leg around his.

As he went down, I grabbed his wrist and
got his big .45 in my hand. I swuuy
around, ran to the kitchen, and out into
the night.

But they were smarter than I had fig-
ured. When I got behind the wheel of n:v
coupe my groping fingers failed to find
the ignition key. The whiskey-drinking
Orvie had prohably been hiding in the
woods when I drove up, and had taken the
keys out before he had followed me in
through the kitchen. I jumped out of the
car and ran through the pine along the
lake. There was nothing else for me to
do. From somewhere behind me a gun
began blasting away in the night.

I ran for a long time, stumbling in the
sandy earth. After a while, I stopped and
tried to get my breath. From out on the
highway [ heard the wail ef a siren, and
I started to run again. But the siren kept
abreast of me. I looked through the pine
forest, and I saw lights blinking through
the trees. I thought:

W hat the hell, Fiske? Let 'em get vou.
You can clear it up—or can vou? W hat
about that witness who claimmed to have
Seen you this afternoon? And they caught
you with Drake’s body. . . .

The flickering lights grew brighter, and
I could hear the shouts of men, like a
pack of hounds baying on a fox trail. I
turned and ran for the lake, and I felt the
soft sand beneath my feet. I ran along
the beach and the wind was cool on my
wet face. The voices grew louder behind
me, and I shot a glance over my shoulder.

Lights were on the beach behind me.
Ahead loomed a steep pile of rock jutting
out over the lake. I scrambled up the
rough side of the rock, and I could see the
water below me. The voices sounded very
close, and I knew that I couldn’t keep
running along the beach. I rolled over on
my stomach, lowered myself over the edge
of the rock, and dropped into the lake.
The’'water was so cold that for a couple of
seconds I was afraid I wouldn’t be able
to breathe.

But I hung on to a jagged shelf just
above my head and submerged myself to
my chin. I crowded close to the over-
hang, suddenly realizing that I held the
sheriff’s revolver above the water.

I heard the scraping of feet on the rocks
above me, and I saw the flickering beams
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Robert Martin

of light slanting out over the dark water.
A voice, which I recognized as Orvie’s,
bawled: “Hell, Glenn, he’s doubled back
for the road. No place for him to hide
down here. The state cops’ll pick him up.”
Something plunked into the water on
my left, and 1 guessed that Orvie's whis-
key bottle was now empty. 1 hugged the
rock, and waited. The voices grew faint-
er, and the black surface of the water no
longer reflected the beams of light.

After a while T pulled myself slowly
along the rock, and stepped dripping to
the beach. The wind didn't seem warm
any more, and my clothes hung stiffly, like
an armor of ice. I began to run clumsily
along the beach, trying to get warm. I
jogged along, stumbling, and all I could
think of was fire, warmth, dry clothes.

I DON’T know how long I ran before 1
saw the cottage looming white against
the edge of the pine forest. It looked dark
and unoccupied, and I didn’t bother with
the door. With the butt of the sheriff’s
revolver I broke a window pane, and fum-
bled with numb fingers for the catch. I
found it, raised the window, and climbed
in. The moon made a soft light inside the
cottage, and 1 saw the outlines of rough
furniture and a fireplace.

Moving over to the fireplace, I stood
shivering, until I saw a small box of
matches on the mantel. They were
matches, all right, dry and ready for use.
I struck one, and found some newspapers
stacked on the floor beside a pile of drift-
wood. I crumpled some papers into a
ball, slanted a few pieces of wood across it,
and applied a match. Flames licked up,
and presently the wood was burning. I
huddled over the fire, and it seemed that
[ couldn’t get close enough. I piled on
more wood.

An exploration of the cottage revealed
a closet containing three woolen blankets.
I took off my wet shoes, socks and shirt,
hung them before the fire, and wrapped a
blanket around me. I no longer worried
about the sheriff or his whiskey-drinking
deputy. I was warm, there was plenty of
wood to last until morning, and for all I
cared the person who had fired two bul-
lets into Chuck Drake could be well on
his way to Rio de Janeiro. After a while
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I went into an adjoining room, crawled
onto the bare mattress of a bed, and went
to sleep.

The sun awoke me. I knew instantly
where I was, and I crawled off the bed
and moved to the fireplace. A few embers
of drift wood still glowed, and my clothes
were wrinkled but dry. After I had
dressed, I entered a tiny kitchen, found a
can of coffee and a coal oil stove. There
was even a cupboard filled with canned
goods—fruit, beans, meat. I made coffee.

When I inspected my cigarettes, they
were still soggy, so I made another search
of the cottage. I wasn't disappointed. I
found a half-filled can of pipe tobacco, and
I rolled myself a cigarette from a piece of
newspaper. It tasted as good as any tai-
lor-made. 1 sat in front of the fire and
smoked and drank my coffee.

The wind was still blowing, and I could
hear the sound of the waves on the beach.
I sat for a while, trying to decide what to
do. I couldn’t hide in the cottage forever.
From the way it was provisioned, it wasn’t
just a summer place which the owner
boarded up in the fall, but a place which

he apparently used from time to time
throughout the year. I got my feet and
walked to the window. The lake was a
bright blue in the morning sunlight, and
the sand of the beach looked clean and
white. A shrill jangling sound behind me
made me jump.

I turned swiftly. The room looked the
same, but the jangling continued. And
then I spotted the telephone on the top
shelf of an open cupboard built into the
far wall. All the comforts of home, I
thought, and stared at the instrument.
Presently the ringing stopped, and the
cottage was silent. I moved slowly over
to the phone and I picked it up.

A nasal female voice said: ‘“Hello, .
hello. This is the Bay Point operator, Mr.
Peerson. Mrs. Peerson has been trying
to reach you. Shall I put her on?”

“No, no,” I said, hastily. “I mean—not
right now. I just arrived. I—I'll call her
a little later. Will you get me Mr. Leland
Gifford, at the Columbia Building, in
Toledo?”

“Right,” she said. “Hold the wire.”

I held the wire and sweated. I hoped

&
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the errant Mr. Peerson wouldn’t walk into
his cottage while I was using his phone.

A girl’s voice said in my ear: “Good
mornirg. Gifford, Incorporated.”

My Bay Point girl said: “Mr. Gifford,
please. Bay Point is calling.”

I waited and sweated some more, and
presently Leland Gifford’s voice came on.

I talked fast. “This is Fiske. I can’t
talk long. I'm hiding out in a shack east
of Bay Point. I—"

“What are you doing up there?” he
snapped.

“Working for you—trying to find your
wife. Remember? Now, listen. I found
Chuck Drake murdered, and the local cops
are after me. They’ve got my car, and [
can’t get away. [ want you to come up
here and get me—"

“Good Lord,” he broke in. ‘“Drake
murdered? What is this, Fiske? I can’t
get myself involved in anything like that.”

“You damn well can—unless you want
me to tell the cops that I'm working for
you.”

“No, no. Don’t tell them anything.
Where’ll I meet you?”

“Two miles east of Bay Point on the
lake road. I'll be behind a big sign carry-
ing an ad for Captain Edgar Smythe’s
cruises. Make it nine o’clock tonight, after
it’s good and dark. If I'm not there, wait
for me to get in touch with you at the
Lake House in Bay Point. Got it?”

“Yes, but— Fiske, have you found my
wife? Wait a minute. Bay Point? Her
folks used to have a cottage there. Is
she—"

“Where?” I asked him. I had my ears
cocked for an approaching car.

“Two or three miles east of Bay Point,
on the lake. I was there once. Her folks
are in California now. It’s a green-shin-
gled affair, one story—"

“Good-by,” T said. “I gotta run. See
you tonight.”’

“Yes, but—"

I hung up. I wanted to get the hell out
of there. If the Bay Point operator had
been listening, I would have to do some
fancy dodging to keep myself out of the
county clink. I placed a five dollar bill
beneath the telephone to reimburse Mr.
Peerson for my night’s lodging, my break-
fast, and the telephone call, and I left the
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cottage the way I had come in—through
the window. As I walked rapidly away
along the beach, I heard the faint insistent
ringing of the telephone in the cottage be-
hind me.

Twenty minutes later the beach nar-
rowed to the water’s edge, and I climbed
a rocky hill and looked out over the lake.
Then I descended the hill to the beach
again, and I stood and watched the waves
roll up over the sand. It was October, but
the sun was hot, and the wind was dry
and warm. I walked along the beach in
the morning sunlight wishing that I had
never heard of Leland Gifford and his
wayward wife.

It was then that I saw the girl lying
on the sand, and I tossed the pebble, and
the bullet from her little gun zinged past
my head.

CHAPTER FIVE

Leave Her to Heaven

HE pine logs crackled heavily in

the hearth, and when Emily Gif-

ford whispered again: “Who?” I
said harshly. “Chuck Drake. I found him
dead in his cottage.”

She took a deep shuddering breath.
“But .. . who would want to kill him?”

“You—for one,” I said.

Her face flushed, and she said evenly:
“Do you think I would have told you
what [ did—about threatening to kill him
—if I really had killed him?”

“Maybe. Do you have any other ideas?”

Her eyes shifted, but she didn’t answer.

“What about this Susan Terry?” I
said. “Drake’s current girl friend?”

She looked startled. “Susan? I—I saw
her yesterday afternoon, in the bar at the
Lake House. It was a rather odd situa-
tion. Both of us asked the other not to
mention that we had seen each other. But
Susan wouldn't—"

“Kill a man? Why not?”

She made a helpless gesture with her
hand, and moved over to a window. I
stepped up behind her. “You’d better go
home to your husband,” I said.

“What are you going to do?”’ she asked.

“I've finished my job. Your husband is
to come after me tonight.”

AUDELS Carpenters
and Bmlders Guides
4vo|s $6

de Tvade Inf:

ters, Builders, Join-
Bn Mding Me chunice and ull
. These Guidea
ive you the short-out instruc-
LA tions t at you want~Inciuding
1 nn . ideas, solutions.
r ans, aystems and toney sav-

ng » ons, An

gges 688Y DI
essive mrso lor t.ho- rens
ST -E
ly lpar ud Qujc fere
the master !wrka!.
“”é“"'&:h'" e Halie
o8 98 8

k-t.n.dl:uhr Work. Bot

lumt.nc- fox nnn:’

Sl BT
inside Trade Information On: m”' &')UPON below.
How to use the steel square—How to flle and
Bet saws—How to bulld furniture-——How to use
a mitre box—How to use the chalk line—How
to use rules and scales—How to make Joints—
Carpenters arithmetio—Solving mensuration
goblems— Estimating strength of timbers—
ow to set girders and sills-—How to frame
houses and roofs—How toestimate costs—How
to build houses, barns, garages, bungalows, ete.
—How to read and draw plans—Drawing up
specifications—How_to excavate—How to use
settings 12, 13 and 17 on the steel square—How
to bufld holsts and ecaffolds—skylighte—How
to build staim—How to put on interior trim—
How to hang doas—How to lath—lay floors—How to paint.

AUDEL, Publishers, 49 W. 23rd St., Now York 10, N. Y.
Mall Audels Carpenters and Builders Guides, 4 vols., on 7 dar.l’ "w

trial. tf OX | will remit $1 in 7 days and $1 momhly ‘untit sG

—oth-mnsu 1 will return them. No obligation uniess | am satlsfi

PER

BOOKS ON APPROVAL

SEND NO MONEY. Just mail the coupon
for a complete set of 4 Big, Thick Auto
Books, 20th FEdition. Over 2700 Pagesl
Whether you are a mechanic or helper,
expert or apprentice, auto owner or driver

ke immediate advnntnge of this F‘RLE
ELAMINATION OFF

MAKE GOOD MONEY NOW
HOLD A PERMANENT JOB

America wants its automobiles kept in
good repair. Men with ‘'know how’’ are in
demand, at big pay. These books will help
you get and hold an important job, of
give you a chance to ge into business for
yourself now or later. Any man who half
triea to improve himself can learn auto
servicing and repairing by this uyuick ref-
erence method. Use the JIFFY INDEX
to find easily understood answer to any
auto problem. These wonder books pre-
pared by eleven of America’s great auto-
mobile engineers. Many hundreds of valu-
able illustrations. Send the coupon TODAY,

CAN YOU FIX IT?

These wonder books tell

maﬁe du’ﬂcuip re})‘ialrs
and adjustments.

eep a car at maximurn
tncluding late
est improvements in car

destl and  operation.
Eagine troubles and how
to correct them well
covered.

4 BIG, THICK VOLUMES A year's consulting privileges with
Over 2700 pages, 2000

Illustrlhcns?v\glrlng 4y our engineers now given with
grams, etc. Beahuggin these books without extra charge.
modernisti waghable . .

cloth binding. Publishers Since 1898

s e
AMERICAN TECHNICAL SOCIETY, Dept. A23%1

Drexel Ave. at 58th St., Chicago 37, Il

I would like to examine your 4.Valume Set of Auto Books.
pay the delivery charges only, but if 1 choose I may return_them
express collect. If after 10 nys’ use I prefer to keep themn, I will
send you $2 and Y:y the balance at the rate of only $3 a month
until $24.80 has en paid. Please lnclude conlumnz servico as
‘1’\1 ered above.

Addresl . ..
Please “attach leiter stating age. occubation, empo r's ‘name’ and

address, and name and address of at least one buslneal man as
reference, Men in urvlco. also please give home address.

I will




Beware Coughs
From Common Colds

That HANG ON

Creomulsion relieves promptly because it goes right
to the seat of the trouble to help loosen and expel
germ laden phlegm and aid nature to soothe and
heal raw, tender, inflamed bronchial mucous mem-
branes. Tell your druggist to sell you a bottle of
Creomulsion with the understanding you must like
the way it qulcldy allays the cough or you are to
have your money back

CREOMULSION

for Coughs, Chest Colds, Bronchitis
MAKE EXTRA MONEY

Build Steady Repeat Business
No No Exper

SE ll IIIIOI LABEL BOOK MATCHES

T

rect from Amerlen’

8
B OO0
e G RN QUG Nl
y_tor an|
POWERHOUBE selling kit. a
e SUUPERIOR MATCH 00.
Dept. 8-26, 75628 S. Greenweod, Chicage

wi

- '-}
59»
\F &Y

m wnud'g\m n It:l.r:umwl Mﬂl .?.""

gonl 315 * ’""&% o lnd holp: SRl supervigioa
LASALLE E:h-hn University, 41]’ So. Dearborn St
tion, Dept. 2334.H, Chicago 5, 111

I.EARN MEAT CUTTING

Af Home —In Spare Time

Geot Into the vital meat industry. Cone
tical Home Training based on 25 year
Instruect, thod) sad
Ment Cutter, Supervisor, market manager or mere
money In your own store. Go as rapldly ss your
spare mm- permits, Diploms. Start NOW to turn
e glu' hours Into money. BSend for
lletin t.m!ny No obligatton.
National Sehool ef Meat Cutting, lnc. I"‘U' K 16, Tnlldo 4, Ohio

STUDY AT HOME for Business Success
and LARGER PERSONAL EARN-
INGS. 40 years expert instruction—over
114,000 students enrolled. LL.B. Degree
awarded. All text material furnished.
Easy payment plan. Send for FREE
BOOK—*Law and Executive Guidance”
—NOW!

AMERICAN EXTENSION SCHOOL OF LAW

Dept. 11-B, 646 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago 11, |l

INVENTORS

Learn how (o protect your invention. Speclally prepared

*‘Patent Guide’* coataining detailed information concerning
patent protection and procedure with ‘‘Record of Invention’
form will be forwarded to you upon request—without obligation.

QARENCE A, O'BRIEN & HARVEY JACOSBSON
Registered Paten! Attorneys

926-A  Districd Natlonal Bidg. Washington 3, D. C.

94

Robert Martin

She turned and stared silently at me.
Then she moved over to the bedroom and
closed the door. I went over to the bar
and poured myself some more bourbon.
In a few minutes she came out carrying
a small pigskin bag. She was wearing a
long blue topcoat over a gray tailored
suit, and her yellow hair hung softly over
her shoulders. At the door she paused.
“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

She gave me a small-sized smile. “For
giving me an excuse to go back to
Leland.”

“He’ll get a bill,” I told her. “I’ll lock
up here and give him the key tonight.”

She nodded, opened the door quickly,
and went out. In a minute I heard the
sound of a car on the drive leading up
to the highway, and the diminishing purr
of the motor.

The cottage seemed very quiet, and I
could hear the sound of the waves on the
beach. I nursed my drink and wondered
gloomily how long it would be before the
law got around to searching all the cot-
tages in the area, and I hoped I could
stay undiscovered until darkness. I had
completed the job for which I was being
paid.

Emily Gifford was presumably on her
way home to her husband, full of love and
repentence, sorry for her petty flare-up of
jealousy. The man called Chuck Drake
was dead, and I didn’t care in the least
about who had made him dead, or why.
What I did care about was that I was the
number one suspect for Drake’s murder.
There wasn't much I could do about that
until after I'd seen Leland Gifford.

After a while I locked the door and went
into the bedroom. Emily Gifford’s faint
fragrance still lingered there. I stretched
out on the bed and pulled a blanket up
over me. I fell asleep immediately. I
dreamed that I was drowning. A red-
faced man with a pint whiskey bottle in
his hand sat in a boat ahove me. He
chuckled as he watclied me struggle in
the water.

I dreamed that Paula Vance and I were
dancing under the stars, on the sand of a
beach, and Leland Gifford waded in out
of the water with the dead body of Chuck
Drake under his arm. Both of them were
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wet and covered with green moss. Gifford
laughed gleefully and shouted something
at Paula Vance. She ignored him, and
continued to dance silently with me. Susan
Terry appeared from somewhere. She
was a mermaid, and she wiggled her fish-
like body over the sand toward Gitford
and screamed: “No! No! No!”

I awoke with a start, my face wet with
sweat. Somebody was pounding on the
door of the cottage. I crawled off the bed
like a drunken man and peeked out of a
lower corner of the bedroom window.
There was a black coupe in the drive. I
stumbled out of the bedroom and waited
a second. Then I unlocked the front door.

Paula Vance said coolly : “May I come
in?”

I rubbed my eyes, stood aside for her
to enter, and closed the door behind her.
She looked at me with amusement in her
eyes. “Are you drunk—or just sleepy?”

“Both,” T said.

She sauntered over to a chair, sat down,
crossed her long handsome legs, and pulled
off her gloves. “I've seen Emily and
Leland,” she said. “They act like newly-
weds. You did a good job, Mr. Fiske.”

“Thanks,” I said. I was remembering
the night before in her apartment, and I
found it hard to concentrate.

Paula Vance looked at me coolly.
“Emily told me that you were here in
her parents’ cottage, and Leland asked
me to see you. He said you were in kind
of a jam.”

I glanced at my wrist watch. I had
slept longer than I thought. It was three
o’clock in the afternoon. I ran a hand
through my hair and looked at Paula
Vance. She didn’t look at all like a lawyer
—or is it lawyeress? She looked like one
of the better stage actresses.

Shining black hair, unbraided now and
falling over her shoulders; pale oval face,
almost Grecian nose, a full, soft red
mouth. She was wearing a dove-gray top-
coat, a plain black dress which hugged
her tall body, and high-heeled black shoes
with narrow straps buckled snugly around
her slim ankles. A black-and-silver purse
lay in her lap.

“I’m flattered at this visit,” I said, “but
you’re taking a chance. I'm a murder sus-
pect, you know.”
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She laughed pleasantly. “Leland told
me about how you were caught with a
corpse. Poor Chuck. Well, he had a short
life, but a merry one.”

“Poor Chuck, hell,” I said. ‘“Poor me.”

She snapped her fingers. “Pooh. We
can fix that up. Anyhow, they’ve prob-
ably caught the murderer by now. Some
wandering bum who saw Chuck alone in
his cottage and killed him in a robbery
attempt.” She stood up. “Come on,” she
said brisky. “Let’s go to the sheriff’s
office and get this thing straightened out.”

I shook my head slowly. “Not me. I'm
as hot as a two-dollar pistol. And it wasn’t
robbery. Drake was still wearing a dia-
mond ring. I saw it.”

I WAS tired and hungry and beat up,
and in no mood for light banter, not
even with a girl who possessed the attrac-
tions of Paula Vance. “Leland Gifford
got me into this mess, and he’d better show
up tonight to get me out of it. I don’t know
who killed Chuck Drake, but I do know
that somebody framed me as pretty as a
Rembrandt original. Those two cops just
didn’t happen to be there. They—"

“My, my,” she said mockingly. “Such
talk.” She moved graeefully to the bar.

I stepped up behind her. “Don’t mind
me. I get on a soap box every once in a
while. What'll you have ?”

She pointed a red-tipped finger at the
bourbon. “That. About two inches in a
highball glass—plain.”

I poured for both of us. She lifted her
glass. “To crime,” she said. “And love.”

“Especially love,” I said.

Her lips parted in a faint smile. “Es-
pecially love,” she repeated. We drank
together.

“I'm in the shadow of the gallows,” I
told her. “What would you do if the
police walked in here right now and ar-
rested me for the murder of Drake?”

She took a swallow of her drink before
she answered. Then she said: “Get you
released on bail, and take it from there.
We can always think of something—if
you’ll cooperate.”

I placed my glass on the bar. “I see,”
I said. “Did Leland Gifford know that
his wife was seeing Drake?”

The mocking look was in her eyes
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again. “I came up here to see you because
I don’t want my client, Leland Gifford,
involved in a murder trial. You can see
the implications—missing wife, murdered
playboy, and all that. If we can keep you
out of it, about your being hired to find
Emily Gifford, everything will work out
all right.”

I said grimly. “So that’s it. Gifford
knew about his wife’s affair with Drake.
He knew they were at Bay Point togeth-
er, and so he came up here yesterday after-
noon and killed Drake—after hiring me
to find his wife. That would give him an
alibi which proved that he didn’t know
where she was. But somewhere along the
line the deal back-fired.”

She looked at me with steady eyes. “As
long as we've got our hair down,” she
said, “what about Susan Terry? Jealousy
would be her motive. And the fact re-
mains that Emily Gifford could have
killed Drake.”

“All right,” T said. “You killed him.”

She unhooked the clasp on her black-
and-silver purse and reached inside.

She smiled. “So that's it.” Her hand
came out of the purse—with a gun.

I didn’t like the tight way her finger
was hooked around the trigger of the little
22, but I said: “You flatter me. I didn’t
remember' until a second ago that you
were the only person who knew that I was
coming up here to Bay Point. Last night
at your apartment you dropped enough
hints to make sure that I would come up
to Drake's place looking for Emily Gif-
ford. At lunch you heard Drake say he
was coming here, and you followed him,
and you killed him.

“When T came to see you last night, you
saw the perfect chance to pin the killing
on me. After I left, you telephoned the
sheriff at Bay Point, gave him my de-
scription, and told him that you had seen
me snooping around Drake’s cottage. You
told him that I would probably be back,
and you asked him to investigate. So the
sheriff and his deputy found Drake’s body,
and they laid for me. . . . Why did you
kill Drake? Kind of go for him yourself
and couldn’t stand the competition?”

She had stopped smiling, and her eyes
were cold and hard. “You fool,” she said.
“Nothing like that. Leland Gifford is the
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Robert Martin

only man I ever really loved. Maybe he
loves me, and maybe not—that doesn’t
matter. What does matter is that Chuck
Drake saw us together at a hotel.”

“Blackmail ?”’ I said.

Paula Vance nodded. “I've been pay-
ing him—to protect myself and Leland.
But I've paid him for the last time. You
killed Chuck Drake, Mr. Fiske, and that’s
an end to the matter.” She hesitated, and
a little of the fire glinted through the cold-
ness of her eyes. ‘“Maybe if—if Leland
hadn’t called me last night—"’

I remembered again the warmth of her
lips against mine. I said harshly: “And
you couldn’t go on kissing a man you were
framing for a murder—a murder you had
committed—could you?”

She shook her head slowly. .

With one eye on her little gun, I said:
“You eliminated Drake, and from here on
out it was to be a woman-to-woman affair
between you and Emily Gifford. All you
have to do is to shoot me and tell the sher-
iff that I got tough with you, and you
were forced to shoot me.

“The sheriff will recognize me as the
man who was snooping around Drake’s
corpse last night, and that will be that.
That’s why you came up here this after-
noon—to see how much I knew. If you
found I knew too much, you intended to
kill me, too. Isn’t that about it?”

“Yes,” she said in a breathless voice.

“Yes, yes.” The muzzle of her gun tilted
upward a quarter of an inch, and I saw
her finger curl tightly around the trigger.

I pushed violently against the portable
bar, and Paula Vance fell backward off
the stool. The metal edge of the bar struck
the trigger guard of her gun, and I saw
the muzzle tilt backward and touch her
chest. In the same instant, as she fell, the
gun made a little cracking noise and the
bar hit the floor.

Jumping areund the end of the over-
turned bar, I jerked the gun from Pauls
Vance’s hand.

There was a powder burn and a little
hole in her black dress over her heart,
with the seeping wetness around it, where
the bullet, intended for me, had entered.

But still T sat beside her. ‘“I'm sorry,”
I muttered. But she didn’t hear me.

THE END
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