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      Dear Reader,


      Harlequin is celebrating its sixtieth anniversary in 2009 with an entire year’s worth of special programs showcasing the talent and variety that have made us the world’s leading romance publisher.


      With this collection of vintage novels, we are thrilled to be able to journey with you to the roots of our success: six books that hark back to the very earliest days of our history, when the fare was decidedly adventurous, often mysterious and full of passion—1950s-style!


      It is such fun to be able to present these works with their original text and cover art, which we hope both current readers and collectors of popular fiction will find entertaining.


      Thank you for helping us to achieve and celebrate this milestone!


      Warmly,
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      Donna Hayes,

      Publisher and CEO

    

  


  
    

    
      The Harlequin Story

    


    
      To millions of readers around the world, Harlequin and romance fiction are synonymous. With a publishing record of 120 titles a month in 29 languages in 107 international markets on 6 continents, there is no question of Harlequin’s success.


      But like all good stories, Harlequin’s has had some twists and turns.


      In 1949, Harlequin was founded in Winnipeg, Canada. In the beginning, the company published a wide range of books—including the likes of Agatha Christie, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, James Hadley Chase and Somerset Maugham—all for the low price of twenty-five cents.


      By the mid 1950s, Richard Bonnycastle was in complete control of the company, and at the urging of his wife—and chief editor—began publishing the romances of British firm Mills & Boon. The books sold so well that Harlequin eventually bought Mills & Boon outright in 1971.


      In 1970, Harlequin expanded its distribution into the U.S. and contracted its first American author so that it could offer the first truly American romances. By 1980, that concept became a full-fledged series called Harlequin Superromance, the first romance line to originate outside the U.K.


      The 1980s saw continued growth into global markets as well as the purchase of American publisher, Silhouette Books. By 1992, Harlequin dominated the genre, and ten years later was publishing more than half of all romances released in North America.


      Now in our sixtieth anniversary year, Harlequin remains true to its history of being the romance publisher, while constantly creating innovative ways to deliver variety in what women want to read. And as we forge ahead into other types of fiction and nonfiction, we are always mindful of the hallmark of our success over the past six decades—guaranteed entertainment!
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    DALE BOGARD


    Douglas Stallard Enefer (aka Dale Bogard and Paul Denver) was born on July 10, 1906, in England. He made a living writing novels and scripts for television—and sometimes a combination of the two, including The Avengers, a spin-off book, based on the popular television series of the same name, and several novelizations featuring popular TV detective Frank Cannon. Enefer died in 1987.
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      CHAPTER ONE

    


    
      I WAS DRIVING MORE OR LESS automatically and it was a little time before I realized that I’d crossed the state line into Connecticut. That lush Luce landscape wouldn’t be denied recognition for long, though. A thin moon slanted its light through the foliage which partly overhung the parkway, momentarily lighting up a flat, still stream as the Buick sped by. Another quarter-mile and I turned into the cutoff which would take me to the Golden Peacock Inn.


      I’d been there once before, with Lucy Marling, who is just about the best sob writer the town had seen in a decade—but tonight I was celebrating my emancipation from newspapers, and I figured that I’d do it alone and unaided. I wanted a quiet evening to sort myself out, not another interminable session of shop talk, too much bourbon and the final problem of sidestepping Lucy’s bedroom. Not that I hate women, but…hell, put it down to blue blood on the distaff side or something. Just an old gripy sourpuss, that’s me. Anything you say.


      I eased a size eleven tan brogue off the accelerator to take the last bend before the inn, my mind pleasantly anticipating the peculiar and particular aromatic savour of the Peacock’s admirable cuisine. Maybe a bit of cold consommé, a steak with mushrooms on the side…


      I didn’t get any farther because it was at this point that I saw her. She was lying in the center of the roadway and, as far as I could judge from behind my headlights, was wearing a raincoat. I had about twenty-five yards in which to stop and it was dead easy because I wasn’t clocking a mile above forty. The hydraulics clawed the Buick down to a walk and I was pulling into the grass verge before I got on to it that this might be the old stick-up—with a dummy sprawled on the road as sucker bait. My back hair began to stand on end and in another second I’d have been slamming the accelerator pedal like a pug in a panic—but it was at this precise moment that the lady moved.


      That is to say she rolled half over, tried to get on to her hands and knees and then quit. Okay, dummies don’t move and even stick-up men don’t usually put live ladies in the paths of the oncoming traffic.


      Just the same, I slid out of the car with a heavyweight spanner in my right hand, a jumpy look on my face and a collection of butterflies playing peek-a-boo immediately in the back of my belt. Maybe I should always turn up at the scene of the crime with a squad from the homicide bureau and the D.A. to hold my hand.


      The girl was now lying on her side. The stylish gabardine slicker was nicely plastered with Connecticut mud and a long tear gave me a free leg show up to and including the area above the right knee where the nylons end and the thigh begins. If Marlene Deitrich can do better she’ll have to show me. The recumbent young person was hatless and wore a mane of golden hair flowing just below shoulder-level.


      If anybody had been around on the lookout for the season’s most inept remark I’d have won it outright there and then.


      I said, “Is anything wrong?” Goddamn it, the cub reporter on his first assignment would have sounded like a veteran in comparison.


      A heavy blob of rainwater slid off a leaf and fell coldly on my bare head. I came to. Abandoning my fine caution or forgetting cold feet—have it your own way—I dropped to one knee, cradled the girl in my arms and dragged her into a semi-sitting position.


      She had a long, oval face which just missed being beautiful because her nose tilted fractionally. The mouth was wide, scarlet; the lips were slightly parted against rather small white even teeth. A nice line in purple bruises etched itself down her left cheek, tailing away just above the side of her mouth. She was wearing a soft linen shirt which rose gracefully before it declined and vanished into the wide belt of a swishy black satin skirt. Altogether, quite a dish. But I wanted steak and mushrooms.


      The way things looked I could have stayed there with her in my arms for the next couple of weeks and I hadn’t the time. So I slapped her twice on the un-bruised cheek. Ten seconds later I was looking into the kind of jet-black eyes you sometimes see in little girls’ dolls—the more expensive ones that say “Mama” and wet themselves.


      This one could talk anyway. She said, in one of those husky voices that sound good when put to work out front of a band in the Rainbow Room, “Who are you?”


      “Lady,” I said, “if it is any comfort to you in this crisis of your life, my name is Dale Bogard. I am thirty-six years old and I am liable to write a book about you sometime in the forseeable future.”


      The black eyes studied me gravely for a moment. “Why me?”


      “I don’t know—yet.”


      “But you will?”


      “Yeah.”


      That seemed to be about all on the subject of my literary aspirations. There was one of those silences. The girl broke it.


      “If,” she said. “we’re going to remain here for the night I suppose we could make love on the roadway or devise a new theory of relativity to lighten the silent watches—oh!”


      I said, unmoved, “That’s all right, I’m not making a pass—I’m merely making sure you don’t carry a nice little automatic pistol somewhere in the recesses of your elegant costume.”


      She giggled. “But I liked it,” she said.


      I thought, goddammit why did I have to almost run over a nymphomaniac? Why couldn’t it have been some nice, unsophisticated farmer’s daughter with freckles and a gingham gown? But maybe they don’t wear gingham gowns anymore and the girl rides into New York every second Monday to have a beautician take her freckles out.


      So I stood Miss Nobody on her size fours. She swayed a little and leaned against my arm. I thought it was probably sixty percent genuine, so I slung her off the ground, walked back to the car and dropped her into the front seat. Then I walked around to the other side, climbed in and started the motor. She sat there looking straight ahead and said, without turning, “Can I have a cigarette?”


      I gave her my near-gold case full of Luckies because I hadn’t opened it for myself since the day before yesterday. She took the smoke straight down into her lungs and let it out in a thin, continuous spiral, like a man. I think women ought to smoke like beginners, with a delicate cough or two, and waste half the cigarette. You can see I’m an old-fashioned guy, too.


      I took my foot off the clutch and let the old Buick glide along in third for a bit. I said casually, “Are we going your way?”


      “Wherever you say, big man.”


      I wriggled my shoulder-blades against the seat back.


      “What was the name you so carefully didn’t tell me?”


      She let out some more thin blue smoke. “You didn’t ask, did you?”


      “I’m waiting patiently. You’ve had plenty of time to tell me—or to think up an alias.”


      She laughed. I hated to say it was softly musical. So I didn’t.


      “My name is Julia Casson. I shall be twenty-seven years old next February tenth.”


      “What were you doing in the roadway just now?”


      “Lying there.”


      “I mean why?”


      “I was pushed out of a car. That’s how I got the bruise. I expect I’ve got a slight concussion, too.”


      I said, “We are going to have some dinner at the Golden Peacock Inn. Perhaps you will tell me some more of your recent life history over coffee.”


      “For you to put in a book?”


      “I thought I might be able to help,” I said stiffly.


      The lights of the Golden Peacock swung into view on our right like a battery of fairy lamps twinkling on an arc of unseen Christmas trees. I pulled into the driveway and parked. Three other cars were already lined-up—a Chrysler, a Dodge and a very ritzy-looking Lincoln whose apple-green bodywork had apparently been picked out in solid silver.


      We passed through the double doors into the bar, took three steps down to the right and allowed Giuseppe, the inn’s venerable head waiter, to steer us to a side table for two.


      “Mistaire Bogard—a pleasure to see you again. What shall it be?”


      “Large juicy steaks, slightly underdone, French fried potatoes and mushrooms,” I said. “Three steaks—one raw,” I added.


      “Sare?” Giuseppe’s pencil wavered, arrested in mid-air.


      “For the lady’s cheek. She fell over the washing-machine at home. Got a bruise.”


      “I convey to madame our sorrows, yes.” Giuseppe bowed.


      “Madame will be charmed. She will be further charmed by a deep apple pie and vanilla ice cream you will bring on later, old friend.”


      Giuseppe made rapid notes.


      “And the bottle of champagne, ’27, which you can bring on any time now,” I finished.


      Julia Casson looked at me. “If you think I’m going to drape a steak on my face in public…”


      I sighed. “All right—go and do it in the ladies’ room while I get myself some beer at the bar. But for you I wouldn’t be drinking champagne,” I added bitterly.


      “Meanie, huh?”


      “No, just careful. I have to figure out how to get along.”


      The raw steak arrived and she departed for the ladies’ room. Giuseppe led the way, bearing the thing on a silver salver. They made quite a tableau. I noticed that a tall, distinguished-looking guy with iron-gray hair and a beautifully-cut suit, who looked like he might be on his way to pose for a Lord Calvert whiskey ad, let his eyes follow them from the room. His companion, a darkly handsome woman in her middle forties, noticed it, too—without enthusiasm.


      I threaded my way through the tables. The place was three-parts empty. The only other early diners were four hearty-looking men in the far corner mopping up celery soup and debating the next World Series, and a youngster drinking cocktails with a heavily-built middle-aged man with thick silvery hair worn over-long so that it swept the tips of his ears. I got the silly idea that he should have had one of those pink-brick complexions that so often go with that kind of head, but his face seemed colorless—though I couldn’t see much of it because he was half-turned from my line of vision and his chin was sunk on his chest as though he was figuring something out. A man-of-the-world’s advice to the young coming up. Though the young didn’t look as though he needed to be shown much. He was dressed as sharp as a tick and wore ash-blond hair and had a long white scar running from eye-level to the part where the mouth twitches. He gave me a long insolent stare as I passed. Just the kind of boy you’d love to have your young daughter bring home—so you could sling him out on the seat of his smarty pants.


      I grabbed a tall iced lager at the bar and took half of it down in that long, satisfying drink which is the one you really came for.


      Chester MacIlleney, who owned the inn, was prowling about the bar lounge waiting for the customers.


      “Quiet tonight, Mac?”


      “So far—it’ll be busy enough in another hour.”


      “I guess so.”


      He leaned backwards against the bar with his elbows hitched on the polished top. “You’re a newspaperman, aren’t you? Know that guy with the elderly one in there?” He asked it softly without looking any place in particular.


      “No. Why—have you got any ideas?”


      MacIlleney traced patterns on the lounge pile with his immaculate dress shoe. “This is an elite little joint. I just want to keep it that way. But if you don’t know him then maybe I’m getting jumpy in my old age.”


      He stopped fiddling around with his toe and looked up. “Only thing is I can generally smell a hood at a mile and a half—and I don’t like the look of that guy.”


      “I shouldn’t worry. They look like they’ve only stopped off for a meal and will be on their way in less than an hour.”


      “Maybe you’re right.” He changed the subject. “Everything okay with you?”


      “Fine,” I lied, since I didn’t know nowadays when the next paycheck was coming in—or where from. I finished the lager and drifted back into the grill, dead-heating with Miss Julia Casson.


      “I held that steak against my face for ten minutes and then made it up—my face, I mean,” she said.


      “You look ravishing,” I told her because it seemed called for.


      She giggled again. “I like that word,” she said.


      “What word? Oh, I get it. Eat your dinner,” I said prudishly, “and give.”


      She cut off a small wedge of steak, put down her knife and forked the meat onto a mushroom. Then she popped the tidbit into her mouth. Then she laid the fork sideways on her plate and looked at me for one and a half minutes.


      Finally, she announced, “I work as the personal private secretary to Mr. John Banningham, president of United Textile Distributors, Inc., an old family business on Wall Street. Class trade, promotion in the select magazines only—tone and line, lots of dignity and no three-color printing, you know the idea.”


      I nodded and ate some more mushrooms. The cooking justified the advance reputation established by the aroma.


      “Mr. Banningham lives out here in Connecticut—though until tonight I was never asked to the house. It’s one of those old Colonial-style places, I believe….”


      I stared. “Why, didn’t you get there?”


      “No—that’s what I’m trying to tell you. Around five-thirty, when I was going to powder my nose, he called me up and said there was some unexpected business he had to deal with tonight and would I come out. The office car was to take me back in time to reach my maiden’s bed before nasty tongues could wag. I was damned annoyed because I had other plans, but a job’s a job—and this one pays off rather better than a lot of secretarial positions these days, so I said okay, I’d do it. I grabbed a notebook, a stack of pencils, paper, carbons and the emergency portable and went down to meet Lee Wesley, the regular driver who was to make the trip with me.


      “Then I found he had been taken ill and rather than wait while they sent a hurry call for the spare man I decided to drive myself. Everything went fine—in fact, I was five minutes ahead of schedule when I passed this very inn an hour back. Then…”


      She paused and let the tip of her right index finger play delicately up and down the bruise. She winced slightly and went on, “A big Oldsmobile bore down on me and suddenly swung broadside across the road. I stood on everything and came to with a jolt that nearly pitched me through the front window. When I recovered, a tall, thin man with his hat pulled over his eyes and a muffler over his mouth was pulling the door open with one hand and pointing a gun with the other. Another man went round slashing every tire, even the spare, with a long knife.”


      She shivered. “I tell you I was terrified. They shoved me into the Oldsmobile, started up and drove back the way I’d just come—heading for Port Chester. Then, about two miles past this inn, they suddenly slowed and the tall man opened the door and without a word pushed me head first into the road. That’s how I came to be where you found me. And that’s all I know. Funny, isn’t it?”


      “Lady,” I said, “what you have just told me is so damn funny you ought to sell it to a cartoonist or maybe hire it out for a soap opera…you did say it all happened, didn’t you?”


      “Just like that.”


      “Any ideas?”


      “Not one. It was all like I told you and I don’t even begin to know what it means.”


      Giuseppe brought the deep apple pie and the ice cream. While he served it I tried to think of something. I achieved another of my many failures. I began eating again instead.


      “You’ll love this,” I said. “It’s…” I quit in midstream. Julia Casson wasn’t eating. She had bared her small white teeth and her face wore the hardest and strangest look. Then it was gone. I followed her stare across the grill at the corner table where the sharp toughie and the oldster were sitting. Only the sharp boy wasn’t sitting there any more. But the silver-haired bird was. Still with his chin sunk on his chest. Which was odd when you came to think about it. Why should a guy sit for a half-hour with his chin on his shirt front? I felt icy fingers playing an obbligato up and down my spine.


      There was another look on Julia Casson’s face. Strained, almost unbelieving. She said, with difficulty, “I…I know that man. It’s Mr. Banningham’s partner. Mr. Arnold Grierson…I didn’t see him when he came in. There seems to be something…”


      But I was out of my seat and moving across the floor. The two cocktail glasses were empty—but if Grierson had sunk his drink somebody must have bored a hole in him and poured it in. In fact somebody had bored a hole. I found that out when I thrust his chin up. The handle of a long-bladed Task Force dagger stuck out of his elegant shirt. The point was deep in his heart.


      I knew now why Mr. Grierson had lost his pink-brick complexion.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER TWO

    


    
      I WAS LYING IN BED THE next morning watching a long diagonal shaft of sunlight which had found the solitary chink in the heavy window drapes. It threw a small zone of the green-and-gold bed covers into blazing relief against the blackness of the room. The hour was ten o’clock and I was wondering what breakfast before mid-afternoon was going to taste like.


      Then I heard the outside door to the lounge swing inwards, thudding pads across the carpet—and in another second the bedroom door was open, electric lights were blazing and Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy was leaning against the lintel surveying the scene with evident disapproval, his faded raincoat tied round his middle with a leather belt, an old snap-brim which hadn’t snapped in five years pushed back on his lank black hair.


      I tossed a half-empty package of Luckies across. O’Cassidy lit one and dropped the match on the carpet. I winced.


      “People,” I said slowly, “usually get the desk to phone up to see if I either can or will see them. If you get my meaning.”


      “Yeah?” O’Cassidy seemed only faintly interested. He hung the cigarette from his mouth, walked across to the window, flung back the drapes, walked back to the door and switched off the lights. “In th’ int-er-ests of economy,” he explained.


      I slid both feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, filling my pipe.


      “D’you smoke that thing if you wakes up in th’ middle of th’ night?” asked O’Cassidy interestedly.


      “Sometimes.”


      O’Cassidy used his thumbnail to push some of the breakfast he’d eaten two hours before out of his front teeth. He stood there, rocking slightly on his heels and toes, six feet tall, thin, pale, harassed-looking—and as tough a copper as they come. And if every man has his price, no big shot had ever found Desmond O’Cassidy’s. He had that dark Celtic passion for a cause which in County Cork thirty years ago might have put him behind a barricade with his blazing eyes along a sniper’s rifle. On the sidewalks of New York in 1950 it drove him to hunt all the men without the law—and the men who tried to use the law to break it.


      Killers, grafters, con men, pimps, prostitutes, racketeers, gangsters, bit time gambling caesars and small time sneak thieves—he hated them all. He lived in a trim suburban house with a buxom young Polish wife and five small sons who arrived as unfailingly as Christmas in the first five years of their marriage. He carried the collection Sundays at Mass. I liked O’Cassidy.


      He quit rocking and drove both hands into his sagging raincoat pockets.


      “There’s a helluva lot of bridges in Manhattan,” he said.


      “Twenty, according to the latest reports.” If he didn’t want to come directly to the point I wasn’t going to help him along.


      O’Cassidy said, “A guy oughta watch th’ bridges he crosses. Seems like he should know where they’re heading for.”


      I went on smoking. He decided to quit stalling. “First night you’re off the beat you have to go shoving your nose into trouble, huh?”


      I told him I was out having a dignified celebration dinner. Too bad a guy can’t give himself a quiet evening without knife men moving in on the joint. I put down my pipe, went into the bathroom and started lathering my face. “Come on in—you can sit on the toilet and tell me everything. Wonderful place for inspiring confidences. You ought to try that sometime down at headquarters instead of slugging suspects with a nightstick.”


      O’Cassidy’s eyes darkened. “You can quit that,” he said shortly.


      I sent a small globule of shaving suds in his direction. He ducked it.


      “Okay,” he said, “a Misther Arnold Grierson, who has a forty-nine percent interest in United Textile Distributors and is a big man in this very city, walks into a smart roadside inn for a dinner he could have got without charge at his buddy’s home two or three miles away. All right, so we’ll pass that. But he moves in with a young guy who looks like he might be a hood or maybe, for all I should know, a hired killer. In fact, he must be a killer on account of he suddenly slams a long-bladed dagger into th’ poor old gentleman’s heart right there in full view of the populace.


      “And who is sittin’ there with a front seat in the stalls but Misther Dale Bogard, th’ guy who used to be a smart newspaperman? But does he see what goes? He does not. For Misther Bogard is gazing like a sick calf into the beeootiful eyes of the dame or doll or lady he has just saved from sumpin’ or other.”


      O’Cassidy spat disgustedly into the bath.


      “All right, Cass,” I said, “so I don’t see what happens. Okay—where do we go from there?”


      O’Cassidy poured himself a drink of water. “Seems like Mr. Grierson don’t have a face that’s known around the Golden Peacock because he don’t mean a thing to MacIlleney. But Miss Casson, she knows him—but, goddammit, she don’t see him on account of she’s too damn busy looking at the great he-man who’s saved her from whatever it was. And while everybody’s so busy they don’t have no time to bother with murders, the job is done and the killer walks out without turning a hair.”


      O’Cassidy crumpled up the paper cup and gave me a long unwinking stare. “I don’t know where you fit into this set-up, Dale—but I’m telling you to watch your step. You ain’t got no police card now—there isn’t a patrolman on the beat who has to do a thing to help you out of a jam. From now on you’re out on your own. I wouldn’t tangle too deep if I was you…and keep outa th’ police hair, will ya?”


      He slouched through the door. I called, softly, “Who inherits Grierson’s pile?”


      O’Cassidy stopped in his tracks and turned slowly round. He said, “His widow. They don’t have no children.”


      “And the forty-nine percent share in the business?”


      “According to the firm’s setup it passes to the remaining partner, subject to a profit payment to the widow. Only male next-of-kin are in line to inherit control.”


      I said, “Nice for Banningham, huh?”


      O’Cassidy gave me a long, curious look. He said, in a flat, toneless voice, “Banningham died last night, too.”


      “Damn!” I said, for the razor had slipped and a half-inch nick under my left ear was bleeding rapidly. I groped for the alum stick. “Say that again, slowly, Cass.”


      He said it again. I couldn’t think of a thing to lay my tongue to.


      O’Cassidy grinned. “Ain’t you a smart guy? You sit through a murder without even seeing it and when it’s finally brought to your attention you don’t even connect one guy with the other…”


      “The state police took our preliminary statements and we motored back to New York,” I said shortly.


      “Sure they did, but they start to get ideas. Ideas about why is Grierson way out in Connecticut when he lives on Long Island? So they puts through a call to Longwater Corners, where Banningham lives. And all they get is the old ‘No reply.’ So they get to thinking maybe sumpin’ must be wrong. Hell, ain’t there no hired help to answer the buzzer?”


      O’Cassidy paused and tipped his hat so the sweatband was eased off his forehead. I could see the wide imprint on his pale skin.


      “Captain Jenkins don’t like the way things stack up, so he grabs off a police jalopy and a couple patrolmen and beats it up to Longwater. Th’ whole damn place is in darkness and they finally have to bust their way in. No a soul in sight—until they get to the bedrooms and find Banningham stretched out on his with enough barbiturates to float th’ Queen Elizabeth under his green silk pajamas.”


      “Suicide?”


      “Could be.”


      “But you don’t think so.”


      O’Cassidy got out a cigarette paper and started rolling. Little strands of golden tobacco spilled on to the carpet. “I don’t have an idea—except it’s funny a rich old guy should want to bump himself off. Not forgetting that his own doctor say he don’t have to take medicine to get his sleep.”


      I tied a Windsor knot in the royal blue tie. “You figure there’s more to it than meets the eye?”


      “I don’t know a thing,” said Cass. He added, slowly and deliberately, “But I will. And I don’t want no amateur private eye sticking his chin out. If you know anything outside of what you told the state police I’m here to listen.”


      “I don’t know a thing,” I mimicked. I gave him the good old steady look. “And if you’re thinking of setting up as a private inquiry bureau you can forget it. I quit newspapers to start writing books and I don’t want my time messed up by clue-hunting coppers, not even by old buddies like Desmond O’Cassidy.”


      “Okay.” He pulled his hat back over his forehead. “You just stick to that, Dale, and everything’ll be fine.”


      Then he was gone.


      I finished dressing and went down to breakfast. I think it was something special—but it might have been anything because I was too preoccupied to notice. I ate hurriedly and absent-mindedly. Then I went back to my tiny lounge, leafed through the 1,600 pages of the New York telephone directory. Maybe she wasn’t listed on account of using a party line or something. But she was—Casson, Julia, 2168a West Portland Street and a number on the Queens exchange. I cradled the receiver on my shoulder so I could reach for a cigarette while I dialled. Then I suddenly remembered it was nearly eleven in the morning and that she’d most likely be at her office. I dialled United Textile Distributors Inc., that old-established family business that hadn’t got a family anymore.


      The girl on the switch said, “Good morning. This is United Textile Distributors Incorporated.” Touch of olde worlde courtesy. Not perky departmental store with the overtones of Broadway.


      I matched the mood. “I shall be grateful,” I said, “if you will be so good as to put me through to Miss Casson’s office.”


      Julia’s voice spoke. Quite different now. No giggle. Strictly business. “Julia Casson speaking.”


      “Do you know Detective-lieutenant Desmond O’Cassidy?” I asked.


      “No.”


      “You will,” I said.


      “It would be wonderful,” said Miss Casson icily, “if I knew who you were first.”


      I grinned. “I’m the guy who might put you in a book some of these days.”


      “Oh!” There was a pause while she modulated into another key. “Come on up, big man.”


      “I’m in my private lounge,” I said wickedly. “why don’t you come here instead? It’s quieter.”


      I just caught the giggle. Then the business voice took over again. Dr. Jekyll was back. “I have work to do. I can’t run out of the office anytime I like to keep clandestine dates.”


      “You relieve my apprehensions,” I said. “But about O’Cassidy.”


      “Yes?”


      “O’Cassidy is a very persistent policeman who will be calling on you any minute now.”


      There was a tiny interval. When she spoke again her voice was more somber than I’d have thought possible.


      “You mean…about Mr. Banningham.”


      “Yeah.”


      “We…we only heard when we came in this morning. It’s…too dreadful.”


      “It is.”


      “I mean, both of them. Mr. Banningham’s suicide happening almost at the same time as the…murder.”


      “Somebody,” I said slowly, “must have had what looked like a good reason for planting a dagger into Grierson, and it could be that Banningham had a good reason for bumping himself off.”


      “Mr. Banningham,” she said, “was a well-adjusted man—that’s the jargon, isn’t it? It seems incredible to us that he should do this thing.”


      “It’s my guess O’Cassidy has the same idea.”


      She paused again, “Meaning exactly what?”


      “Meaning he figures the case will stand a scrutiny by the homicide bureau. Just that. Nothing more—or less. But I didn’t call you up to tell you that.”


      “No?”


      I ground my half-smoked cigarette into the glass ashtray. Carefully, I said, “Look, Miss Casson—some guys stop your car. They rip open your beautiful white sidewall tires. They bundle you into another car and ditch you a few miles down the road. Now all this takes place at the very time you’re on the way to Banningham’s home. The guys who stop you aren’t hoist men. They don’t even take your handbag. It isn’t an assault job because they don’t take any interest in your honor. But they have to have some reason. Even the dumbest country copper can figure that one out without a slide-rule. And when he finds it coincides with the sad passing of Mr. Banningham he’s liable to start asking questions.”


      “You mean if Mr. Banningham was murdered the men who held me up were implicated.”


      “It could be just like that.”


      “That’s what you meant about this Detective O’Cassidy coming to see me?”


      “Not quite. There’s something else.” I hesitated a moment, wondering how to phrase it so her panties didn’t drop off in the panic. “Look,” I said earnestly. “I thought you were a smart girl. Can’t you see that the man who killed Banningham may be the same man who put that knife into Grierson—and that you sat there looking at him?”


      “But I told you I didn’t notice anyone in the inn…”


      I sighed. “This isn’t your bright day, Miss Casson, is it? The point is that the man who sat at that table with Grierson doesn’t know you didn’t see him….”


      There was a little noise in the receiver. It sounded like Miss Julia Casson sucking in her breath.


      “If the two men who dropped you out of that car had just given Banningham his fatal dose and if one of them doubled back to keep an appointment with Grierson, it’s just possible he got a shock when you walked into the Golden Peacock on my manly arm. He figured you were still lying unconscious on the Longwater cutoff. Instead, you walk in as large as life and maybe, for all he should know, you are the one person in the world who can connect the killer of Grierson with the killer of Banningham.”


      It wasn’t easy to tell whether she was impatient or worried. What she said was, “But the men who stopped my car both wore heavy scarves over their faces.”


      “That’s fine—except that you blow into the Golden Peacock at the precise time when one of them is getting ready to bump Grierson, or maybe already has bumped him. It could be he gets to wondering just how much you did see of his face when he and his buddy had the pleasure of meeting you earlier in the evening.”


      “Oh…” The word came uncertainly over the wire. There was a silence. I didn’t try to break it. Then she sounded composed again. “Thank you for putting me on my guard. But do you really think this man will try to…to get me?”


      “Frankly, I don’t know. Even if you could identify him as one of the men who held you up, linking him with the Banningham death doesn’t make much difference now since he is known to have stabbed Grierson and can only be sentenced once anyway. But it’s just possible that both guys may go into a panic and start looking up all the people they figure can give evidence—MacIlleney and myself, apart from you. I called you up because I wasn’t sure whether you’d thought it out along those lines and I just felt you might like to know the possible dangers.”


      “Thank you,” said Julia simply, in a little-girl voice. “I’ll take care now—just in case.”


      “And call me up if you get any ideas.”


      The giggle was back. “I get those quite often.”


      “I meant ideas about anything that makes you uneasy,” I said. “Now suppose you tell me something? Banningham held a fifty-one percent control in United Textiles, Grierson the other forty-nine. There seems to be a clause under which some sort of handsome annuity has to be paid to the female next-of-kin. So if Grierson dies Banningham gets his share and vice versa.”


      “You seem to be well-informed,” she said coldly.


      “Yeah.”


      “And stop saying ‘yeah’—it’s common.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “it is. Well, now Banningham and Grierson have both gone out. Okay—so what happens?”


      “I’m not supposed to hand out information—least of all to strangers.”


      “Strangers…after all that happened last night?”


      “You mean the long journey home when you didn’t even stop and the intimate way in which you dropped me at my front door and drove straight off?”


      “I’m so shy. But what happens?”


      “Well, it’ll be in the papers tonight anyway. The joint control passed to Mr. Banningham’s son.”


      “What’s his name?”


      “Cornel.”


      “Hmm.”


      “But he graduated from Harvard.”


      “So?”


      “And Oxford, England.”


      “That’s fine. But I don’t remember ever hearing his name.”


      “Mr. Banningham never mentioned it.”


      “Black sheep?”


      “Very, very black.”


      “I suppose he’s testing out the old man’s chair for size?”


      “He lives in London. We cabled him two hours ago. He’ll be on the next Clipper, I guess.”


      “Prodigal son quits exile for fatted calf?”


      “Yes.”


      “How fat?”


      “Roughly, seven and a half million dollars in cash and supreme control of our humble destinies.”


      I whistled. One of those long low whistles that figure in all the best crime books. “Well,” I said, “you’ve just time to take a bubble-bath, and a hairdo and a facial and get out the ladies’ best wear and maybe you can marry into it yourself.”


      “I’ve never even seen the man’s picture.”


      “You don’t have to see anything except seven and a half million.”


      “I never take money off men.”


      But I noticed the way she pronounced the noun and steered back into the straight and narrow. “All this must be pretty unsettled for the loyal staff.”


      “We’ll get by.”


      I thought for a second. “When will Mr. Cornel Banningham touch down at La Guardia Field?”


      “If he can get a reservation today he should be in the office this time tomorrow.”


      “Fine. I’ll call for you tomorrow evening at six and we’ll get out and get ourselves some more steaks.”


      “So that I can tell you all about Mr. Cornel Banningham? You’re not very tactful, are you?”


      “No,” I said, “but I’ve got hidden qualities.”


      I hung up before she could giggle.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER THREE

    


    
      I RODE DOWN IN THE ELEVATOR, passed through the glass double doors and down the half-dozen steps onto the street. I turned right to round the corner of the block and unlocked the garage. I sat in the Buick for a minute with the motor ticking over. This helps to postpone the date for renewals of moving parts and appeals to me as a thrifty guy. I shut my eyes and tried to remember whether I had ever seen the ash-blond toughie with the scar before. I couldn’t place him anywhere in the night life of this city, and though my experience wasn’t final it was extensive enough to start me off wondering whether the murder wasn’t an out-of-town job in the full sense. But the chances were that blondie had driven into New York after he’d squibbed-off Grierson. The greatest city in the world was still a good place to lose yourself in after knifing someone in a classy rural inn….


      Suddenly, I reached out and switched off the ignition. That downtown ride to dig up newspaper files on Banningham and Grierson could wait. I had remembered something—a little saloon where unusual and unorthodox business was sometimes transacted for the benefit of men taking a runout on their recent pasts. The thought impinged on me that it would be a good idea if I arrived less obtrusively than in a Buick convertible—even a four-year-old one.


      I walked a little of the way because I needed to buy a can of tobacco. Then I decided to walk a bit more. It was a nice day and the exercise would do me good. Finally, I rode the Sixth Avenue subway line as far as Rockefeller Plaza, but I used my pins again to cross Forty-Seventh Street to Lexington. At Forty-Sixth another halt on the way—this time for a quiet pre-lunch beer at Allan’s. Five more minutes’ brisk walking and a couple of turns and I was there.


      Mike Hannigan’s place hadn’t changed. But then, I was there two months back, and by all accounts the place hadn’t changed much since Hoover was saying there weren’t going to be any lean and gripy times. Even in Prohibition days you could get in without peering through a peephole. You walk straight in through half-length swing doors just like an old-time Western saloon and find your feet crunching a sawdust floor. The bar faces you, horseshoe-shaped, backed by as imposing an array of hard liquor as you can find anywhere in this city. The prints on the wall are strictly racetrack. Every once in a while somebody gets an idea about a pin-up semi-nude, but Mike soon fixes that. A very particular man is Mike Hanningan. About appearances, I mean.


      He was standing behind the bar resting his elbows on the polished top and reading the early edition track odds. There wasn’t a soul in the place. The clientele is made up of guys who don’t greet the new day until it’s half-over—musicians, gamblers, bookmakers and assorted fly-by-nights. It would be another thirty minutes before the advance guard made a preliminary sortie for healing refreshment. I had time to do what I wanted.


      I knew Mike had seen me even though he didn’t look up. He said, still not looking up, “Hallo, Mr. Bogard. What’ll it be?”


      “You can draw me off a beer,” I said, “and give yourself a slug of bourbon.”


      Mike set up the drinks. Along with his saloon he didn’t change much, either. The grizzled, short-cropped hair, slightly weather-beaten face and muscular frame still looked the way they did when I hit New York half a decade ago.


      “Ain’t seen you around lately,” he offered at last.


      I drank a third of my beer and carefully set the glass down, with both hands clasped round it. “Mike,” I said, “I want you to tell me something. If you can.”


      “Sure, Mr. Bogard—if I can.” Suddenly, those Irish blue eyes were narrowly cautious.


      “I am looking,” I said carefully, “for a slim young man of about twenty-eight wearing ash-blond hair and a long knife scar down the right side of his face.”


      There was an unhurried silence. Mike’s face wore the kind of revealing look you see on a slab of marble.


      I waited. Mike said, “I ain’t seen no guy like that in here.”


      “Mike,” I said, “I know you always speak the truth to me. That is why I never have to say anything about you to Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy.”


      Those unsmiling Irish eyes were as hard as a con man’s heart as he sells a hot line to a nice old lady living off the interest on ten grand and with five years’ mortgage still to pay.


      “There ain’t nothing about me O’Cassidy needn’t know,” he said slowly feeling his way. “This is a respectable saloon, as you well know, Mr. Bogard.”


      “Sure it is, Mike,” I said easily. “And if times get a little tough in the saloon, why, who should blame Mike Hannigan for helping things along a bit on the side by letting off a room when needed to gentlemen who can’t stand Detective O’Cassidy and want some innocent meeting-place to talk over their business?”


      Mike refilled the glasses without being asked. Then: “I’ve given you many a tipoff for your newspaper, Mr. Bogard—but I hear you’ve quit and I don’t hand out information anyway that ain’t for printing.”


      “That’s fine,” I told him. “Just the same, I wouldn’t like to have the johns take the joint apart for the sake of a quibble.”


      Mike spun his little glass in his heavy fingers. Without a change of expression he said, “There’s a friend of yours been staying here since last night. Room 13. A pleasant young gentleman.”


      “I’ll go up,” I said.


      Silently, Mike handed me a pass-key. “He said we weren’t to disturb him. I don’t want no trouble…”


      I gave my best smile an airing. “Do I look like trouble? This is a social call.”


      But I wasn’t smiling as I climbed the faintly carpeted stairs to the first of the two storeys. My stomach was doing a series of delicate handsprings and my feet seemed to be moving independently of my knees because I didn’t seem to have any knees. A few yards away was a gentleman who went around sticking Task Force daggers into the inoffensive citizenry and I was on my way to ask him questions which he might well consider impertinent from a stranger.


      Room 13 was on my right as I reached the top of the first flight. I knuckled the plain wooden panel gently. Then quite loudly. Mr. Ash Blond didn’t give a damn. Or maybe he’d beat it without even settling his room rent. Mike would like that. Well, if he wasn’t there the room would stand a going-over. I put the pass-key in the lock and pushed the door inwards. Nobody sprang out with a Luger—or a knife. I walked on in. The place was dim because the thin curtains were drawn against the single small window. I felt for the light switch and pressed it.


      The room came into focus. It contained a cheap wardrobe of the kind they quit making about the end of World War I, a washstand with a colored-pattern china bowl and water jug, and a double bed with iron posts and brass knobs. Circa 1913. The carpet probably had a woven design when it was bought, but now you’d never know.


      I stood quite still looking down at the bed. It contained Mr. Ash Blond. The blanket was pulled up to the level of his boyish chin, and his tousled head was slightly to one side. I tip-toed across the room—I still don’t know why—and pulled the covers down a little. He had gone to bed in his shirt and underpants and looked at peace with the world in which he had caused so much trouble.


      He should be at peace now, I reflected. Because the hilt of a long Task Force dagger was sticking out of his chest and he was plainly as dead as a man can well be in such circumstances.


      


      When I was a very young reporter in the not-so-big city where I was raised, some tough coppers let me see the body of a shot-up gangster on the slab at the morgue attached to the third precinct station. I couldn’t eat supper when I got home that night and my mother, who didn’t know the reason, put me to bed with some brandy and warm water. Since then I’ve seen around a dozen dead men—and women—and I’ve never gotten used to it. Maybe I should have become a rewrite man—he can tackle anything that comes without a thought because he never has to see it. If you’re on desk work, violent death is something that comes to you over the teletype or on a sheet of reporter’s copy-paper. You don’t carry the memory of it around for the next two weeks. Mother—I could drink a double brandy right now. Without the warm water.


      But it would have to wait. I stood still by the bedside and let my eyes go over every detail of the room. The too-smart suit I had noticed at the Golden Peacock was on a collapsible hanger on the door. The black custom-built shoes were alongside the bed, next to a pigskin suitcase with its lid open. Inside were a change of linen, a Luger pistol in a shoulder holster and a soft billfold crammed with money. I bent down and spread it out. Two thousand dollars—four C-notes and the rest in fifties. It was hard counting because I had my gloves on—and it seemed a good idea to keep them on for a little while. There was nothing else in the case.


      The suit pockets had been emptied—keys, watch and loose change had been laid atop the washstand. There wasn’t a clue to Ash Blond’s identity. If he had a Social Security card he didn’t carry it around. Or, if he did, the murderer had it now.


      Above all, there was no long-bladed Task Force dagger anywhere in sight—except for the one buried in Mr. Ash Blond’s chest.


      There was a small firegrate in a corner of the room. It contained two cigarette stubs, some crushed pages of the previous afternoon’s newspaper and a few charred bits of notepaper. I went down on my knees and gingerly sorted them out. It looked as if Ash Blond had burned them before he went to bed. Or perhaps one of the cigarette stubs had done it accidentally. Better look, anyway. There were only a few bits and they were nearly all charred beyond recognition. But not quite. That was why I knew they had been notepaper. They had been written on with a ball-point. Only two pieces bore anything legible. I could just make out the words “…is 2469 South Franklyn Avenue, Fa…” The next half-inch of the paper was obliterated, then “…must be…Frid…”


      That was three days ahead if it meant Friday. It didn’t mean a thing to me but I wrote it down on the back of an old envelope and stirred up the charred bits in the grate. Just for the hell of it. Then I straightened up and left. Down in the bar Mike was still staring at his paper, waiting for the customers. He looked up wordlessly.


      “Mike,” I said, “I think you will have to call police headquarters.”


      His eyes flickered. “I let you go up to see him to keep outa the police’s way, didn’t I?”


      “I’m sorry,” I said, “but your visitor is lying in bed with a dagger sticking out of his chest.”


      Mike’s hands held on to the bar so hard that his knuckles showed white and taut.


      “A killin’,” he muttered, without looking up.


      “He must have been dead at least eight hours, maybe more.” I paused, remembering something I wanted to ask. “What name did he sign in the book—or don’t you worry about that?”


      Mike shook his head. “This ain’t an hotel. Only time a guy stays here is as a favor from me.”


      “Yeah,” I told him, “that’s fine. O’Cassidy will get a great laugh when you try that one on him.”


      “I tell ye it’s true, Mr. Bogard.”


      “Look, Mike,” I said gently. “You don’t hire out a room to anyone unless you know who he is—or unless somebody speaks for him. I know that, and if O’Cassidy doesn’t already know it he’ll figure that’s the way you operate. You’ll have to tell him something that will stack up. It might as well be the truth.”


      Mike leaned heavily against the bar, tapping its surface with a thick, blunted finger. He must have gone on doing it for a minute. When he stopped, it was to give me a long, clear-eyed stare.


      “I guess you’re right at that,” he said. “But I don’t have to tell you nothing.”


      “You don’t have to,” I said, “but you will. It’ll be useful to try it out on me for flaws.”


      Mike grinned faintly. “Sumpin’ in what you say. Well, it’s like this. Three days ago I get a phone call booking a room for a Mr. George Clark. For three nights. Like you said, I don’t hire the room out to guys I ain’t never seen. They have to be spoken for. Well, that’s okay on account of the room is booked by a man…” he hesitated “…by a man I do business with times. If he says this George Clark is all right, that goes with me. In fact, he says Clark is a friend visiting town and will I be kind enough to fix him up? There ain’t nobody using the room—it’s been empty a couple months—so I say sure that’ll be okay. I know the room rent will be…”


      “Who booked the room?” I asked.


      “Harry Bule.” Mike spelled out the name. I’d never heard it.


      “Where does he live?”


      “He has two rooms in the Longmoor Apartments just off Fiftieth Street,” said Mike.


      “What’s his racket?”


      Mike tried to look pained. “Harry ain’t no racketeer, Mr. Bogard. He…”


      “I used the word in a general sense. I mean, what does he do instead of working at a steady job?”


      “He has a little business connected with the tracks,” explained Mike, “but he runs a cigar stand just off Broadway. A girl looks after it mostly.”


      “While he’s taking the dough off the small-time horse players?”


      Mike shrugged.


      “Okay,” I said. “I think your story will just about stand up with O’Cassidy. But I also think Mr. Bule is going to have some fast thinking to do about the late Mr. George Clark.”


      “It ain’t Harry’s fault a friend gets bumped by some dirty knifer who sneaks into the house in the middle of the night—and it ain’t mine, either.” grunted Mike. “We acted with the best intentions.”


      “Mike,” I said, “there isn’t a thing wrong with your argument—except one. Mr. George Clark walked into a ritzy inn out in Connecticut last night with a well-known citizen and walked right out leaving his unusual friend with a Task Force dagger sticking out of his beautifully-laundered dress shirt.”


      I passed through the swing doors just as the first customers of the day were moving in. I didn’t think Mike would be in much shape to deal with them….

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER FOUR

    


    
      IF YOU’RE THINKING OF paying a visit to our town you needn’t bother to take in the Fiftieth Street sector. It might spoil your appetite for dinner. Crummy is the word. A rundown zone of walk-up apartment houses, hamburger stands and an air of general dispiritedness. Walking into it only a few blocks west of Broadway you feel you ought to have put on a shabby suit and soiled linen and given a miss to cleaning your teeth that morning. You have to sidetrack off Fiftieth to find the Longmoor Apartments. I didn’t have any trouble. I have a good sense of smell.


      Once upon a time the Longmoor was probably a good second-best hotel. That would be around the time conservative brokers were bowling down Wall Street in open carriages. Right now it was a shabby, sprawling brownstone with paint coming off the woodwork and rust going on the ironwork. It ran to five storeys and if you lived at the top you’d still know they were cooking cabbage in the basement.


      But they had quite a big reception hall. Behind the desk was a pert young woman of about twenty wearing a hairdo and calculated manner which constituted a prima facie libel on Miss Veronica Lake’s best pinup expression. Eyes that had grown prematurely old because they had seen too much stared out of the pixie-like face. She wore a low V-cut dress and leaned forward slightly in case I was interested. I wasn’t.


      But I had called in to pry some information or something out of the place and maybe the proprietor kept a padlock on his mouth. I ought to be glad the boss hadn’t put some pimply hard-faced male clerk behind that desk. So I brought out the Bogard charm and dusted it off. That baby-you’re-so-wonderful-I-can’t-believe-it look. It had never done a thing for me among the young ladies of my acquaintance, but you never can tell. It might look original to one who no doubt never got anything except the direct approach.


      Apparently it did. She tossed her near-platinum mane so that I could watch it slope back and let her eyes flicker. They were clear blue eyes. Too clear.


      I said, “I really came to see a friend who lives here, but now that I’ve seen you it doesn’t seem to matter….”


      “Say, I don’t know what you mean, but I’m pleased t’meetcha.” The vowels and consonants were strictly Lower East Side. She used both hands to give a smooth-down to the female contours. They were strictly dynamite in any territory.


      I leaned over the desk top and breathed into her right ear, “Did anyone ever tell you what lovely eyes you’ve got?”


      I don’t think I’d ever said anything so corny even in my collegiate days when I wore a raccoon coat and played a ukulele. But I was beginning to get embarrassed. Thirty-six is too old to start being a wolf. I ought to have a wife and kids and well-worn slippers by the fireside and solidly respectable neighbours instead of a lonely apartment and friends who lived on bourbon and their nerve-ends and kept me awake until seven in the morning talking intellectual moonshine. Just the nice, quiet marrying kind who never got around to it. Some home-loving girl missed a good man.


      The pathos of it would have touched me if Miss Lake II hadn’t done it first. She gave me a coy pat on the cheek. I let my arm slide around her waist. She wasn’t wearing a girdle. At twenty you don’t have to.


      “Maybe,” I said carefully, “maybe we should make a date?”


      She said, “Uh-huh.”


      “Tonight at eight?”


      “Yeah—I guess I could fix it.”


      “Nice long moonlight drive?”


      “Yeah—then what?”


      I gave her the best squeeze I could with a yard of desk between us. She reached up and pulled my head down and let me have it. She had a big slash of a mouth and all of it was open. When I got out of the clinch I had half of her lipstick and the mark of her front canine tooth.


      “Babe, I could go for you kinda big,” she said with the fine detachment of one who says it often.


      I thought I’d sacrificed enough in the pursuit of truth. “Look,” I said hurriedly, “I’d better see this friend before I go.”


      “Which guy d’ya want, sweetie?”


      “Guy named Harry Bule,” I told her.


      She gave me a stare. Maybe I didn’t look the sort to go running around with the Harry Bules of this city. At that stage I wouldn’t know. Though I could guess.


      “He’s a couple rooms on the first floor. Fourteen and fifteen. ’Smatter fact, he went up a half-hour since. He ain’t been down again.”


      I put my handkerchief away. “I’ll go up, baby. I’ll be seeing you.”


      “You can ride in the elevator,” she said.


      I hadn’t supposed they owned one. It had probably been installed to take the lush-heads up Saturday nights. You could operate it yourself by pressing a numbered button. I got out at the first floor. They even had carpet on it. Fourteen and fifteen were almost opposite the elevator shaft. I tried fourteen. No reply. I got the same result from fifteen. Mr. Harry Bule was either giving himself a sleep or…


      The memory of the ash-blond killer brought me up with a jerk and the palms of my hands suddenly went sticky. I turned the door handle and found it wasn’t locked and marched in with only slightly more aplomb than if I had been entering a lion’s cage for the first time.


      The room was surprisingly well furnished. Apparently Mr. Bule had added a few luxuries of his own to the purely formal concessions provided by the hotel. I numbered the radio, bureau and a deep hide-leather armchair among them. The owner was nowhere in sight. I moved silently to the connecting door on my left and pulled it open. The bedroom lay exposed to view. Just a small room with a single bed, a fitted clothes closet, wash-bowl with hot and cold water, and a bedside table carrying a reading lamp. But still no sign of Mr. Bule. Maybe he’d gone out by the fire escape, doubtless for the best of reasons.


      The bedside table also carried a leather-bound notebook, I leafed through half a dozen pages and tossed it back. Just a pencilled list of horses and bets, with various calculations footnoted. The closet contained three suits of the flashier kind and a heavy ulster greatcoat. I wandered back into the sitting room. Maybe the bureau would yield a clue, though I hadn’t much hope. Mr. Bule’s more doubtful transactions were not likely to be set down on paper. Still, it was worth trying. But the bureau was locked. Perhaps he did write things down. I stood there trying to figure out the next move. Breaking open a bureau in a room in which you have no right to be anyway is liable to be frowned upon in police circles.


      The place was as quiet as a morgue. Or I was too preoccupied to hear even the muffled clatter of the routine hotel sounds. But suddenly my back hair began to stand up in the little quivering bristles and I knew that the next move was going to be made for me.


      “Don’t do nothing,” said a man’s voice, “that is, unless you want a slug in your guts.”


      “I’m not doing a thing,” I said.


      His voice came nearer. “If you’re trying to figure out how I got here, I was in the toilet down the corridor. A guy oughta take everything into account before he starts trespassing.”


      Then I felt something hard pressed into the small of my back. The voice went on, “Okay—you can turn round now—I guess I’d better take a gander at you. But keep them hands outa your pockets.”


      I turned slowly and looked into the thin, darkly sallow face of a man about my own age who wore a striped suit from the same no-good family as the lot in the closet. Goddammit, Congress ought to pass a law stopping tailors making suits like that. Mr. Bule eyed me with no show of brotherly love.


      “When a guy busts into my apartment there ain’t nothin’ to stop me committing violence on his person and askin’ for an explanation afterwards,” he began conversationally.


      His eyes flickered from me to the oversize near-gold ring he wore on the middle finger of the hand which held a .32 Smith and Wesson automatic pistol and back again.


      Deliberately I started to put my hand into the pocket of my raincoat.


      “I said to keep them hands outa there,” he snarled.


      “Look,” I said, “in the recent international fuss in Europe half the German Army seemed to be loosing off miscellaneous weapons at me personally for weeks on end. And those boys weren’t scared of pulling their triggers.”


      “Well, I guess you can smoke if you want,” said the intrepid gunman uncertainly. “But, mind, I’ve got this rod just in case…”


      I got my pipe out and stuffed it with tobacco. The operation helped to hide the fact that my hands were in about as bad shape as his. Just then the pair of us would have got a 4F card in any spread-fingers test and no further questions asked.


      I said, “You wouldn’t be Harry Bule, would you?”


      “I would. And you got a helluva nerve bustin’ in like it was your place.”


      “Just a friendly visit.”


      “Yeah? I ain’t never seen you in my life. And that ain’t no loss, either.”


      He groped for a cigarette with his left hand, put it in his mouth, then groped again for matches. I struck one of mine and held it out towards him, and as he bent forward, I knocked the Smith & Wesson spinning from his hand. Then I kicked it under the bureau and took a seat on the arm of the big chair.


      “Now we can face a nice gentlemanly chat,” I said.


      Bule’s rat face was twitching. “You think you’re goddamned smart, dontcha?”


      “Smart enough not to recommend police suspects to Mike Hannigan,” I said evenly.


      The sallow complexion paled another shade. He ran the tip of his tongue round his lips before he spoke.


      “You ain’t no copper or you’d have sprung your badge on me. What the hell are you—a shamus?”


      “I’m a good friend of yours if you had the wit to know it. I’m putting you a jump ahead of the police.”


      “I ain’t done a thing they can put the finger on me for. A guy can recommend another guy to a room, can’t he?”


      “He can—but he should make sure the client isn’t taking it on the lam first.”


      Bule shifted uneasily. “I tell ya I know nothing. I was just doing a friendly turn.”


      I stood up and then yanked him towards me by his scrambled-egg tie. His teeth bit on his tongue.


      “Listen you oily yegg,” I breathed. “When the cops get you down to headquarters they won’t waste time bandying nice cosy words like me. They’ll sit you slap under the lights and you’ll find yourself talking so fast that the shorthand writers will be sending in an official protest. Now—give. Who was the man you sent to Mike Hannigan?”


      “I don’t know.” Bule’s voice cracked in a little scream. “I was told his name was George Clark, thassall…”


      “Did you see him?”


      “No—I was asked to fix him up by a…a client.”


      “Who?”


      “I don’t know.” The frightened eyes stared up at me. “Please…don’t beat me up. I’m giving it to you straight. It was a telephone message from someone who didn’t give a name—a man. He said for me to find a quiet, out-of-the-way place for a friend to rest up in and there’d be a couple Cs in it for me. I got the first one by mail the next day and the other the day after.”


      I let him go and he sank down on a hard chair.


      “Why should a man you don’t even know pick on you?” I said. Then I got it. “You and Mike Hannigan run a nice little side business fixing up guys who don’t want to be seen around—at a price. But why couldn’t this one come to you direct?”


      Bule shifted about like he was in the hot seat. “It ain’t done that way,” he muttered. “I never see the customer. I make it a rule to keep outa trouble.”


      “Who’s being smart now?” I jeered. “But you weren’t smart enough to make it a rule not to tangle with killers on the run.”


      His eyes widened in panic. “I don’t know a thing about no killing,” he screamed.


      “You will,” I said grimly. “How does this go-between come to know you?”


      Bule wetted his lips again. “I’ve had this arrangement with Mike Hannigan for three or four years. I guess it kinda gets around I can fix things. It don’t happen often—maybe a half dozen times in a year. If anybody calls me up with a proposition I’m willing to listen if the guy’s okay….”


      “You mean if he’s got two hundred bucks to kick in,” I said.


      Bule flared for a second. “All right, so that’s the way it is. So what the hell does it matter to you? There ain’t nothing illegal in getting a room for a guy.”


      “It depends on the guy,” I said. “The way you go about it you could be an accessory after the fact.”


      I eyed him over. You never can be sure, but I had the idea that Mr. Harry Bule had told me the truth about the unknown intermediary who asked him to accommodate Mr. George Clark—as if that was his name. There was still a chance he might have a clue, though. Without knowing it.


      “What kind of voice had the caller got?” I asked.


      “Kinda high-toned—though he was trying to talk like he might be next door to a muckheel,” answered Bule shrewdly.


      “Was it long-distance?”


      “I wouldn’t know. I didn’t check with the phone girl, I never do—it ain’t good business.”


      I thought of something else. “Know where 2469 South Franklyn Avenue is?”


      He stared uncomprehendingly. I gave up.


      “All right, Bule. But if I were you I’d be getting a statement ready for the police.”


      He gave me a steady look for the first time. “Mister—I don’t know who you are or what your racket is and I ain’t asking. But if what you’ve told me is on the level I guess I can use it…”


      “It gives you a little time to frame something that’ll hold,” I conceded.


      “You can get the hell outa here,” he tossed back.


      “Because,” I said, as I picked up my hat, “at this very minute Mr. George Clark is lying on one of Mr. Mike Hannigan’s beds with a dagger sticking out of his chest, and I never saw a man looking so dead.”


      It was the second time in an hour that I’d had the last word. Mr. Bule didn’t take it silently. I could just hear the muttered terror of his monosyllabic profanity as I stepped out.


      The elevator was at the top floor so I walked down, trying to think of something that would fit the jigsaw together. As I reached street level I remembered the girl at the reception desk.


      “See your buddy?” she said brightly.


      “Yeah. We had quite a chat. Look, baby, I can’t make that date after all. Unexpected business.” I pulled out my billfold and passed over a ten. “Go buy yourself a nice new hat or anything you fancy.” I started thinking: a ten—Bogard, you’re crazy, you can’t afford that kind of money.


      Then I quit nagging myself because the kid had picked up the note, turned it slowly over and was passing it back with just about the clearest level look I ever stopped.


      “Mister,” she said simply, “I don’t want your bucks. I don’t pick up guys to get money. I just figured you might be a good guy to play around with and maybe we’d have some fun together, but if you got new ideas I guess that’s all right, too.”


      I started to say something. Then found I hadn’t got anything to say. I didn’t even look at her. I just couldn’t take another of those searing, worldly-wise stares. I moved out on to the crummy sidewalk with hot blood in my face and a cold sagging in my stomach. Then I saw I still had the ten clutched in my fingers.


      I didn’t think I had ever bought an experience so cheaply…until I realized that if self-respect is the clothing of the soul, I was as near naked as makes no difference.


      Just then I was feeling the biggest kind of heel….

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER FIVE

    


    
      THE NEWSPAPER’S MORGUE FILES on Banningham were straightforward—and unrevealing. Prim Boston family, private tutor, Yale, a short spell practising at the New York Bar, then an executive post with Textiles Inc.—which he later bought out and reformed as United Textile Distributors Inc. That was when Grierson appeared. Apparently from nowhere. The file began with his partnership with Banningham and there wasn’t a line of background that counted. He must have been born and raised somewhere, but it had missed the recording angels of the newspaper’s library.


      Of Grierson’s more contemporary activities there was plenty. It was strictly more or less what you’d expect to find. He didn’t run with the Long Island sporting set. He lived in the Sands Point neighbourhood, pretty well slap in the middle of that sober cluster of wealth represented by the financial tycoons who have built their humble mansions along the North Shore. The only mild eyebrow-raiser was that Grierson had a summer home at Seal Harbour, Maine—though that didn’t prove he ever got even a passing nod from the Rockefeller dynasty.


      I was about to close the folder when I heard Wes Delaney speak over my shoulder.


      He was looking down at a fairly recent cut of Grierson—the only one they had. He said, “Funny thing about that guy—I’m nearly sure I knew him once in Chicago.”


      Twenty-two years back Delaney was a Hearst reporter in the Windy City. He blew into New York in time to see paper millionaires jumping from thirty-sixth storey windows in the Great Depression and had stuck ever since. He knew Manhattan inside-out and if you didn’t see it coming and duck he’d spend the next twenty minutes telling you it had nothing on Chicago, which he hadn’t been back to in a decade.


      But for once I wanted to hear about Chicago.


      “How d’you mean—nearly sure?”


      Delaney rubbed his crisp gray hair. He stared down at the filed picture. “I never even heard of the guy all the time I’ve been in New York. I guess he must have lived pretty quietly with his moneybags. The first time I saw his picture was when someone got it out of the morgue as soon as we got a message about the murder. I could swear it’s the same…”


      I said, “Who did you think it was?”


      Delaney lit a cigarette. “He looked to me the spit of a shyster lawyer I knew in Chicago when Capone was calling up judges and instructing them in the dereliction of their duties. Character by the name of Arthur Schultz. He was about thirty at the time and had dark hair—but the features are identical. That cut looks like one of Schultz grown older and softened-up with good living.”


      He paused and shrugged. “But twenty-odd years is a long time. Could be I’m wrong. Only…”


      “Only you don’t think so?”


      “I can’t get rid of the feeling it’s the same guy—but, supposing I’m right, it doesn’t add up to anything. Schultz never got on the wrong side of the fence, and maybe he got to be a reformed character and figured a new name would go well with respectability.”


      “It’s funny,” I said, “because the file has nothing on his life before he turned up as a partner with Banningham.”


      Delaney let his bushy eyebrows rise a little. About a yard.


      “Uh-huh!”


      “What year did he leave Chicago?”


      “I think around the same time I did.” Delaney looked at me curiously. “What’s your interest, Dale?”


      “I was there when whoever it was stuck a dagger into Grierson and I’m trying to fit one or two ends together.”


      Delaney grinned sardonically. “Yeah? O’Cassidy will love it. You’re trying something, aren’t you?”


      “I’m not so sure what I’m trying,” I said carefully. “Let’s say that just at the moment we’re trying to figure out the social background of an old Chicagoan and let it go at that.”


      “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” Delaney thought for a second. “Curious you should say that—because, really, Schultz wasn’t a Chicagoan.”


      “No?”


      “No—he practised first in an up-State place. Falls City….”


      He stopped, staring. Something had clicked into place in my memory. I could see the fragment of an address on a charred piece of notepaper in a shabby little room of death.


      Urgently, I said, “Is there a place in Falls City called South Franklyn Avenue?”


      Delaney shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been there. But I can tell you this much, if it helps—Falls City was just about the toughest town anywhere east or west of Chicago back in the Roaring Twenties. By all odds, it hasn’t changed so damn much either. The Prohibition gangsters are gone and the madams have to be a little less ostentatious—but they’ve still got the most corrupt civic administration in the Middle West. The place is run by a crooked police department hand-in-glove with every racket in the city. Falls City is one of the places that got passed by in the march of progress, I guess.”


      I shut the folder and buttoned my light autumn topcoat.


      Delaney called as I moved through the swing doors, “If I’ve given you something I’d like to be in on it—for the paper.”


      “I’ll buzz you if anything comes,” I promised.


      I walked on out of the building, my mind leaping about from one speculation to another and not a solid pointer in sight. Suppose Grierson was a shyster lawyer named Schultz twenty-five years ago. Suppose he beat it hotfoot out of Chicago. Suppose he became Arnold Grierson, a big-shot business executive with a feudal castle on Long Island and played kiss-in-the-ring with John D. Rockefeller’s heirs and successors. It didn’t mean a thing. Hey! Wait a minute. You’re losing your grip, Bogard. Suppose he never had quite shaken the past off him? Suppose there was some reason for him to be meeting a hood out in Connecticut. Because there was a reason. There had to be a reason.


      All right, suppose anything you like. Where does it get you?


      I decided to go home, take a shower and eat an early dinner. Maybe a rest-up first. I’m not used to walking around all day. It was 4:45 p.m. and prematurely dark when I stepped into my apartment. It looked good to me. The log fire had been lit, the place dusted off. I switched on the light and it looked better. I switched on the radio and got a load of Guy Lombardo. I was in the mood to take that, too. Hell—if Louis Armstrong can take it, I can.


      I sent my hat sailing on to the big, cushioned davenport and whistled my way into the little bathroom. The phone rang. I walked back and picked up the receiver.


      “Mr. Bogard?”


      “How did you guess?” I said sweetly.


      Bella, the switch girl laughed.


      “No cracks. This is just to pass you a message. Wait a minute—I’ve got it written on a slip. It says for you to ring Skyline 7070 anytime after five and it’s from Mr. Lucius Canting. With his compliments.”


      “But not with his address, eh?”


      “Why—I supposed you knew it.”


      “I don’t, sweetheart. Mr. Lucius Canting has never entered my life at any point yet.”


      “Well, maybe he thought his phone number was an address.”


      “Possibly.”


      “In fact,” said Bella hesitantly. “I…er…looked it up.”


      “You did?”


      “I hope you’re not cross, Mr. Bogard.”


      “I’m delighted. What is it?”


      “It’s a penthouse near Riverside Towers. Name of High Corners.”


      “Thanks a lot.” I replaced the receiver and dialled the Skyline number.


      A feminine voice said, “Mr. Lucius Canting’s suite. Your name, please?”


      I gave it.


      “Your business?”


      “Mr. Canting is just dying to speak to me,” I said. “Suppose you put me through before he passes right out.”


      “There is no necessity to be impertinent,” said the voice. “I am Mr. Canting’s secretary and I am following the normal procedure in dealing with telephone inquiries.”


      “I’m an abnormal caller,” I told her.


      There was a pause. I could hear her speaking on a hookup line but I couldn’t catch the words. Presumably she was having speech with the boss.


      Then she came back. “You’re through, Mr. Bogard.”


      I waited.


      A man’s voice spoke. A middle-register voice with an overlay of warm molasses.


      “Good evening, Mr. Bogard. I would like to see you on a matter of business.”


      “My services aren’t available just now,” I replied.


      “Not even in the pursuit of truth?”


      “Truth has a many-sided face. Which side are we looking at?”


      Mr. Canting sighed. “You must not misquote classical definitions. It offends my aesthetic sensibilities. But, shall we say, the truth about the recent lamented decease of two eminently respectable gentlemen?”


      “We could say that if we’re in the mood for platitudinous hedging. Then what?”


      Mr. Canting was chiding. “I scarcely think it would be fitting to discuss what I have to say over the public telephone. After all, we haven’t met.”


      “Some people might think there isn’t any reason why we should.”


      “There is, of course.”


      “It’s a possibility…”


      “I place it higher than that. You will come for cocktails at six-thirty.” It didn’t sound like a question. Yet it didn’t sound like a command, either.


      “I’ll come,” I heard myself saying.


      “Admirable.” He was almost purring now.


      I hung up and peeled off my tie and shirt. I studied my face for a moment in the little bathroom mirror and decided not to give myself a second shave. Not for Mr. Lucius Canting. I stripped, showered and put on my clothes again and warmed my backside against the fire while I filled my pipe. I was doing a lot of overtime thinking and getting nowhere. Too many things seemed to be happening and nothing seemed to make sense. I put on my overcoat and hat and a navy blue silk scarf and walked downstairs.


      Bella was still at the little switchboard at the back of the reception desk. I leaned against the counter.


      “Yes, Mr. Bogard?”


      “Bella,” I said, “I am visiting Mr. Lucius Canting and if I don’t buzz you by eight o’clock I want you to put in a call to Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy at police headquarters and tell him where I am and that I need his help. Got that?”


      Bella’s grey eyes opened wide. She nodded.


      “You…you aren’t running into trouble, are you Mr. Bogard?”


      “I think the chances are about even,” I said. “Don’t forget that message. The health of your favourite paying guest may hang on it.”


      I could feel her stare boring into the back of my neck as I went out to get the car.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER SIX

    


    
      HIGH CORNERS WAS THE newest thing in architecture in the Riverside Drive country. It appeared to combine in fairly equal proportions the more striking phenomena of phoney Tudor, crypto-Chinese and American functional design. The final result of the marriage was strictly illegitimate—although the word that sprang to mind began earlier in the alphabet.


      There was a paved driveway. I pulled into it and parked outside the main entrance. A whiskered commissionaire dressed in the uniform of an admiral of the fleet held open the door while I stepped out under a long striped awning. I could feel carpet under my feet—and I wasn’t inside the place yet.


      I hesitated. Something seemed to be missing. Then I knew what it was. They hadn’t got a band playing.


      “Mr. Lucius Canting’s suite,” I said.


      “Mr. Canting,” said the aged bell-hop, “has a top-floor penthouse covering the entire area of the premises. The express elevator will take you there direct. Please follow me.”


      He tucked me into the elevator and sped me skywards with a look in which it was hard to tell whether contempt or pity predominated. Either way it put me among the lesser breeds.


      The sliding doors of the elevator parted automatically at the ninth storey and I stepped straight out on to an inch-deep pile. I seemed to be walking up to my knees in carpet and all of it was jet black. It was the first hint I got that Mr. Canting might be an unusual character.


      I was in a wide hall with doors leading off on either side and there wasn’t a handle on one of them. The elevator had gone down and the shaft doors merged and vanished in the rose-colored panelling. The silence was like a clamor. A curious sickly scent hung heavily in the artificially-heated air. For a moment I couldn’t identify it. Then I got it. Incense. A tiny alarm bell started jangling way down in my subconscious. I shoved off the panic and walked boldly up to the biggest of the double-doors. I was about a foot away when it slid noiselessly inwards and I found myself walking into a massive room with a domed glass roof under which was strung tiny lights to resemble starlight. This time the carpet was deep purple. The walls had been painted cream and at intervals were hung with jade green drapes.


      The interior lighting came from fixtures of Lalique glass and the furniture was built entirely of glass: red glass sideboards, a blue glass cocktail cabinet, a glass bookcase in shimmering amber, occasional chairs of shining steel and dull, black glass—and at the far end of the room the biggest table in the world, carved in a single massive piece from pure transparent glass.


      Mr. Lucius Canting sat behind it wearing a suit of sky-blue linen, a beige silk shirt, a bloodred tie and glass sandals. His beautiful oval toenails bore a high-gloss silver lacquer, and a beaten-gold bracelet graced his left ankle.


      “Good evening, Mr. Bogard—so glad you were able to come.” It was the same warm, sticky voice. At first hand even warmer and sticker.


      I sat on the edge of the glass wasteland and studied Mr. Lucius Canting. He wore a Palm Beach tan which was so nearly genuine you had to admire its artistry. He was maybe fifty years old and graying but he still had plenty of hair. The face was heavy, with a million little lines spreading out to his temples from the puffy skin which lidded two of the coldest eyes I had seen since Dillinger.


      The beautifully-shaven mouth was wide and the lips were too thick and not all the artifice of a skilled masseuse could hide the little telltale sagging under the once-square chin. I thought Mr. Lucius Canting was not the kind of man who would be invited to address a meeting of the Women’s Purity League.


      He lit a long flat cigarette clothed in rose-pink rice paper. The aroma started warring with the incense and I relit my pipe in self-defense. I continued to say nothing. The ball, I thought, could properly be left at Mr. Canting’s pedicured feet.


      “Mr. Bogard,” he said at length, “you have answered my invitation because we are both interested in a certain subject.”


      “I didn’t say so,” I told him.


      He sighed. “Let us not bandy empty words. I am aware that since your coincidental presence at the Golden Peacock Inn last night you have interested yourself in the circumstances surrounding the deaths of Mr. Grierson and Mr. Banningham—both of whom, I may say, are old acquaintances of mine.”


      “You mean you’ve put a tail on me?”


      “I have, shall we say, reliable sources of information? I assure you they are impeccably accurate.” He leaned forward slightly over the glass ocean. “I would like you, Mr. Bogard, to cease taking such an interest in affairs which cannot remotely be said to concern you.”


      “You would?”


      Mr. Canting sighed again. “You are being absurdly difficult, my friend. Or is it supposed to be astuteness on your part—such as waiting for the appropriate offer?”


      “It could be that,” I said.


      “In that case…”


      “—but it isn’t,” I finished. “Look, Mr. Canting, I didn’t ask to come here, I don’t like it now I am here, and I don’t like you personally. Do I make myself clear?”


      “Painfully.”


      I went on, “I don’t pretend to know what your connection is with the deaths of Banningham and Grierson, but…”


      Mr. Canting cut in on me. “My dear Mr. Bogard, I have explained that these gentlemen were both well known to me. I have the well-being of their families very much at heart and I do not wish to see anything done which may wound them. Because your peculiar interest in the matter seems to have led to some rather unorthodox inquiries I decided to ask you to bear with me and not to proceed further.”


      “You mean you think I may have uncovered something you’d prefer to see left decently interred?”


      “How admirably you express it! That is the general idea.” He leaned back, getting ready to purr again. “I should naturally wish to reimburse you generously for any trouble you have taken so far. But, first, let me offer you a cocktail.”


      He touched one of a small battery of colored brass knobs on the table immediately in front of him.


      “I don’t want a drink,” I said shortly.


      “Oh come—let us not be churlish.”


      “How much?” I asked bluntly.


      “I think we can sign an expenses and ex gratia chit for five thousand dollars,” said Canting levelly.


      The thing was becoming fabulous. All I had to do was to go home, forget the whole business and winter in Florida on five grand while I looked around for a new plot. And I like money. But not on those kind of terms. I could have laid off jobs for a cash deal when I was a reporter but I never did. I like to earn my bucks the hard way. Which is probably why I never have many to toss around. But that’s how it’s always been. And if ever I fell, Mr. Lucius Canting wouldn’t be the successful tempter.


      Just the same, it would be an idea to string Mr. Canting along for a little way.


      “How do I know I get out of here with…” I broke off because another sliding door opened and I was getting a fresh line on Mr. Canting. A girl was bringing in a tray of drinks. She was about twenty years old and as near beautiful as makes no difference, and barely dressed. She set the drinks on the table while Mr. Canting stroked her bottom. Then she gave a little curtsy with the scrap of fabric acting as her skirt and was gone.


      “You like them that way?” I asked.


      “I find it wholly agreeable.” A flicker passed over his face. “That was Marie. She is on duty this evening. But I have a number of other amenable nymphs. Perhaps you…”


      “Let’s talk about money,” I said brutally.


      “Ah, yes. You are interested?”


      “I’m interested in the implications which arise when men start bidding at five grand.”


      The cold eyes snapped. “I did not make you a bid, Mr. Bogard. It was an offer. What exactly have you in mind as an appropriate sum?”


      I tapped the dottle from my pipe onto a magnificent cut-glass and solid silver letter tray. I had had just about too much of Mr. Lucius Canting.


      “You could make it a half-million dollars,” I said genially. “Or maybe you could make it a million. I wouldn’t know and I wouldn’t give a damn.”


      Canting eyed me in silence for a moment. When he spoke his voice was as gentle as a maiden’s whisper. But not so pleasant.


      “There are others ways open to me. I hope you will not force me to adopt them.”


      “Such as?”


      “I could have you beaten up. A distressingly vulgar procedure. I do not care for the uncouth and illiterate men you would compel me to employ. But they would be efficient. It would be very difficult for you to identify your face for a considerable time and walking would be quite impossible for at least six weeks.”


      I stood up. “Mr. Canting,” I said, “as a plotter of violence you could take a correspondence course. You will not have me beaten up because I could have a nice long chat with Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy at homicide about your curious proposition. O’ Cassidy is a very persistent policeman indeed and if he came along here he would be likely to arrest you just on general principles. He doesn’t like your kind. To take care of me you would have to get someone to bump me off—and I don’t think you want a murder on your hands.”


      Suddenly, his face was livid. “Don’t try me too far,” were the words he managed to grate out.


      I went on, easily, “And even if you got a loogan to squib me off you couldn’t be sure I hadn’t left a letter about you in my safety deposit. No, Mr. Canting, you will just sit tight in your obscene little private world and do nothing.”


      “And you?” By an effort he had wiped the hate and the fear from his face.


      I thrust my hat on the back of my head and picked up my gloves. “I don’t ordinarily make pacts with your sort—but as long as you don’t try to get out of line it will suit me not to have that talk with O’Cassidy. Now you can press one of those comic-opera buttons and let me out of here.”


      He reached out a heavily-ringed hand.


      “Goodbye, Mr. Canting,” I said. Then a thought struck me. “I think I will give myself a little vacation. Maybe a little trip to the Adirondacks—or, could it be, to Falls City…”


      There was a silence as I walked out of that long disgusting room.


      I was going through the big doors when I caught a whisper. “I wouldn’t go there, Mr. Bogard, if I were you….”


      Then the doors swung soundlessly to behind me and I was knee-deep in carpet again.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER SEVEN

    


    
      I WANTED TO DRIVE HARD and fast when I got back to the Buick, but most of the way it was a slow drag with the pile-up getting steadily worse at every intersection. Finally, I detoured to a little saloon off lower Broadway. I felt like a long cold lager after Mr. Canting’s hothouse eroticisms—though maybe I should have settled for a pint of mouthwash.


      The barkeep, a wiry little half-Italian who lived in the Bronx, slid a bottle and a tall glass over the polished counter. I think he picked the trick up through too many William S. Hart Westerns when he was a kid. I drank three-quarters of the measure without stopping for breath. Then I noticed the hands of the clock and I moved into the telephone booth at the far end of the little bar. I didn’t want O’Cassidy to get any messages about me—yet.


      I dropped a coin in the slot and said, “It’s okay, Bella—it’s me. You can throw that note away.”


      She sounded relieved. “I was just starting to worry about you. As a matter of fact, Mr. O’Cassidy is here now….”


      I caught my breath. “Did you tell him?” I tried to make my voice sound offhand.


      “No—it’s not quite the deadline. I won’t need to, now…”


      “Bella,” I told her, “you’re a smart girl. When I become famous I shall appoint you as my secretary.”


      “I shall hold you to it,” she said gaily, adding, “Mr. O’Cassidy is waiting in your apartment. He said he was sure you wouldn’t mind and that he’d be mixing a drink for you.”


      I said, “That’s fine. Just give him a call and tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes—if I can get out of this traffic.”


      It was exactly twelve and a half minutes later when I walked into my apartment. O’Cassidy had looted four bottles of Budweiser from the icebox.


      “Don’t you have no whisky in this dump of yours?” he asked.


      “Cass,” I said, “I’m a poor man. And, besides, I was in England during the war, I acquired the Englishman’s fondness for beer. There’s a fine old inn in Cheshire where I…”


      “Yeah,” said Cass, “I remember. You used to eat there Saturday nights. You told me.”


      “Yes?”


      “Yeah, you did.” He brooded for a moment. “I don’t want to hear no more boosts for England. When I think of Cromwell…”


      I sailed my hat onto a chair. “All right,” I said, “let it ride. Suppose you tell me what you’re doing here opening my booze.”


      O’Cassidy pushed his hat back. He said, very slowly, “A guy who calls himself George Clark was found in a bed at Mike Hannigan’s place with a Task Force dagger sticking out of his chest.”


      I didn’t know what the comeback was to that, so I didn’t try to improvise one.


      “Hannigan buzzed us at headquarters. Sounded like he was in a panic. I went with a couple of uniformed men. Mike says he gets uneasy when this bird don’t come down for no meals or even ring for sumpin’. So up goes Mike and there is the paying guest as cold as last Sunday’s roast. Another nice, neat job. The way it looks to me, Mr. George Clark—” O’Cassidy pronounced the name with sardonic emphasis “—never knew what was coming to him.”


      I thought Mike has kept me out of this for some reason. Aloud I said, “Better to collect it that way, huh?”


      Cass gave me one of those unwinking homicide bureau stares which mean you’d better watch yourself, bub, or the wagon will be taking you to the Tombs so fast you’ll think you’re an odds-on bet for the Kentucky Derby.


      “Was that the way you figured it when you found the body?” he asked.


      I looked right back. “Did I find it?”


      “Look,” he said, “I don’t have to tell you, but I will go out of my way to say Mike didn’t come across with a thing. Maybe he thought life was getting complicated enough without bringing you into it.”


      “So you complicated it for him?”


      “No, I let Mike kid himself along for the time being.”


      There didn’t seem to be anything to say.


      O’Cassidy went on, “You showed me a nice bland face when I moved in on you this morning and I didn’t like the look of it one little bit. So I put a tail on you.”


      I fetched out one of those rueful grins. “Seems I’m only half as smart as I think.”


      Suddenly, Cass let his voice crackle. “I told you to keep outa the police’s hair, but I knew damn well you’d go right ahead sticking your chin out. Okay, if that’s the way you want to play it. You’ve been a personal friend of mine ever since you came here, Dale—but I’m here to tell you that it won’t stop me taking you in for a grilling with no punches pulled if I think that’s what I have to do. And a third degree session ain’t no picnic.”


      “Okay,” I said, “I’ll give. But what the hell does it add up to? I ride the subway express and walk a few more blocks to Mike Hannigan’s place because I am playing a hunch…”


      “What hunch?” Cass cracked the word like he was chewing on steel filings.


      “I remembered that guys sometimes use Mike’s place as an hotel when it isn’t convenient to stay someplace else. Maybe I should keep my nose out of things, but I got the idea that the man who knifed Grierson was likely to hide out in New York and that there was a chance he might have an introduction to Mike Hannigan. I was right both times—that’s all.”


      O’Cassidy was about to speak when I thought of something else. “I’m sure Mike knew nothing about this guy,” I said.


      “Yeah—you checked on that, didn’t you?” said Cass.


      I let that one drift with the tide, but Cass fetched it back.


      “The dick who tailed you followed you into that roominghouse in the Fifties. Or rather, he went in when you come out. He had words with the girl behind the desk.”


      “You seem to know it all,” I told him.


      “You went into th’ Longmoor to see a guy named Harry Bule, a two-bit bookmaker who runs a cigar stand on Broadway.” He paused while he picked up his drink. “That icebox of yours keeps the beer real cool,” he said.


      “How else would it keep it?” I asked.


      “That’s right,” he said. “How else would it? And how else would George Clark get into Mike Hannigan’s place if Harry Bule didn’t speak up for him?”


      I let that one go, too, but I might as well not have tried.


      “Who gives Bule his orders?” he repeated.


      “Bule told me these things were fixed by phone. He said he had never met the man who buzzed him. He got paid in dollar bills which were mailed to him.” I started filling my pipe. “Why don’t you take Bule in and ask him yourself?”


      O’Cassidy set his drink down and said clearly, “Because Bule has taken it on the lam. The man who tailed you came down to Center Street to report. He hadn’t any reason to pull Bule in—and when we sent two bluecoats back up to th’ Longmoor later, Bule had blown. He ain’t been seen since.”


      He handed me another of those long, flat stares. “We didn’t have a tail on you after you quit the Longmoor. Maybe we should have had. Care to say where you’ve been tonight?”


      “No,” I said “I wouldn’t care.”


      O’Cassidy reached for his old raincoat. “I’m going to let you have a little more rope. It ain’t going to ball my end up.” He paused at the door and said over his shoulder, “Only it won’t do you no good to squawk if you gets tied up in a knot. You’d better keep that in mind.”


      Then he was gone again.


      I picked up the phone and got the Skyline number. Mr. Canting purred into the mouthpiece.


      “Yes, Mr. Bogard?”


      I grinned into my end. “It’s getting cold nights,” I said. “Maybe you should put some warm clothes on Marie.”


      “Indeed, is that all…”


      “No,” I said. “Not quite. Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy is getting all set to take the town apart.”


      “Indeed?”


      “Yes, indeed. He has a tail on me.” I didn’t think it necessary to tell him that Cass had taken the tail off because it suited him.


      Mr. Canting made a small noise into the instrument.


      “So it will be just too bad if the police tail ends up tailing the Canting tail, won’t it?”


      “It could be embarrassing,” he admitted. “Thank you for telling me. I shall see that your movements are unhampered, Mr. Bogard. By the way, you…er…”


      “That’s right,” I said, “I kept my part of the bargain.”


      “Excellent. Goodbye, Mr. Bogard.”


      “Au revoir,” I said.


      I walked whistling into my little bedroom and switched on the center light. The room had a French window opening onto a verandah which gives access to a fire escape leading down to the alleyway at the back of the block. I was suddenly aware that the drapes across the window were slightly parted. I hadn’t left them like that. I frowned. O’Cassidy must have been snooping. Somehow, I hadn’t thought he would do that.


      Then I knew he hadn’t. The drapes lifted just a little as though there was a draught blowing. I moved over and wrenched them aside. The windows were ajar. I stepped out onto the verandah. Nothing. I closed the windows, pulled the drapes and went back into the room. I stood quite still letting my eyes take it all in.


      I quit when I looked at the floor immediately in front of my clothes closet. Those icy fingers were running up and down my spine again. There was a trickle of dull brownish-red fluid seeping under the closet door and soaking into the carpet.


      If my knees were knocking I wouldn’t be surprised. But I managed to make it. I got hold of the knobs on each of the closet doors and swung them wide open.


      Next moment I was struggling with a body. It fell out into my arms. It was the body of a sallow-faced man wearing a flashy suit. His jacket was flapping open and there was a lot of congealed blood around the two small holes in the middle of his shirt. His eyes were wide open and his features were twisted in the last expression they ever had. Not a nice expression. But I knew who the man was.


      It was Harry Bule.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER EIGHT

    


    
      IT WAS ELEVEN O’CLOCK in the morning when I got out of bed, feeling as though I hadn’t been there more than a half hour. The homicide boys, the fingerprint experts, the photoflash men and a couple of criminal lawyers from the D.A.’s office had been camping out in my apartment until 3:00 a.m. They had asked all the questions in the book, taken all my suits out and put them back, looked under the carpet and covered all the show surfaces with graphite powder. They didn’t tell me whether they had found anything. They didn’t have to tell me. I knew damn well they hadn’t. The only thing you could say was that somebody had bumped Bule, carried him up the fire escape and dumped him in my closet. If the idea was to throw a scare into me, it had. When I got into bed I had carefully locked all the doors and windows, oiled and cleaned an old Luger and borrowed some shells from O’Cassidy, who didn’t even ask if I had a licence—though I had. I woke up three times in what was left of the night and every time I found my hand under the pillow hanging on to the Luger.


      I awoke with a headache which appeared to have started in my feet, getting steadily worse on the way up. My mouth seemed to be using a tongue from a hobo’s cast-off boot. I put eight helpings of coffee into the percolator and took a hot bath and a cold shower while it was brewing. I began to feel part human by the time I had shaved. The coffee and three aspirins settled it. I could bear conversation now, if nobody spoke higher than a whisper.


      I skipped breakfast and walked all the way to Central Park. It was early fall but the day seemed to have strayed in from summer. I sat in the sun watching the young matrons with their baby carriages and the old men who had nothing to do and wished they were young again and the shop clerks who strolled to and fro around lunchtime.


      Next thing I knew I was waking up again. My watch said it was three-fifteen. I had slept two and a half hours. I was hungry now but it was the wrong time to eat. I went swimming instead. I hiked up to an under-glass plunge bath where I go to keep myself fit and kid myself I’m still young—until the twenty-year-olds start doing double flips off the fifteen-foot springboard. But, hell, I can kid myself every once in a while, can’t I?


      The only other swimmer was a tall, olive-skinned girl with long black wet hair which she didn’t bother to tuck under her cap. She swam with an effortless crawl and gave me a friendly eye twice but I wasn’t in the mood for swimming-pool small talk. I’d have passed up Esther Williams right then. Besides, I had a date. I’d forgotten it, but the presence of the longhaired girl in the two-piece swimsuit brought it back.


      I climbed out, towelled and dressed, and bought myself coffee and frankfurters at a drugstore counter on the way back to my apartment. By the time I had changed my clothes it was time to get the convertible and keep that date.


      I got stalled in a traffic pile-up but I finally made the Wall Street country with five minutes to spare. I pulled into the side and killed the motor. I didn’t go into the office block. I stayed in the car smoking a pipe and leafing through the afternoon editions. The evening editions had Bule on page one in a thirty-six point headline with over half a column of text from which it appeared that Detective-lieutenant O’Cassidy had everything under control and would be arresting somebody any minute now. Like hell he would. O’Cassidy is one smart operator but even O’Cassidy has to have a clue, and at this moment there wasn’t one that pointed any place in particular.


      Then Miss Julia Casson stepped through the swing doors and moved over the sidewalk. I stuck my head through the window and said, “Hello.” She was wearing a Russian ermine coat which swung open to announce a soft woolen two-piece in pastel blue. After that came mile-long legs in nylons and ending in black court shoes. She had a large blue saucer poised on top of her magnificent mane. She looked cool, composed, competent and bedworthy but I decided not to tell her. She knew it already.


      “Where to, big man?”


      “You’ll like this,” I said. “We’re going to the Village.”


      She smoothed her two-piece in order to draw attention to her legs, but she was a little late for that.


      Then she said, “Not the Oval room at the Ritz Carlton, then?”


      “No.”


      “Or the Persian Room at the Plaza?”


      “No.”


      “Or even the El Morocco?”


      “No.”


      “Okay,” she said, “what do we do—dig some Dixieland at Eddie Condon’s?”


      “We’re not going to Eddie’s tonight,” I said. “There is a new place that’s opened nearby. We’re going to try that.”


      She got out a cigarette and eyed me sideways. “You don’t look the kind of man who would go for that hot jazz music.”


      “You never can tell,” I said. “Maybe it reminds me of my youth.”


      “Your misspent youth?”


      “I fear not.”


      “What a shame. It’s time you had some fun, big man.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “maybe. But not just this minute.”


      The drive was as trying as it always is in this city. I went out of the way to buy tobacco and again to see if a detour would speed things up. It didn’t. Fifty-second Street was dead except for Jimmy Ryan’s, bravely reminding you that this was once the hottest street in jazz. We drove south on West Third Street, made a couple of right-hand turns and we were there.


      It was a little club dispensing better-than-most food and jazz of the kind that would stack up to Mr. Condon’s standards, even though the seven-piece didn’t have the benefit of Wild Bill Davidson’s resounding brass. The place had been opened by Marty Alton on part of the fortune he had inherited from his recently lamented father and Marty had ideas about cooking and music. I thought it would be all right and it was.


      The horseshoe bar had the most glittering array of hard liquor I had seen. It also had beer on draught, which was all right by me. The floor was the usual stamp-sized affair but nobody bothered to dance. The seven-piece was located on a platform which rose only a foot from the floor and the boys were giving out that kind of noise. That was all right by me, too.


      The place was already more than three-parts full but we wedged ourselves into a table for two and ordered porterhouse steaks with all the trimmings.


      I said, “I found a dead man in my clothes closet last night.”


      Her cigarette stopped half-way to her mouth, and her pupils widened out as if somebody had shot them full of atrophine.


      “A sharp little guy named Harry Bule,” I went on. “It’s in the afternoon papers.”


      “I haven’t read them.” She paused a moment, then: “Is…it something connected with…the…”


      I said it was. I told her. She didn’t speak, but when I finished she shivered a little.


      “Somebody,” she said at last, “wants you out of all this. Canting, the sybaritic gentleman with the glass furniture?”


      “It could be.”


      Suddenly she reached out a hand and let her fingers touch mine. Her eyes looked at me unwinkingly.


      “Why don’t you?”


      “You mean quit?”


      “Yes,” she said quietly. “Why should you go on with it? You don’t want to put your life in danger for the sake of writing a book. It’s too absurd.”


      “Well,” I said, “when I gave up newspaper work to write, the idea was merely to look around for some current color and marry it to my own knowledge and background. I guess I didn’t expect to fly straight into a series of killings. The trouble is, I’m an inquiring guy. Maybe I shouldn’t—but I’d like to see what comes next and the only way I can see it is to stay on the case until it cracks.”


      “Or until some hood cracks your basal structure with a bludgeon.”


      “Maybe.”


      “Dale, don’t go on with it—please.”


      She said it so violently I stared at her. “Why should you worry?” I asked.


      Her gaze fell, then peeked up. “It could be that I like you,” she said simply. “I wouldn’t like to see you hurt.”


      “Look,” I told her, “too much has happened for me to turn it up now. When they start leaving dead guys in your closet to scare you off you just naturally get damn curious. I’m so damn curious I mean to find out what makes Sammy run if it takes me all winter.”


      Then the food came. I looked across a half-pound steak and said, “Have you seen Cornel Banningham?”


      “Yes, he landed this afternoon, came straight to the office and went into conference.”


      “What’s he like?”


      “Tall, dark, slim. Brown eyes. Good-looking if you don’t mind men who have slack mouths and the kind of morals that go with them.”


      “Smart guesser, huh?”


      “I can tell.”


      “What else?”


      “Oh, I guess he’s pleasant enough. Dresses well, too. English clothes. Immaculate cut. Quiet, no tie-clasps or silver bracelets.” She broke off. “What are you looking at?”


      “I am looking,” I said, “at a tall, slim guy wearing English clothes of immaculate cut. He’s just walked in. I can’t see whether he wears a bracelet…”


      She was following my gaze.


      “That,” she said, “is Mr. Banningham Jr.”


      He was alone and standing at the entrance to the bar with an air of insolent grace, letting his eyes run casually over the crowded floor. Suddenly, they stopped running around. They had focused on Miss Julia Casson, and the heir to the Banningham dough and the Banningham troubles was on his way to us with that kind of easy assurance which makes for a straight passage through the most crowded restaurant.


      “Waiter,” he called, “an extra chair, I think.”


      A chair appeared apparently from nowhere and Mr. Banningham became the uninvited guest.


      He held Miss Casson’s hand fractionally longer than was strictly necessary and said, “Suppose you introduce me?”


      “I like to introduce myself,” I said. “Dale Bogard is the name. I’m trying to make a living writing books and getting mixed up in murder instead. I also drink too much, smoke too much and do not believe this is necessarily the century of the common man.”


      Banningham let his eyelids flicker. He took the English cigarette out of his long lips with studied slow motion.


      “Thanks for telling me,” he said. He had the kind of hybrid accent you acquire through long years of living away from your native country. It was both American and English at the same time. It would be worth plenty to him in the Social Register.


      He seemed to be thinking for a moment. Then he said, “I drink too much, smoke too much and don’t give a damn whose century it is just so long as Cornel Banningham has a plush seat in the stalls. I should add that I also take some pride in possessing most of the other orthodox vices.”


      “That’s fine,” I said. “Don’t let us keep you from them.”


      He looked at me hard. I seemed to be catching long hard looks all the way up in this case. But I knew he wasn’t bothered.


      “I like your sort,” he said. “What’s your interest in these killings?”


      “Killings is right. Which ones are you thinking of in particular?”


      He didn’t answer at once because the seven-piece had cut loose on those Farewell Blues, with a thirty-six-bar finish which reminded me of the fabulous Eddie Lang and Joe Venuti jazz disc the collectors still rave about. When it was over you felt as if you had sailed into a lagoon of silence, though pretty nearly everybody in the joint was talking simultaneously.


      Finally, he said, “Grierson’s, of course—but, more particularly, my father’s.”


      “You don’t believe he committed suicide?”


      “My father was a tough old warhorse. There wasn’t a single reason why he should do that. But you haven’t answered my question.”


      “What was that?”


      He leaned forward a little. “Just that you seem to be mixed up in this some way and I’d like to know why.”


      “I got mixed up in it by accident. Now my curiosity is aroused.”


      “Some people seem to take a poor view about that.”


      “Meaning?”


      He shrugged. “I read the papers. Somebody left a dead man in your apartment. They must have a powerful reason.”


      “Maybe they’re playing the wrong hunch,” I said. “The way things are I don’t have a clue.”


      “But you think you will have?”


      “If I stick around long enough.”


      “Mr. Bogard,” said Julia, “is a very persistent man. In some ways.” She didn’t have any expression on her face as she said it, but I thought she was having a tough time trying not to giggle.


      Suddenly, Cornel Banningham seemed to have made up his mind about something. He said, “A preliminary check on the firm’s affairs shows some pretty serious deficiencies in Grierson’s end of the business. Seventy-five thousand dollars, in fact. If my father had found out about that he would want to know plenty.”


      It was my turn to hand out one of those looks. “You mean your old man was bumped by Grierson, which would explain how Grierson came to be out in Connecticut the other night?”


      “It could be that way, couldn’t it?”


      “Yeah,” I said slowly, “except for one thing.”


      He looked like he knew the question but he didn’t bother to put it into words.


      “Just the one thing—who put that dagger into Grierson and why.”


      He sighed. “I guess you’re right. There’s too damn much in this.”


      I let him brood on it for a minute. Something was coming and I wasn’t going to hurry it.


      “I’d like some quiet inquiries made. There may be things in this the police won’t find out or bother with if they do. If you’re staying on this case I’d like to have your report.”


      “You want me to turn private eye?”


      “Just for this case. In a very private and unofficial way.” He hesitated a moment. “I’ll pay five thousand dollars for the right kind of information.”


      That five thousand dollars again.


      “What kind of information is the right kind?”


      He lit another cigarette. “I want to dig deep into this. I didn’t get along with my old man, but I inherited one of his qualities—I don’t let go. I’m not letting go of this.”


      “Let’s have a drink,” I said. I called the waiter. I ordered Scotch for Julia and beer for the rest of the party. “I like money and I like five grand better than most of the money I see—but I’m in this case in a very personal sense and I don’t want to be tied to you or anybody else.”


      “You’re still free to play it your own way, Bogard. All I want is the information you get.”


      “I won’t make a promise,” I said, “but I’ll think about it. If I dig up anything I think you ought to know maybe I will let you know. You’ll have to let it go at that.”


      He didn’t say anything and the band came back and started in again. This could be Cornel Banningham’s chance to beat it, but he didn’t see it that way. He was a man with a roving eye for women but it had stopped roving at Julia. I had to applaud his choice—but, hell, it was my night out, I reflected sourly. I got up, excused myself and threaded through the little bar to the men’s room.


      There was nobody else in the place. I washed my hands and studied my features for a moment in a long wall mirror. That was how I knew the door to the room had opened immediately behind me. The guy who came through it was about thirty and wore a gray pinhead jacket with very sloping shoulders. He had a cast in his right eye. He stepped swiftly into the room and the next thing I knew something hard was wedged into my back.


      I had raised my hands to smooth my hair so I kept them that way.


      A soft voice that was somehow as hard as steel spoke right up against my ear. “Too bad you had to go to the can, pal. It gave me my chance.”


      I thought of a crack but I couldn’t get it out because the roof of my mouth had suddenly gone as hot as a sidewalk in August and a lot drier.


      A hand reached out and frisked me, but I’m a peaceful citizen and don’t carry a gun. Maybe I would take the old Luger with me after this. If I ever got out of this.


      The voice spoke again. “Just turn around and walk. Don’t try anything. I’ll use this rod if I have to. Don’t ever think anything different.”


      “I won’t,” I croaked.


      “Okay, pal—get going now.”


      We moved out of the little room. One end of the small passage led back to the bar. The other end led to a rear exit. That was the way we went. A waiter passed us with a bucket of ice cubes. He didn’t see anything amiss. There was a door at the end of the passage. I pushed my foot against it and we stepped out into an alleyway.


      “Turn left,” said the voice.


      We walked to the bottom of the alley and on to the sidewalk. A black sedan was parked on the corner. Cast-Eye prodded me in. He drove with the gun in his right hand. I could see it was a .22 target pistol. Any guy who carried a .22 is either pretty damn good or thinks he is. I decided not to take any chances.


      Cast-Eye drove steadily but not fast. He drove a considerable way. He drove on to Lafayette, passing police headquarters without batting an eye. At Canal Street he turned east into the Bowery and finally parked in a pool of dark under the Elevated.


      He let the motor kill itself and lit a cigarette. The .22 was still in his hand.


      “Take it nice and easy, pal. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”


      “Why the ride?” I just managed to say it.


      “Just so we can talk, pal.”


      “Why the rod?” I was getting bolder. The way you do when you find you’re not going to be squibbed-off after all.


      He ejected a thin blue spiral of smoke through his tight lips. “I had to use that just to persuade you along, pal.” He thought for a moment. “Look, I’m nice people. I don’t want to bump you. I don’t want to hit you with a bludgeon. All I want is a nice talk.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s fine. Now we’re all nice people together.”


      “That’s right, pal—why not let it stay that way?”


      “I’m not doing a thing to stop it,” I cracked.


      He put both of his manicured hands on the big chrome steering wheel. The gun was in his right hand and the cigarette was in his left. Somehow they looked funny. When he spoke his voice was still as hard as steel, but now the steel had a cutting edge to it.


      “You’ve been doing plenty, pal. I won’t like it if you keep on doing that.”


      I decided against saying anything.


      He went on in that cold-blue voice, “A guy fell outa your clothes closet last night. He was so dead he couldn’t talk. But he told you plenty. Such as to be a good boy and not to tangle. Now maybe you didn’t quite get his message, pal, and we don’t want you to be in doubt. So that’s why I’ve picked you up and taken you for a little ride so I can explain it to you.”


      I said, “Quit horsing around and start explaining. Who doesn’t want me to tangle?”


      “You shouldn’t ask that, pal. Just say that it ain’t popular.”


      “With whom?”


      Cast-Eye let his right hand slide off the wheel so that he could hold the target gun against my Adam’s apple. He was quite gentle about it.


      “Listen, pal—this is just a friendly tip. Why not lay off? There’s nothing in this for you. Why put your chin out? Somebody is liable to sock it.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “I can see that. Just like I can see that I might sock yours unless you toss that heater out the window this very minute.”


      “I ain’t saying you wouldn’t, pal, and maybe you might get away with it and maybe you might not.”


      “Don’t call me pal,” I snarled. I was fed-up with the whole damn business.


      “Okay, pal, I won’t. But look at it this way—a dead punk pitches outa your clothes closet. That shows we mean business. But just in case you have any doubt, I’ll give it to you straight. If you take my advice everything’s going to be jake.”


      “And if I don’t?”


      Cast-Eye reached over with his left hand and swung the car door open.


      “If you don’t,” he said softly, “another dead sucker is going to fall outa that closet of yours pretty damn soon. Only this time it won’t be you who catches the body. Now—get going, pal.”


      If there was an answer I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t have time to make one anyway because as I was stepping out he slammed the flat of his foot into my back. He was lean and muscular and he put plenty behind it. I sprawled on my hands and knees in the gutter. The gutter was flowing with black, oily slush. When I got back on my feet I figured it was too damn true what they say about Dixie.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER NINE

    


    
      I RODE THE SUBWAY AS FAR AS Broadway. Then I got a taxi to my apartment. I managed to get into it without being seen because Bella had left her little switchboard on some errand. I stripped off, took a bath, dressed again and dialled Marty Alton’s club.


      Marty said my girlfriend had left with the other gentleman. That would be Banningham. They must have thought I had given them the air. I gave myself a slug of bourbon, called up a taxi service and rode down to the Village to collect my car.


      I was driving back when I looked at my wristwatch. I saw that it was only 8:30 p.m. Then I thought of something. Why hadn’t I thought of it before? I left the car out front of my apartment and went up to the telephone. There was a slight delay in getting through to Long Island but I finally made it.


      A woman’s voice answered. “Mrs. Louella Grierson’s home. Mrs. Grierson speaking.”


      I said, “My name is Dale Bogard. I would like to come out and see you.”


      “Do I know you?” The voice was a full-rounded contralto. It sounded all right. I thought the owner would be tall, a little matronly, perhaps graying slightly. Aged forty-five to fifty. Probably distinguished looking.


      “No. That is my loss.”


      “I think I have given interviews already to…” she began.


      “Mrs. Grierson,” I said, “you may put your mind at rest. I am not a newspaper reporter, a life insurance official, a dick from the homicide bureau or a private eye. I am a very private citizen who happens to have been caught up in something which is nothing to do with him.”


      “Should I be interested, Mr. Bogard?”


      I drew a deep breath and let her have it.


      “I sat not twenty feet from your husband the night he was killed. The man who killed your husband has since been murdered. A man who may have known too much has also been murdered. At least two gentlemen have threatened my own life. I have an idea you might be able to help solve all this.”


      There was silence. Then her voice came on again. “It is all very dreadful, Mr. Bogard—but I do not see what you can expect to learn from me.”


      I told her, “Maybe I’m playing it wrong—but maybe you know something about your husband’s background that would give a clue to a lot of things.”


      “I see,” she said—though I didn’t think she did. Not very well.


      “Do I come out?”


      “Very well—if you think it will help. Where are you?”


      “In New York. I’ll drive myself out.” Something struck me. “If you think this might be a new way of working a hoist you can have your servants on hand with sawn-off shotguns or call up police headquarters and have them check on me.”


      A low musical laugh slid into my left ear. Pleasantly. “I’ll take a chance,” was what she said.


      


      I went back to the car. I had left the top up, which was just as well because now the rains came. Everything in New York is big, so the rainwater had to be heavy, cold and continuous. The streets looked like canyons of black glass under the night lights and I jumped the first traffic signals I came to because I couldn’t see them, but the traffic cop didn’t see me, either. I don’t think I hit anything.


      There was no rain at all on Long Island. It was a calm fall evening with the blue-black canopy of the sky picked out in a million winking lights. The roads were quiet, the air was full of the fragrance of evening, and without a special reason in the world I suddenly felt good. Maybe this was the life after all. There was a wonderful story in all this somewhere and I was going to get it. And write it. If they let me stay alive to write it. Suddenly, I didn’t feel quite so good again.


      Although there was no rain, a heavy damp hung in the still air. The Buick liked it and I ran out into the Sands Point district as quietly as a mouse moving back home from a three-day jag.


      The Grierson home was the biggest kind of thing. After I swung in through the wide double gates I drove for a minute and a half before I saw it. A huge rambling stone structure which would be aloof and standing when a lot of gleaming white bungalows with their stucco fronts and red and chromium fittings had crumbled. I left my heap outside the main entrance and walked up the stone steps between a couple of granite lions which looked as though they had been lifted straight from the New York public library. A wide glass door faced me. Not too wide. Not more than five yards I should think.


      I thumbed the bell push and heard the muffled clamor of mellow chimes. I could see a man step through some massive oak doors and cross the square hall to slide the glass doors open. He was gray, heavy-faced, clean-shaven and stoutish. He was English. I knew that his cultured accent started out as a whine in the Old Kent Road, picking up gloss on its way through the stately homes of England.


      “Good evening, sir.”


      I told him succinctly, “My name is Dale Bogard. Mrs. Grierson is expecting me.”


      “Very good, sir. I will convey your message. If you will step inside…”


      I did that. He took me through the little hall, past the old oak doors and into a big hall. It had an inlaid block floor strewn with white Persian lamb rugs. The walls were cream-colored and high. Pictures hung in massive gilt frames. There was a black oak settle. There was a prayer-mat. There was a bronze chest. There was a full suit of armor wearing a flame cross on a white background. Unlike the butler, it had never been to England. I figured the butler was the only thing about the place that wasn’t a phoney.


      That was until I met Mrs. Grierson. She rose from a chaise longue in a lounge not quite so big as Carnegie Hall but better furnished. Too well furnished. Chippendale, Queen Anne, and early American Colonial period pieces fought with each other and all three were at war with 1950s functionalism—black glass and a combined radio and television cabinet in polished whitewood picked out with crimson candy stripes. The result of the battle was inconclusive.


      But there was nothing phoney about Mrs. Louella Grierson. She wore almost blue-black hair down to her naked shoulders which rose from a white satin gown. Her feet were in silver slippers with high heels. Her mouth was wide and vivid and her eyes were deep blue. She was probably thirty-five years old. I decided to stop inventing mental pictures of people on the strength of a telephone voice.


      “Hullo,” she said. The voice was still deep and musical but it wasn’t the voice she had used on the telephone. Not quite. I should have known a lot of people have a telephone voice. Just a little more studied, just a little more Café Society than the one they used about the house. I figured Mrs. Grierson’s started out in the old homestead somewhere in Indiana, but like the butler’s it had taken on some veneer on the way up.


      She nodded to the butler just then. “Thank you, Morton—bring some drinks in, will you?”


      “Very good, madam.”


      I said, “I thought you’d look quite different.”


      “How did you think I would look, Mr. Bogard?”


      “Well,” I said, “your husband was sixty years old.”


      “Ah, I see—a little confusion of ideas.” The reference to her husband didn’t seem to trouble her. “Yes, Arny was a whole lot older than me. You didn’t know him?”


      “No. I just happened to be present when…”


      I didn’t finish the sentence, but Mrs. Grierson did. “When somebody planted a dagger into him, you mean.”


      I stared straight into her eyes. They betrayed nothing, either way.


      She said, slowly, “I guess you think I’m hard. If you do you’re wrong. It’s just that I didn’t love Arny. He didn’t love me, either. But he liked having me around. We had a lot of fun together one way or another. What he expected from me was a combination of wife, mother and mistress. He wasn’t disappointed. I played it straight with Arny.”


      The butler moved in with the drinks on a trolley-table. I took whisky and sat down on the arm of a big easy chair. Mrs. Grierson got back to the chaise longue and crossed one long leg over the other. They were nice legs as far as I could see.


      I said, “You talk almost as if you weren’t married.”


      She sat there for a moment looking at the cocktail glass she was holding with both hands. Suddenly, she jerked her head up and looked me in the eye.


      “We weren’t,” she said.


      I drank all my whisky and poured myself some more. If there was anything to say I didn’t know what it was.


      Mrs. Louella Grierson did. She went on, “I was born on a farm at Davenport, Iowa. When I was three my old man gave up trying to work for himself and went to work for the Studebaker plant at South Bend, Indiana. He didn’t like that, either, but he stuck it out. We never had a lot of money which was why I made up my mind to latch on to plenty when I grew up.”


      She stopped to drink her whisky. She didn’t pour another one. Instead, she used both hands to smooth herself down. The movement had a suggestion of the sensuous. I went right ahead saying nothing. This was no time to stop the flow of confidences.


      So she picked up where she left off. “I started to dig when I was sixteen. That was how old I was when I joined a chorus line in a travelling show which played five nights in South Bend. By this time Mom had died and I was supposed to stay home looking after the old man. He treated me right but I knew he wouldn’t like the idea so I took the easy way out. I didn’t tell him. I just beat it out of town.” She paused a moment and let her eyelashes give a little flicker. “Man—I learned plenty about life between the ages of sixteen and twenty. But I didn’t make any mistakes—not any that fastened me down, anyway. I kicked my legs in a couple of dozen touring shows—and they’re nice legs, too…”


      She extended the crossed leg and drew her frock upwards. Far enough for me to see three inches above her knee.


      “They’re still all right,” she said without changing expression.


      “Lady,” I said, “I have nothing to say against your legs. They’re very nice legs and I could look at them for a long time if I had a long time.”


      She smoothed her dress down again and went on, “I soon got wise to the fact that I hadn’t any real talent in show business. I could see the end as clear as a traffic light—cheap stage shows, maybe a move into a better chorus line on Broadway; then, as I got older, back to one-night stands in the hick towns and maybe a fate worse than death at the finish.”


      Around this time I figured I was learning plenty about Mrs. Louella Grierson and not a damn thing about Mr. Arnold Grierson, but I didn’t interrupt.


      “Well, I never made Broadway. But I got into a burlesque act—which is a pretty cheap way of getting your pennies. The customers don’t leave you guessing about anything. But that was when I met Arny. Right here in New York. It was all of ten years ago. He blew into the show one night looking as solid as the Empire State Building and as well heeled as the Carnegie Trust. His was the sixth proposition that night and, on an impulse, I said ‘Yes.’ I liked the cut of his suit, the size of his bankroll and the fact that he looked like he was used to eating good.


      “He took me up to his apartment. I thought, ‘Uh-huh, this is where the all-in wrestling starts’—but Arny, he just looked at me and said, ‘It’s all right, baby, you don’t have to play hard to get. If you like to string along with me I can show you a helluva time. If you don’t like the idea, why, just press the bell and I’ll have a waiter show you to the nearest taxi. Okay—how do we go?’


      “I asked him what he wanted of me and he said, ‘You’re my sort. I also think you could look good in the right setting. I want you to live with me out on Long Island where I’ve just bought a place.’


      “You wouldn’t be wanting me to marry you?’ I said. That gave him a big laugh. ‘No, I won’t marry you or any other woman,’ he said. ‘But you’ll have a better life than playing in burlesque, living in two-bit rooming-houses and trying not to go to bed with the manager.’”


      She paused again, then said quite simply, “I thought that one over for about thirty-five seconds and said ‘Yes’ again. I’ve lived out here ever since and haven’t been sorry. It was nice having everybody think I was Mrs. Grierson.” A tiny smile crossed her face and was gone.


      I said, “You never saw me before. Why tell me this?”


      “A lot of people are going to know it all pretty damn soon,” she said softly. “It’s easier telling you than seeing the sneers on the faces of some people I know very well indeed.”


      “Are you flat?” I asked brutally.


      “I don’t get his fortune, I guess. He never would make a will, said it gave him the creeps even to think about it. He fixed up an annuity for me, though, so I don’t have to look for any jobs. I’ll be comfortable all right, but not on this scale”—she gestured at the ornate room. “I can have a nice apartment in New York and play around a little if I feel that way. I never did while he was alive. Like I told you, I always played it straight.”


      Her face shadowed over fleetingly. “I guess that’s more than he did this last few months.”


      “Too bad…” I began uncertainly.


      “That’s okay, brother—I didn’t expect it to last forever.” She uncrossed her legs and stared down at her toes. “Only he might have told me. I think he was getting ready to run out on me….”


      “Maybe he was just playing around,” I said.


      “Yeah, maybe that was all there was to it. But I had the idea it was something more than that.” She shrugged. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now, does it. Nobody gets him. I don’t even know, as a matter of proof, that there was another girl. It was just a hunch—that and noticing little things about him. Men are such goddamn fools. Most of the time when they’re being smart they wouldn’t deceive a kid in the third grade. And now he’s gone—with a knife in his chest.”


      Suddenly, she said in a low, tense voice, “I’d like to have killed the bastard who did that—but he got his the same way, didn’t he?”


      I nodded. I also thought it was time to start talking.


      “Why should anyone wish to kill your husband, Mrs. Grierson?”


      She picked up a cigarette and sat there tapping it on her bloodred nails.


      “He was being blackmailed,” she said.


      I felt myself tensing. “Who was he laying it on the line for?”


      I reached forward and lit her cigarette. She drew on it for a moment. Then: “I don’t know—he never told me a thing.”


      “So you don’t really know that he was in trouble?”


      “I know. He’d been worried for some time. He had also withdrawn heavily from the bank…and once I heard him speaking to someone on the phone…I only caught a few words, but he was promising to do something or other. He heard me coming close up to him and told me to get out. He had never spoken to me like that before. Afterwards, he apologized, but he wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. Then, a week ago, he seemed easier in his mind.”


      I said, “Mrs. Grierson—have you ever been to a place called Falls City?”


      Her eyes opened wide. “That’s where he lived once,” she answered. “He told me—but I’ve never been there. Why?”


      “Because I think the killer who stabbed your husband came from Falls City,” I told her.


      “Why do you think that, Mr. Bogard?”


      “The man who killed your husband called himself George Clark. In the bedroom where I found him dead was a torn piece of paper carrying an address in Falls City. I’m just playing a hunch about it.”


      “I see,” she said. “It may have something to do with him being blackmailed.”


      “It could be that way, if it was blackmail.”


      “There was something in his past—something he never spoke of. There must have been. Guys aren’t blackmailed for nothing. But I’m sorry—I can’t help you about Falls City.”


      I slid off the chair arm and stood up. “Mrs. Grierson,” I said, “you have helped plenty. If your husband was being blackmailed, that may be the clue to a lot of things….”


      She said, softly, “I wish you luck. But you don’t have to go yet. Unless you want to.” She moved a little way along the chaise longue and patted the place beside her. “Come and sit by me,” she invited.


      I sat by her. She moved just a little. Enough so that I could feel the shape of her leg against me. Her chin was smooth and rounded and she let it thrust outwards so that her full lips were pursed. Her eyes had the kind of look that went with it. So I let my left arm go round her and she fell sideways across my knees.


      “I told you I might play around a little,” she said, “and I guess you’re twenty years younger than most of the men Arny invited to the house.” She circled a long naked arm round my collar and played a few off-beats on the part of the neck where the barber uses electric clippers.


      She gave a tiny wriggle on my knees. If I still had any knees. They felt like gelatine. I leaned over her and kissed her. Just the one kiss. It lasted about five minutes. She kept her lips parted like the girl in the Longmoor Apartments. But she knew a thing or two more. She bit me three times.


      Suddenly, she pushed me back. The beautiful white gown was rumpled and by this time I could see both her knees. She slid sideways off me and stood up. She jerked another cigarette out of the silver casket and stood there lighting it. Her left hand trembled fractionally.


      Over her shoulder, she said, “I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have acted like a bitch.”


      “You didn’t,” I lied.


      She went on, speaking almost to herself, “Only it’s been so long…I don’t see young men out here. I haven’t misbehaved in ten years….”


      I didn’t tell her that as a matter of legal definition she had been misbehaving all that time. It didn’t seem right to tell her that. Not with Arnold Grierson having lately passed on in regrettable circumstances.


      She picked up the decanter and spilled out two highballs. She was generous with the measure because the way she went to work on it she might have been drawing a half-pint in an English tavern.


      “We both need it,” she said.


      I thought so, too.


      She pawed the rug with her elegant toe. Then she said in a low voice, “I’m not trying to tell you I can’t be had. But not here—not in this house. I think maybe you had better go…Dale.”


      I thought that as well.


      There didn’t seem to be anything left to say so I didn’t try to think of anything. I just turned and walked to the door.


      That deep musical voice followed me.


      “Some day soon…you can try again, Dale,” it said.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER TEN

    


    
      IT WAS ALL OF SEVEN HUNDRED miles to Falls City and maybe I would have done better to have started out from Grand Central Station, but I hit the road instead. It was a long time since I had let the Buick out on the open highway and I had time to think all the way. I thought plenty, and at the end of it I wasn’t much nearer. But I was seven hundred miles nearer the place where every clue in this case seemed to lead. I was moving into the most wide-open city in all the United States with nothing but a four-year-old car and an even older Luger pistol to get me out of trouble if things broke the wrong way.


      A mile outside the limits they have a big red-on-white sign telling you this is Falls City, but they needn’t have bothered because this is where High River Rock shoots twin cascades of foam over a black granite shoulder into a thirty-foot drop.


      This is a nicely laid-out city. The suburban lawns are trim, the houses look as though somebody washed them regularly, and the shopping center has a lively, high-stepping air. I drove slowly down the main stem. Nobody fired any guns and I didn’t hear any police sirens. Maybe the place had sobered up.


      I followed the traffic into Fourteenth Street at the first intersection. It was barely dusk but halfway down the street a beer parlor had a sign flashing on and off. I killed the motor and braked to a standstill outside the swing doors.


      The evening was early, but it wasn’t too early for the customers. Half a dozen guys sat on high stools at the long polished bar and there were twice as many dotted round the little room at green-topped tables. A girl sat by herself at a table near the bar on my right. A girl with red hair and a face that had been beautiful until she was twenty-six—which would be all of a decade ago. She wore sea-green whipcord over a cream silk shirt. She was drinking gin and she didn’t bother me.


      The guy behind the bar was short and fat and had an oiled forelock. He also wore a narrow celluloid collar on a shirt with red horizontal stripes and his false teeth looked like highly-polished china. He asked me the routine question with his eyes, which were the palest blue.


      “Beer—and I’ll take a chaser on the side,” I told him.


      He slid the drinks across and I took the rye first. It was pretty good rye. I don’t know why I downed it so quick, except that I was beer-thirsty.


      Everybody had drinks so the barkeep stood opposite me polishing glasses. He did it as though he liked nothing better. It was his life’s work and he was solid for it.


      I said, “I am looking for someone who remembers a lawyer who used to practise here. His name was Arthur Schultz.”


      The barkeep’s face showed about as much expression as a peon’s at siesta time.


      “Yeah,” he said, “should I know him?”


      “Not unless you were around twenty-odd years back.”


      “I came here twelve years ago from St. Louis, so I wouldn’t,” he said. The Missouri accent wasn’t heavy.


      “Could be you may have heard the name, though,” I said.


      “Could be but it ain’t,” he said. “Sorry about that.”


      “Think nothing of it,” I said.


      “Thanks, brother, I won’t. Maybe some of the boys’d know if…”


      He broke off to set some drinks up for a balding middle-aged man in a faded gabardine suit which had cost him plenty at one time. I suddenly became aware of somebody at my side. I knew without looking that it was the girl with the red hair.


      She said in a low voice, “Like to join me in a drink?”


      “I’m sorry,” I started, but she cut me short with a hard little laugh.


      “It’s all right, mister—this isn’t a make the other way round. I heard what you said…” She lowered her voice a shade more—“About looking for someone who knew Arthur Schultz.”


      I picked up my drink and moved over to the little side table. A waiter brought another beer and some more gin.


      She sat there for a moment in silence. When she looked directly at me I was struck again by the fact that this had once been a beautiful face. It was still attractive, but the tiny telltale lines were starting. The lines that come from living too fast. The eyes were blue and hard.


      “The name you spoke,” she said at last. “It’s a name from way back…not a nice name.”


      “No?”


      “What d’you want to find out?”


      “I’m just trying to trace what happened to Arthur Schultz from around the time he left here. He went to Chicago, didn’t he?”


      She nodded. Her gaze travelled round the room. Slowly, as though she wanted to make quite sure who was there. A look came into her eyes and went. It went so fast I hadn’t time to catch what it meant. If it meant anything.


      “Follow me out,” she said simply. She was on her feet as she said it.


      I waited until she was halfway to the swing doors before I followed. I caught the fat barkeep’s eye as I went. It had that look. I didn’t tell him how wrong he was.


      She was standing on the sidewalk waiting. I showed her the car and she got in.


      “Where are we going?” I asked it uncertainly. Things seemed to happen fast in Falls City.


      “I’ve got an apartment on North Shore Boulevard,” she answered. “We’ll go there. It’s all right, there won’t be a husband waiting to sock you in the pan.”


      “That eases my mind,” I said. “Okay—let’s go.”


      It was a six-minute drive. North Shore Boulevard was long, tree-fringed and built-up along its entire length. The houses were just a little faded, as though the place had seen rather better days. But you could live in a lot worse places.


      I drove two-thirds down the boulevard. Then she said, “Okay—this is it.”


      I steered into the side. We got out and walked up three stone steps and passed through a colored glass door into a small square hall. There was a tiny elevator. We rode up to the third floor and walked five yards down a passage. She got a key out of a white plastic handbag and we moved into her apartment. It had walnut lounge furniture and an apple-green carpet going just a little threadbare in patches. A door on the left was slightly open. I could see that you went through there into the bedroom.


      I swivelled my eyes back. On the way across I met hers. They carried a little look and her scarlet lips were twisted in a tiny smile. It wasn’t the look of invitation. Or speculation. It was the look of a woman who knows all the answers and doesn’t give a damn one way or the other.


      She peeled off her jacket and dropped her little hat carelessly on a davenport. She stood upright for a minute pressing her red hair against the sides of her head, using the flats of her hands.


      When she finished doing this she asked me if I wanted a drink and I said “Yes”. Bourbon was what she had. She opened the icebox and fished out two frozen cubes and let them roll off her hand into the tall amber-colored glasses.


      We sat in two easy chairs drawn up on either side of the electric heater she had installed in the center of a wide fireplace.


      I thought somebody should be saying something and it might as well be me. So I said, “Who are you?”


      She appeared to think for a moment, as though the question needed reflection. Then she answered, “It doesn’t matter, honey—but the name is Lena Martin. I knew Arthur Schultz more than twenty years back, when I was a kid of sixteen just out of high school. I was running around with a pretty fast crowd of high steppers. Most of them were other kids in their teens and early twenties, but there were one or two older guys who liked to tag on, and one of them was Arthur Schultz. He was in his early thirties and if he had a wife he never mentioned it. I don’t think he had. He struck me as the lone wolf kind, always on the make—but he liked having his fun, at that. He liked teenage virgins best.” She paused a moment and gave another of those little crooked smiles. “If there were any virgins in that gang. I wouldn’t know, but I can guess as well as the next. He had the edge on most of the boys on account of he had that grown-up style and his pants pockets were full of dough, so he got most of the dates he wanted.


      “He drove a big Packard. Most of the time the gang holed-up at the Falls Lake Country Club but around three in the morning we generally went to parties in private houses. He took me home one time….”


      She stopped again. This time to drink some more bourbon. When she set the glass down she said, “I’ll say this for Schultz—he was one fast worker. After ten minutes’ driving he stalled the car and it took him about twenty seconds to rip the frock off my back. But that was all he ever got out of me. I didn’t like Arthur Schultz and I wasn’t going to be pawed by a guy old enough to be my daddy.”


      I said, “What did you do?” Though I didn’t care what she did.


      “I hit him across the face with my handbag and got out and walked.” She gave me a hard look. “But you don’t care about all that, do you?”


      I told her I didn’t care.


      “Okay,” she said, “that was just background stuff, anyway. What is it you want to know—and why?”


      I answered shortly, “A Wall Street businessman was stabbed to death a few nights ago in a Connecticut inn. He used the name of Grierson, but his description tallies with that of a man named Schultz who came from Falls City but later operated a lawyer’s business in Chicago. Maybe they’re different people, maybe not. I’m trying to find out. I’m not a private eye and I don’t represent anybody except myself. I was at the inn when Grierson was killed and because of that several people seem to think it would be an idea to rub me out, too. Will that do?”


      She nodded. “I guess so. You’ve got involved in whatever it is and you want to find out what makes Sammy run?”


      I told her she was right to figure it that way. She picked up the story again. “You’re probably guessing right, brother. Arthur Schultz was running a legal business in Chicago at the time I knew him. But he came from Falls City and used to spend most weekends here.”


      “His business was supposed to be on the level—or, at least, to keep one jump ahead of the sheriff. Check?”


      She shrugged. “Maybe most of it was. But there were some queer tales…”


      “Such as what?”


      “Such as using at least one of his legal connections to lift a lot of dough by some smart private blackmailing.”


      “Are you sure about that?”


      “There was nothing to be sure about. But a lot of people talked. Schultz was supposed to be putting the squeeze on an old guy named Tennemaker who had been a district court judge and was believed to be financially involved in the syndicate houses on North Riverside Avenue. Nobody was supposed to know this, but once or twice Schultz got high and bragged a little. There was an awful shindig about it one time with a guy named Berson he brought over for a weekend from Chicago…”


      I looked up sharply. “Was this man Berson in it with Schultz?”


      “It looked that way. He was a young guy—maybe twenty-two or three and as sharp as they come. He had some kind of business interests in Chicago, but he seemed pretty damn close to Schultz. Close enough to be worried when Schultz started blowing his top.” She wrinkled her brows reflectively. “This guy’s name was Leo Berson and although he was as hard as steel filings he had a funny sort of feminine way with him. He…”


      Something clicked into place in my mind. “What sort of a way?” I asked gently.


      “He was always just a little too well-dressed and some of the girls who went around with him said he carried a compact. He kept his nails like a woman, too, and always smelled of scent….”


      I felt myself drawing in my breath. I said, “Can you remember what he looked like?”


      She stood up. “I can do better than that. I’ve got some old snapshot pictures. Come over here.”


      I followed her across the room to a small bureau-bookcase. She let the flap down and rummaged about in a drawer. Her hand came out with a bulky, faded envelope. She slid a collection of old prints onto the bureau desk like a deck of cards.


      Neither of us spoke. I was just conscious of the faint warmth of her body and the perfume of her red hair. It was very quiet. The sudden noise of a car on the street below sounded curiously far away.


      She shuffled the cuts. About two-thirds of the way through the pack she stopped and pulled one out. I bent forward to get a better look. I went on looking for maybe half a minute, though there was no need. I got a funny constricted feeling in the pit of my stomach. I don’t know why, except that I was staring down at a twenty-odd-year-old photograph of Mr. Lucius Canting….


      I heard Lena Martin saying, “There was some trouble—Schultz took it on the lam with a wad of dough and Berson was mad. I don’t know…”


      Her voice snapped off like the thumbing of a light switch. Now there wasn’t a sound in the little room. Then there was. I just heard it. But I didn’t hear it fast enough.


      It was a sound I ought to have known. A sound which cuts through the air like a swish because that’s what it is.


      A swishing sound…

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN

    


    
      I WOKE UP WITH A BRAKEMAN’S cleaning-rag in my mouth. Somebody was drilling holes in my forehead with hot rivets and the back of my head had switched places with a sponge. Opening my eyelids was like raising a concrete slab, but I made it. I was still in Lena Martin’s apartment. I was lying on the slightly threadbare carpet by the bureau. I sat up, supporting myself with one hand and using the other to finger the back of my skull. I fetched my hand away and saw the brownish-red smear across it, but I knew my skull was intact. Whoever hit me hadn’t wanted to kill me.


      Whoever…I quit wondering because my eyes were starting to focus. What they had focused on was Lena Martin. I knew it was her by her clothes. That was how I did know it was her, although I hadn’t previously seen her with her skirt rumpled-up almost to her waist. Her long nylon-clad legs were half drawn up under her and I could see that that she was wearing pink silk panties. They looked pretty. Nothing else did. This was because her head had been smashed in. The face which had once been beautiful wasn’t any kind of a face any more.


      I sat on the floor staring at the dead girl. A single blow had cracked her skull apart, but that wasn’t good enough for the killer. He had gone to work on the rest of her head. I slumped forward on both hands, twisting my head a little to the side. I was going to be sick. Then I knew I wasn’t. Two things stopped me and they were just below eye level. They were a pair of heavy black boots and maybe they wouldn’t have stopped me except that I knew feet were inside them. My gaze travelled up a pair of dark blue trousered legs.


      From up above a voice spoke.


      “Ya can get up, Bogard.”


      He didn’t say it nicely. He said it the way he would if he was opening a third degree session on a shine.


      I got up and wobbled against the bureau. My legs still felt like they were made of rubber but they were hardening a little. I mean I could stand on them.


      The man who stood three feet from me wore tree trunks for legs and had a big chest rating. Not the biggest in the world. Epstein’s sculpture of Adam has that. But big. He wore the uniform of a police captain. His face was red, sweaty and spotted but it had the kind of expression that made you think it had been carved out of solid hardwood. Puffy fat closed in on the eyes so much that you saw them through tiny slits. You didn’t miss them because they glittered like little ice-blue pellets. He wore a pre-1918 Prussian haircut and his right hand engulfed a wicked-looking Navy Colt. It was pointing at my stomach, which is a very unpleasant place in which to be shot. But I knew he wasn’t going to shoot. That was why he had hit me.


      I had never seen him before but I knew he was Captain Lester Tawley and I understood now why Falls City had got left behind in the march of time.


      Tawley let his bull voice snarl. “Why d’ya kill the broad, Bogard?”


      I said, “I wouldn’t know.”


      A single long blue vein down the left-hand side of his fat neck throbbed a little. “Cracking wise won’t get ya no place, Bogard. Why d’ya…”


      “Don’t keep asking me that,” I snarled back. “Tell me who lives at 2469 South Franklyn Avenue.”


      A globule of sweat rolled down the side of his thick nose. “That’s my home, smarty pants,” he said softly, “and the fact ain’t gonna make no difference to ya one way or th’ other.” He let his white tongue crawl round his lips. “Now—give. Why d’ya kill th’ broad?”


      “Maybe I should ask that question and find out for you,” I sneered.


      “Yeah—who?”


      I said very slowly, “Maybe I should ask you—”


      I had to let it go at that because he had pushed the Navy Colt into my chest. He fetched up his balled left fist and drove it straight at my front teeth. I had time to turn my face, but I took the blow just under my cheekbone. I got enough of it to feel my head jerk sideways and my back teeth bite into the inside of my face. There was a sharp salty taste in my mouth and a trickle of blood ran over my lips.


      Tawley stepped back and grinned.


      “That’s just a slap,” he said. “Just one li’l slap for the smarty pants. When we’re finished with ya there’ll have been so many ya’ll have given up th’ count. Finally, we get th’ signed confession.”


      I felt my gorge rise. I wanted to slam him across his gross face. I wanted to do a whole lot of things to this yegg in copper’s clothes, but he was the man with the gun. So I just stood there and said, dully, “What confession?”


      “Why, th’ one that tells us all how ya let this floosie pick ya up in that beer parlour and then wouldn’t pay her and satisfied ya dirty instincts by…”


      “Don’t give me that,” I screamed. “I didn’t kill her, I tell you. Why should I kill her…?”


      “I just told ya why, Bogard.” Now Tawley was gloating. He was going to enjoy himself over this.


      I wobbled about by the bureau. “If I killed her who put me out?”


      Tawley leaned forward. “Why, that’s silly, smarty pants. No guy thumped ya. Ya beat up this poor kid and in th’ struggle ya finally fell and hit ya head against that bureau.” He paused a moment, then: “There’s blood on th’ base of th’ bureau right now.”


      I screamed at him some more. “You can’t get away with this…I got attacked from behind…I…I…”


      Tawley reached out and yanked me off the bureau. “Ya yellow dog, Bogard—ya ain’t got the guts of a louse. I’ll…”


      He stopped and spun me away from him. I reeled against the bureau again, whimpering and rocking back and forth on my feet. Then I gave a little sound and slumped to the floor at his feet.


      I lay there moaning and rolling side to side. I could sense him bending down. Then I saw him lift his police boot to let me have a slap in the face. And as he raised his leg I seized the foot with both hands and sprung him almost into a somersault. I could hear the big Colt clatter into a corner of the room as I straightened up and leaped onto him.


      He had hit the carpet with an impact which shook the room but he hadn’t time to rise because I had landed on top of him. I landed with both feet on his fat belly. A funny whistling sound came out of his mouth and all the color rushed from his face. I bent down and let my right swing in a low arc to his chin.


      But he had rolled instinctively and I went sprawling over him. Now it was fists, teeth, feet—nothing would be barred. Tawley would use every dirty trick in the book and a whole lot more they haven’t written down. He used the flat of his feet to send me staggering half-erect back over the room and lunged after me. He was going for my eyes—but, as he came, I drove my right knee hard into his groin. The collision was almost sickening. He bent double in his agony but I slammed a left hook into his jaw and he swayed upwards, rocking back and forth with his piggy eyes glazed and nearly lost in their fat. Then, suddenly, he plunged headlong onto the carpet.


      He lay still, with his face pressed into what was left of the pile. I grinned crookedly. I bent down and jerked out his police handcuffs. I dragged his hands behind his back and clamped the irons on. He would have to lie still with those. I knew that police pattern. The more you struggle the tighter the steel gets on your wrists.


      Okay—but he could shout. But not if he had a gag in his mouth. I pulled a cloth off a small round side table and stuffed it on to his tongue. Then I tied it in a double knot.


      I stood there looking down at him. Captain Lester Tawley wasn’t going to frame anybody. He was going to lie there getting very sore indeed until the night janitor found him. Or the day janitor. I wasn’t bothered.


      But there was still something to do. I got out my handkerchief and wiped off all the surfaces I could think of. Including the bludgeon I’d been hit with. It was a long, black, leather-bound one. It had blood on it. Her blood.


      I looked down at her again. Then I turned away and reached the little bedroom. There was a washbasin near the window. I leaned over it. This time I was sick. I was sick for maybe a minute. My inside felt hurt and empty. I ran both taps and drank a glass of water without stopping.


      Then I picked up my hat and coat and walked out into the corridor. I left the light burning. No one was around. I thumbed the elevator call-bell and waited for the steel cage to come up. It came up empty. I stepped in and rode down to street level.


      The hall was empty, too. Not that it mattered. I was getting out of Falls City and I wasn’t coming back. Outside the apartment was Tawley’s big police car. I got in it and drove it a hundred yards down the boulevard. Just to make things more difficult.


      I walked fast back to my Buick and stepped in. There was a half-bottle of Scotch under the dash and I drank most of it the way I had drunk the water.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER TWELVE

    


    
      I STOPPED OVER AT COLUMBUS, OHIO, and drove back into the Big Town at nine o’clock the next night. I hadn’t hurried. This time I had plenty to think about on the drive. As, for instance, who tipped-off Tawley that I might go to Falls City. I thought I knew the answer to that one, the way I knew the answer to a lot of things. Don’t think you’re too damned smart, Bogard—you still don’t know who killed Banningham, do you? All right, so I don’t. But I will.


      It was important that I shouldn’t go to Falls City—or, if I did, that I shouldn’t get out alive. I twisted my mouth sourly. They’d nearly fixed that angle. Suddenly, I remembered the way Lena Martin had let her gaze rove over the beer parlor, the way she had got up and walked out. Somebody had suspected something. Maybe the man in the once-good seersucker suit. Maybe he had heard the name Schultz. Maybe he had orders to watch things. There were too many maybes. But the police department would have my car registration and as soon as Tawley saw the Buick he would know whose it was.


      So he murdered Lena Martin because she had talked and he was going to frame me for it. That was a way to kill two birds. But he’d only killed one. The other had flown. By now, though, Tawley would have been found and he could radio every cop between Falls City and New York. Every motorcycle officer and every prowl car could be looking for me. But I didn’t think they would be. I didn’t think Tawley would radio anybody. Tawley had plenty to hide and the men behind him had plenty to hide, too. Clear of Falls City I could get lawyers, call friends. Above all, I couldn’t be third-degreed. No, Tawley would have to play it quiet—if he could play it at all.


      I guessed he couldn’t do that. But others could move in on me. Now I would have to take every step with a gun in my hand and it would no longer be safe to sleep nights. But maybe there wouldn’t be any more nights. I was going to play it big myself from now on.


      It was ten minutes after nine when I killed the motor out front of my apartment. I was tired, hungry and sticky from the long drive. I showered, changed my clothes and drank the only Scotch I had left in the place. I felt better. Then I got a bottled beer out of the icebox and drank that, too. I felt better still. There was some cold chicken in the box and I made myself sandwiches while the coffee was getting hot.


      A quarter of an hour later I was back in the car. The night was clear and the Manhattan air was exhilarating enough to make you doubt that 112 tons of soot fall per square mile on this city every month. Besides, it wouldn’t dirty my face before I got to Cornel Banningham’s house. It belonged to the old man who seldom used it but kept a small staff there. It was an Upper Crust-looking place in the East Thirties. Not massive. Not pokey. Just a nice house. The kind you can just afford when you’re pulling down thirty grand a year. That’s why I’m living in a midtown apartment house.


      The front door didn’t have a bell push. The head of a small brass monkey leered at me instead. I lifted the head and rapped it smartly against the brass resting-base. There was a longish interval. Long enough for me to knock my pipe out, put it away in my overcoat pocket and whistle half of the Beale Street Blues. Then footsteps, a click as the hall light went on, and the door opened and Cornel Banningham stood there looking very elegant in a maroon silk dressing gown over pale cream pajamas. His hair was beautifully slicked back and he looked and smelled as though he had shaved recently.


      He wore the same slightly insolent look but I thought he was a little uncertain.


      “Early night, huh?” I said.


      “I do that sometimes,” he said, smiling. “Come on in, Bogard.”


      He poured a couple of highballs, gave one to me and raised his own.


      We drank and he sat on the arm of a chair, swinging one natty pajamaed leg over the other.


      I said, “I went out to see Mrs. Grierson. She isn’t Mrs. Grierson. He picked her up in a burlesque show because she took his fancy and asked her to live with him as his wife. He figured it would look good to have a wife running that big place of his out on Long Island and the arrangement worked…until recently. She had the idea he was getting ready to quit. Maybe she was wrong about that. I don’t know.”


      He didn’t say a word.


      I went on, “She thought he was being blackmailed but might have tied that up in the last week or two. The big thing, though, is that she isn’t his wife. So who gets the money?”


      Banningham slowly lit a cigarette. “Nobody gets anything. Nobody outside the firm. You already know, I think, that his share of the business goes to myself. The arrangement under which money is paid to the widow of a partner falls to the ground if she isn’t his widow. That’s all there is to it.”


      “No possible motive for anyone in line for the money to have Grierson squibbed off?”


      “None.” A smile flickered over his face. “Unless you think I could have done it. His death puts me on top, doesn’t it?”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got that in mind. How’d you fix it all up three thousand miles away in London?”


      He laughed. “I didn’t, of course.”


      Suddenly, he seemed to remember something. His face darkened a little. “Something I found out only today—Grierson had drawn up a revised constitution for the firm. Under it his share of control was to pass to his widow….”


      I whistled gently.


      Banningham said carefully, “That makes things a bit different, doesn’t it? Though I imagine my father would have needed a lot of persuasion to agree to it. But if Grierson wasn’t married who was going to benefit?”


      “If he was getting ready to marry that would explain it,” I said. “But we don’t know a damn thing about that.”


      He shrugged. “Well, perhaps we shall see. By the way, what happened to you the other night?”


      I told him about the cast-eyed guy with the .22 target pistol. I thought maybe I might as well tell him the rest. For the first time he looked nearly excited.


      “But this is serious,” was all he could think of to say, though.


      “Yeah,” I said, “I thought so too when Tawley had the drop on me.”


      “But the captain of police…”


      I promoted a twisted grin. “This isn’t England, Banningham. There are still some crooked coppers over here and Tawley is about the crookedest of the lot.”


      “And this man Canting?”


      “I am certain he had Grierson killed. I am equally certain that he got Bule rubbed out and dumped in my apartment to throw a scare into me. The Grierson murder was done by a hired killer from Falls City. Canting still has interests there—and Tawley is on his payroll. They didn’t want me in Falls City, and Canting took the precaution of arranging for my reception in case I ignored his warning about going.”


      Banningham sat drumming his nails on his knee “I see…”


      He broke off because there was a slight sound in the corridor outside. It was a light rustle. Like a woman wearing a long robe that catches the floor a little as she walks.


      Banningham got off the chair arm and moved a little way towards the door.


      “I wouldn’t trouble,” I said easily. “I think you’re too late.”


      Then the door swung inwards and Julia Casson walked into the room. She was in a long, blue and silver robe and her feet were in silver slippers with high heels. What I could see of her frilly negligee wasn’t enough. She came through the door and leaned her shoulders against the lintel. She looked silky, sinuous and sensuous. But she also looked taken aback.


      “I thought…” she began.


      I finished it for her. “You thought it could be anyone else but me,” I said coldly. I don’t know why.


      She let her wide lips open a little over her small white teeth. Her eyes flickered. This time there was no invitation in them.


      “You flatter yourself,” she said. Her voice was low and brittle.


      “I don’t,” I said. “The trouble is I only shave once a day.”


      I walked out feeling as stupid as a kid who misses out on a date at a graduation day dance. Somebody ought to kick me in my aging pants. Maybe they would…


      


      THE LITTLE SALOON on lower Broadway was jammed. It took me three minutes to elbow my way to the bar. After a little while the place began to thin out some. I got my elbows on to the bar and got my hands around a large Scotch. I drank half of it, set the glass down and went on moodily looking at the colored bottles in the back of the counter.


      Somebody else leaned elbows on the bar right next to me. I didn’t bother to see who it was. He had to tell me.


      “I’ve been looking for you,” he said.


      I turned my head and then said, “Well, you’ve found me. What will you have—as if I didn’t know. Two Scotches, please.”


      O’Cassidy said evenly, “Where’ve you been and what do you know?”


      I wasn’t in a talking mood. I wanted to listen.


      “Suppose you come clean first?” I suggested.


      O’Cassidy grinned. “It’s th’ duty of the police to ask the questions,” he said. “I don’t have to tell you nothing.”


      “That’s fine,” I told him. “Let’s call it a day.”


      Cass peered into his drink, then peered at me. “That guy Harry Bule, now,” he said. “We found he was hit with a slug from a .22 target gun….”


      I could feel my fingers flex round the glass until it was nearly ready to crack. I knew that Cass had seen them do it.


      “Know a mug who uses a .22 target gun?” he asked softly.


      “Yeah,” I said. “A tall bird with a cast in his right eye and dressed sharp as a tick in a gray jacket with fall-away shoulders. He has been known to drive a big black sedan. I mean I’ve known him to drive it.”


      “When?”


      “Three nights ago when he took me for a drive into the Bowery so we could have a nice talk in a black patch under the Elevated. He said he was nice people and to prove it he kept calling me pal.”


      “Go on, Dale.” Cass said it so softly I only just heard it.


      “I didn’t like him keep calling me pal and he didn’t like me being mixed up in this murder business. I don’t think he minded personally—but the nice people who sent him along minded a lot.”


      “You got warned off, huh?”


      I nodded.


      “And then what?”


      “He kicked me out of the car, and I went home. It was a nice friendly talk. Only next time there wouldn’t be any talk.” I gave Cass a steady look and decided to come clean about Falls City.


      When I had finished he grinned a little. “Those Falls City coppers sure are tough. Guess they must eat barbed wire for breakfast or sumpin’. I know all about Tawley. Just a hood in uniform. You’d better keep outa Falls City the next twenty years….”


      He reflected for a moment and resumed. “A witness we picked up will testify that a big black sedan was parked at the back of your apartment around the time Bule’s body was dumped there. The witness saw th’ car drive away. He also saw there was sumpin’ wrong with the man’s right eye. This cast-eye guy ain’t on our books, but we finally traced a man answering to his description to an old roominghouse overlooking the tidewaters of East Riverway.


      “I sent Lieutenant Klinger on th’ job, but he come back and says this guy was there but has beat it. Klinger, he don’t have a clue…”


      There was something funny in the way Cass said it and I stared.


      He seemed to hesitate a minute. Then, as though he had made up his mind about something, he said, “I don’t trust Klinger.”


      “Why’d you send him?”


      O’Cassidy wiped the shadow off his lean face with a tiny grin. “It was Klinger who said he figured this car had driven out to East Riverside. It was Klinger who said he would make the inquiry. So I let him do just that. I also put a tail on Klinger.”


      I said, “That’ll cause a lot of talk down on Lafayette.”


      “It won’t,” said Cass, “on account of I was the tail. It was a tough assignment on account of there weren’t many people riding the local, but I made it.”


      “What did Klinger do?” I was curious to know.


      “He went to the rooming house all right and when he came out I slipped in. He’d made the inquiry, too. Only thing was the old man who kept the joint said nobody looking like this cast-eye mug had ever roomed there. When Klinger turned in his report it didn’t say that.”


      “Risky,” I said.


      “Not so much,” said Cass. “In normal circumstances we don’t go around checking up on police lieutenants.”


      “What do you suppose it means?”


      “It means,” said Cass slowly, “it means that somebody is paying Klinger to lay a false trail. His theory was that the guy had taken it on the lam outa New York. If we fell for it that would be the end of embarrassing inquiries right here in this city, wouldn’t it?”


      I didn’t answer. I heard what he said perfectly clearly but the words didn’t mean a thing. I was looking straight over O’Cassidy’s shoulder. A man had just come into the bar. He came with a crisp walk, stepping straight up to the long counter. He stepped up smartly, just like the cast-eyed gunman had stepped up behind me when I had to go to the can in Marty Alton’s club.


      The man stood against the bar and said, “A shot of rye.”


      Then he looked around the way guys do when they’ve ordered their drink. That was when he saw me. I was jerking the Luger out of my shoulder holster. There was no expression on his face and I didn’t see anything, but suddenly something sprang into his hand.


      For a split second it was just a blur of motion. Then I could see that it was a .22 target pistol.


      He decided to speak then.


      “Looking for me, pal?” he asked softly.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

    


    
      I LET THE LUGER SLIDE BACK into its holster. I leaned sideways against the bar.


      “I guess somebody will always be looking for you,” was what I said. Cass hadn’t moved a muscle.


      Cast-Eye backed off the bar so that he faced us.


      “Coppers,” he said slowly. “This bird’s a copper. Me, I don’t like coppers.”


      “Not even Falls City coppers?” I jeered.


      Cast-Eye wasn’t bothered. “Wise guy, huh? Don’t get too damn wise, pal. Remember our little talk?”


      He moved a few paces nearer. “Better give me your gun, copper,” he said. “You too, Bogard.” He stuffed the guns into his pocket and backed off again. His eyes swung rapidly over the room. There were only a dozen people left by now.


      “Don’t nobody get any ideas about trying to stop me,” he snapped.


      I could have told him not to worry. The twelve guys in the bar were still frozen in their last attitudes. Three were still holding their drinks halfway to their mouths and the rest just stood there with their hands prominently displayed.


      He was almost to the door when he stopped. He lifted his left foot and kicked a floor waiter into life. “Get my drink off that bar,” he said. “I paid for it, pal, didn’t I?”


      The waiter stumbled across the little floor, picked up the drink, walked unsteadily back and handed it to him. Cast-Eye tossed it down and pitched the glass into a corner. The tinkling sound it made as it smashed seemed louder than it was because of the quiet.


      Then, suddenly, he was through the doors. They slammed shut and I could hear the click as he pushed a bolt home.


      O’ Cassidy reached out a long arm and yanked the barkeep towards him. “There must be another way out—where is it?”


      The barkeep motioned and we sped out of a small corner door, down a short flight of steps and along a narrow passage into the alley which ran along the back of the block. I knew we were too late because I could hear the noise of a car motor going through the gears.


      We got onto the sidewalk in time to see its taillight disappearing in the traffic.


      Cass swore softly.


      I said, “C’mon—we’ll go in my car. It’s in the next intersection.”


      We ran along the sidewalk, turned and got to the car. I swung it into a wide arc and headed into the Broadway traffic.


      “You ain’t going to catch that mug, Dale,” said Cass.


      “I’m not chasing him,” I said. “I’m going where I think he might be.”


      “That’s fine,” said Cass. “If I knew where it was.”


      “Canting’s place,” I told him grimly.


      Cass said shortly, “Stop off at headquarters. We’ll get some artillery.”


      It was twenty minutes later when we parked outside High Corners. The admiral of the fleet was still at his post. Cass didn’t show him his buzzer. He didn’t have to. They were old buddies.


      We stepped into the elevator. As we rode up I said, “So you’ve been here before, huh?”


      Cass grinned faintly. “Yeah. I found out from Bella where you went the night you wouldn’t tell. I checked up on Canting.” He stopped as the cage reached the top. The doors slid apart and we were ankle-deep in the pile. “Somebody ought to do sumpin’ about that guy,” he said.


      We walked up to the biggest double door. This time it didn’t slide noiselessly inwards. It didn’t do anything. We stood there inhaling the heavy sweetness of the Canting incense. It still made the butterflies flutter under my belt. I balled my fist and hit the door. That made the door open about three inches and it was strange because the doors locked when they closed and had to be opened by one of Canting’s pretty table buttons.


      The enormous room looked the same. The delicate interior lighting in the Lalique glass fixtures still spread softly over the glass furniture and the cream walls and the jade green drapes. The biggest table in the world was still at the far end of the room. It was just as if nothing had ever happened since I saw it. Even Mr. Lucius Canting was there. He was still behind his table. Only this time he wasn’t sitting, and he wasn’t wearing a sky-blue linen suit and didn’t have a bloodred tie. He was laying back in his chair with his chin tilted up towards the glass-domed roof. He was wearing a midnight-blue tuxedo over which flowed something that wasn’t a bloodred tie. It was red blood.


      It had flowed over his shirt in a widening lake because somebody had driven a Task Force dagger into him up to the full extent of the blade.


      The silence of the heavy air was like something you could feel. It was broken by the mellow chimes of a gold and glass clock announcing the hour. The eleventh hour. I felt my mouth tighten cynically. The eleventh hour. Almost. There would be no more dagger deaths. Unless…


      I turned towards Cass.


      “He’s been dead at least two hours,” I said. My voice sounded a little off-pitch. I was remembering that he had been here before.


      “Yeah—about that.” He said it slowly. He didn’t touch Canting. He stood there looking at him for another minute. There was a telephone on the vast table. He jerked a handkerchief out of his sleeve, wrapped it round his left hand and reached out to lift the receiver.


      His hand had closed over it when a small door to the left of the table opened and a man came through it.


      “Ceiling high,” said Cast-Eye. “Reach it quick and don’t even stop to think about it. I ain’t bothered about killing coppers now.”


      O’Cassidy straightened up with his hands half raised. I was still trying to touch the dome. My muscles ached under the strain.


      “So you come here and bump th’ boss?” Cass said.


      Cast-Eye’s face twisted. “I didn’t knife him, pal. I don’t like knives. That’s the way he was when I came in.”


      “Yeah?” O’Cassidy sneered the word. “You can tell it later to th’ judge.”


      The .22 never wavered. “There ain’t gonna be no talk with the judge, copper. That’s why I ain’t afraid of shooting a bull. I’m stepping outa—”


      O’Cassidy cut in. “How’d you step in without being seen?”


      Cast-Eye said, “It makes no difference now, does it? But there’s a private entrance at the back. Canting had it built on. It was useful at times, I guess.”


      “He hired you to knock off Harry Bule, didn’t he?” Cass asked it as though he wasn’t expecting an answer.


      “I ain’t telling you nothing, copper,” said Cast-Eye softly. “I wouldn’t be talking to you now if you’d got that call in to homicide, but I balked that play, didn’t I? Just like I outsmarted all you coppers. You ain’t gonna get nothing on me.”


      He started backing towards the twin doors. It was a long way back but he took his time. The target gun wobbled about as much as the Radio City Music Hall in a summer zephyr. Cast-Eye seemed to get smaller as he receded from us. In another moment his back was against the doors. They were still just a little ajar.


      “Goodbye, copper,” he said. “Don’t think you can follow me because I know how to wedge these doors so that little button right by you won’t play….”


      He reached a hand behind him and pulled the doors open enough to get through. But he didn’t. A uniformed police lieutenant came through the other way. He had a long blue gun in his hand and he slammed it into the small of Cast-Eye’s back.


      He said, “Shed the heater, mug. Make it fast. I’d enjoy drilling you and I ain’t seen your pan even.”


      Somehow I didn’t like the way he said it.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN

    


    
      CAST-EYE DROPPED THE TARGET pistol but you couldn’t hear or see it because it vanished in the deep purple at his feet. He raised his hands and walked back into the room slowly, stiffly, until he stood by the table again. The lieutenant who followed him was tall and thin with a white face, white eyebrows and yellow teeth. He had pale blue eyes under puffed-up lids. He was Lieutenant Klinger of the homicide bureau and I never had liked him.


      The lighting got better towards the center of the room but Klinger’s face didn’t. Two heavy vertical lines forked his forehead immediately above his veined, bony nose. He didn’t even look at us.


      He spoke to Cast-Eye again. “Turn round, mug,” he said. His voice was high-pitched and breathy.


      Cast-Eye turned slowly so that Klinger could see his face gradually coming into full focus. Cast-Eye whispered, “You didn’t know it was me.” The way he said it, it wasn’t a question.


      Klinger tipped his lips with his tongue. A funny look crossed his face and was gone. I thought he had decided something and was pleased about what he had decided.


      He said softly, “I didn’t know it was you, Tommy—but I’ve been looking for you.”


      O’Cassidy leaned his buttocks against the table and spread the palms of his hands on the surface.


      “Who is this bird, Klinger?” He asked it in a cold, even voice.


      Klinger went on not looking at us. He answered, “A loogan named Tommy Nello. He knows plenty. I been trailing him for two or three days.”


      I was watching Tommy Nello’s face. Something terrible was happening on it. He seemed to be struggling for words but when he found them they came out in an incoherent blur. “Why…you…you dirty double…”


      Klinger kept his big police gun steady in his right hand while he brought his left up in a swing. His huge sharp-knuckled fist smashed against Nello’s nose. I could hear the bone structure crack. Nello’s head slammed back as though it was going to jump off his shoulders. Then he pitched backwards and rolled on his side in the carpet, his hands clawing at his face.


      O’Cassidy took his hands off the table and stared at his nails. For a copper he kept them nice. His voice was quiet and gentle and deadly.


      “The guy was just going to say sumpin’, wasn’t he?”


      “Was he?” Klinger bared his yellow teeth a little.


      “I think so,” said Cass. “You stopped him. Why did you stop him?”


      Klinger’s face was suddenly livid. “You never liked me, O’Cassidy, but I’m on this goddamned case as well as you. I’ll play it my way.”


      “Yeah?” O’Cassidy seemed interested. “How will you play it when Tommy Nello can talk again?”


      Klinger sat on the side of a glass chair nursing his gun between his knees. “He ain’t gonna talk,” he said in an odd voice.


      O’Cassidy said, without looking up, “You’re tangled in this, aren’t you, Klinger?”


      Klinger went on nursing his gun. “I’m a police officer doing my duty,” he said slowly. “That’s how it is and that’s how it’s gonna stay. Check.”


      There was a little silence. Then O’Cassidy said without any emotion, “Nothing stays if a cop gets to being crooked. The Department don’t wear crooked cops.”


      Klinger laughed. It was a hard, dry sound. “We don’t want no scandal in the Department. We should take all possible steps to keep the name of the Department clean. That’s the phrase, ain’t it?”


      “Maybe this witness won’t care about the Department enough to keep from talking,” said Cass in that low voice.


      “The way I see it,” said Klinger softly, “we wrap this case up right now.” His lips parted again and a driblet of saliva glistened on his chin. “I don’t want that we should arrest this guy. He killed Bule and knifed the other birds. But we don’t take him in….”


      O’ Cassidy thrust his hands into his sagging pockets.


      “Then we wouldn’t have a witness,” he said.


      Klinger held his gun hard down on his knee. His long yellowed forefinger started to crook around the trigger.


      “That’s right,” he said, “we wouldn’t have no witness….”


      I knew O’Cassidy was going to move, but I wasn’t looking. I was looking at Tommy Nello. He had rolled half over on to his face, groaning a little the way you do when you have a splintered nose bone and a lot of blood in your mouth.


      I heard Klinger’s big gun boom and I saw Tommy Nello writhe on the floor. Then a small shiny blue gun jumped into his hand. There was a spurt of flame and a little crack and Klinger topped over backwards off the glass chair, his gun thudding across the carpet.


      Cass had jerked his service revolver out but it didn’t matter now. I went down on one knee and held Tommy up a little.


      He used his good eye to give me a faint look. He coughed once.


      “Klinger ain’t so smart,” he whispered. “He didn’t think I had that little .25 handbag gun. I give him his all right. He ate that one. Right through the mouth.”


      “Yeah,” I told him, “he ate it.”


      Tommy rested a hand on his stomach. He didn’t wince. “Goodbye, pal,” he said. “It’s been nice knowing you….”


      “Goodbye, Tommy,” I said, though I knew he wouldn’t hear.


      I got back on to my feet and walked to the glass table. Cass was putting his gun back in his underarm holster.


      “That about ties it,” he said slowly. “Looks like Klinger was right. This case is wrapped up now.”


      He leaned across the table. “I’ll call the D.A.,” he said. I didn’t say anything. I had too much on my mind.


      


      I drove slowly back to my apartment. It had rained a little and the roofs of the big parked cars on the drive were like shiny roaches. The traffic was as bad as ever but I hardly noticed. Traffic signals gonged but I hardly heard them. Maybe I broke a half-dozen city ordinances but I didn’t know anything about that either. Banningham and Grierson were dead. Bule was dead. Lucius Canting was dead. Now Tommy Nello had checked in, too. The case was all wrapped up and there was nothing more to do except go home, change your clothes and go out and get drunk and forget it.


      Okay, Bogard—why don’t you do just that? You wanted copy for your book, didn’t you? All right, so you’ve got it. Go out and get drunk and then go home and think how you’re going to put all this down in writing.


      Don’t kid yourself, Bogard. You know you can’t do that. The time hasn’t come. There’s still something else you have to know. That’s why your stomach feels empty and cold, isn’t it? Something you have to know for sure. Something you’d maybe rather not know. But you will. You have to go on with this, though you’re all loused-up inside and your stomach is sour and your heart is cold and miserable.


      I left the convertible on the corner of the block because there was a party going full blast in the groundfloor section of my apartment-house and four cars were parked out front. I walked slowly along the sidewalk, turned in through the main entrance and walked slowly over to the elevator.


      It wasn’t a night off for Bella and she called out, “Hi! Mr. Bogard.” Her voice sounded like it came from a long way off, and I was walking into the little cage before I realized that I hadn’t answered. I called back, “Hi! Bella,” touched the button and rode up to my floor.


      I flicked lights on, switched on the heater and shivered a little. I thought—baby, you can make this place as hot as a glasshouse and you’ll still be cold inside. I found a half-bottle of Scotch I didn’t know I had and drank it standing in the kitchenette. I began to feel a little better. I washed my hands and face, combed my hair and walked back into the living room and picked up the phone.


      Cornel Banningham said yes, this was Cornel Banningham and what could he do.


      I said bitterly, “You can pay my respects to Miss Casson. If she still wants any respect.”


      His voice took on an edge. “You’d better explain what that means, hadn’t you, Bogard?”


      I pulled myself together. “Don’t let it bother you,” I said. “I’m on the wrong side of the tracks tonight. Too many dead men.”


      He asked what that meant, too, and I told him.


      There was a silence. Then his voice came back. Quieter now. “That seems to be about all, doesn’t it? I mean Canting was the kingfish and now he’s gone.”


      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s the way it all works out. I think O’Cassidy has it figured that way. Canting had been blackmailing Grierson for years. When Grierson wouldn’t lay it on the line anymore there was the danger he would start talking so he had to go. Canting had a lot of dough stashed away in the Falls City vice district. He had the coppers on his payroll. He could hire a killer from Falls City who wasn’t liable to be picked up by the cops here. Only the killer got knifed, too.”


      Banningham said, “Something wrong about that, isn’t there? I mean the case isn’t quite so open and shut as O’Cassidy thinks.”


      “If he really does figure it that way,” I answered.


      “Well, does he?”


      “I can’t tell what he thinks. He doesn’t talk. Most of the case is wrapped up, though.”


      “Most, Bogard—but not all.”


      “No,” I said, “not all.”


      “What comes next?”


      “What should?”


      “Who killed George Clark, for instance, and why.”


      “Maybe Tommy Nello was doing some private homicide.”


      “Maybe. Do you think that?”


      “No.”


      “What do you think?”


      “I’m trying not to think,” I said grimly. “I don’t like my thoughts.”


      There was another silence. Then Banningham said, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I’m marrying.”


      I was full of whisky but I was cold inside again. I didn’t speak.


      “You still there. Bogard?”


      “Yeah,” I said, “I’m still here.”


      “I said I was getting married.”


      “That was what I thought you said.”


      “To Julia Casson.”


      “Give her my congratulations,” I heard a voice saying. It had to be my own voice because there was no one else in the room.


      Banningham said, “I can’t do that right now. She left just after you went. Something she wanted to attend to at her apartment.”


      I knew he was lying and why.


      Then I remembered what I meant to ask him. It was why I had called him.


      “That altered constitution of the company, where did you find it?”


      Banningham seemed eager to tell me, relieved that the talk had switched to something less personal and emotional. “It was in Grierson’s private safe at his office. He’d been very secret about it. Didn’t use the office typewriters. Must have done it at his home.”


      I heard my voice suddenly hit normal pitch again.


      “Yeah? How did you know that?”


      “He’d worked it out on a portable with one of those elite typefaces. Even the office doesn’t have an elite face.”


      This time the silence was at my end. Then I broke it.


      “Thanks for telling me,” I said. “I’ll be seeing you.”


      I hung up before he could ask me any questions. I didn’t have the answers. Or the answer. Because there was only one. In thirty minutes I would know whether it was the right one.

    

  


  
    

    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN

    


    
      I WENT DOWN ON TO THE STREET and walked back to where I had left my car. I slid in against the wheel and sat still for a moment. I had a headache at the back of my skull which hurt when I moved. Yet my nerves were steady. They would need to be. I jerked a cigarette out of a pack, then put it back. I got both hands on the big wheel and started driving.


      It was quite a drive to where I was going, but I knew the way because I had been there before. Just once before. I wouldn’t be going there any more after this. I wouldn’t ever want to see it again. Unless I had everything figured out all wrong. I felt my mouth twist itself into a grin and I had nothing to grin about.


      The house was quiet when I got there. I needn’t have killed the motor and let the car glide the last fifty yards, but I wasn’t taking any chances. The door which led onto the driveway was shut. I slid a piece of celluloid between the wards of the lock and used a little pressure. The door moved silently upwards.


      I stepped in the hall and walked carefully up the heavy-carpeted stairway. The door I wanted was halfway down the corridor on the left. It was locked, like the other. I opened it the same way and marched in.


      When I had got it shut behind me I moved across in the dark to swing the window drapes shut. Then I turned the lights on. Though I had been to the house before I hadn’t been in this room. It was a nice room. Big, furnished the way a woman would have fixed it if she had style. The woman who lived in the house had style. I knew that. Maybe she would walk in through the door any minute now and I didn’t want that. Did I?


      I still didn’t know about that.


      I still didn’t know…


      The lounge had a thick Indian pile in cream and green laid on a wood block floor with a light oak grain. The big davenport was rust-colored. The furniture was modern but it didn’t shout at you. There was a baby grand piano in the window bay and a pile of music on a stool. The top piece said Bach. Evidence of a precisely mathematical mind. Or a logical mind? A lot of logic in this case. Yeah, the kind of logic I didn’t like.


      I stood in the center of the room and looked slowly around. There was just enough untidiness to show it was a place somebody lived in. Not a model room out of a furniture store window. A crushed cigarette lay in a glass tray. There was lipstick on it. Several books lay carelessly on a side table next the cream telephone. I let my gaze travel round the floor in the corners. Two pairs of shoes stood against the wainscoting back of the piano—a pair of high heels, a pair of tan wedgies. There didn’t seem much else. Except that there was a little recess by the fireplace and I couldn’t see into that from where I stood. I walked across the carpet and took a long hard look. It was there and I didn’t want to pick it up. That was why I kept on looking. But I had to pick it up. It was a neat thin metal case in dove gray, compact enough to slide into a dispatch case. I got hold of it and laid it on the side table. It was locked but the key was hanging from the grip by a slim length of green tape. I put the key into the little lock and turned.


      Then I had the lid off and was looking down at the natty little keyboard. I pressed on the keys with the flat of my hand and looked at the typeface. Then I stuck an old envelope in under the platen, turned it up and hit the J key. I went on typing. Another eleven letters which spelled two words. They came up in that elegant elite face just the way I had known they would.


      Just the way I had felt uneasy ever since I first saw those small white even teeth and the sudden hard look she gave me when she bared them. But I hadn’t known anything then. I just didn’t like the look which came and went. I had been a long time trying to believe that she had nothing to do with hoodlums and daggers—and poison. I had been a long time because I hadn’t wanted to believe that. And what could I prove now? That a change proposed in the constitution of a Wall Street corporation had been typed by her in her private apartment? But he had stashed it away in his safe, hadn’t he?


      I grinned mirthlessly. I didn’t really know anything. No, that wasn’t right. I knew everything. I knew it because I felt it in my bones. But I couldn’t prove a thing. Better go home, Bogard, and start drinking.


      So I sat down on the edge of a chair and lit a cigarette. I slid my right hand under my jacket and jerked the butt of my Luger out a little and flicked off the safety catch. The cigarette burned low and I dropped it in the tray beside hers. I walked over to the window and parted the drapes a little. Enough to look down onto the street. It was quiet. It was very quiet tonight in the borough of Queens.


      Then, suddenly, I knew she was in the room. I didn’t turn. I didn’t move. Nothing had happened to me except that the back of my neck was wet and I no longer had a stomach.


      She said in a calm little voice, “Turn around, Dale.”


      I turned slowly, both my hands held down with the palms spread outwards because that would be the way she would want it, and she was the girl with the gun.


      It wasn’t a little handbag gun. It was a Colt .44 caliber with a silencer screwed on the end. I figured it must be a very special silencer if she could fire through it without a blowback. She would know a lot about guns…and Task Force daggers.


      I said, “I’ve turned, Julia. Where do we go from here?”


      For the second time I saw those little white teeth bared and the hard look. Only this time the look stayed.


      “You know, don’t you, Dale?”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I know. I’ve known for some time.”


      She sat on the arm of the davenport, lowering her body gently and holding the huge gun hard down on her nyloned knee, the way I had seen Klinger doing it.


      I took a little step towards her. The gun barrel jumped a fraction so that it was pointing straight at the place where I keep my damfool heart. I quit taking steps.


      “That’s right, Dale,” she said, “Don’t move again. Don’t do anything.”


      My collar was sticking to the back of my neck now, but I called up a crooked grin.


      “What do we do? Stand here all night?”


      “Not all night, Dale. Just for a little while.” Her voice was low and a little sad. “You have to die—you know that, don’t you?”


      I didn’t want to tell her I knew it.


      “I ought to fire the whole clip into you,” she went on, “but one slug will do it. It looks better that way. Self-defence. A lady defending herself in her own home. Good slush for the Grand Jury. They’ll eat it up.”


      I didn’t want to tell her I knew that, either. I said, “Why did you poison Banningham?”


      She reached for a cigarette with her free hand, stuck it into her mouth and lit it. She let out a long thin stream of smoke and spoke at the same time.


      “I was going to marry Grierson. He agreed to try to get the company’s constitution changed so that I would inherit his cut in the event of his death. That would have been not too long after he got me to the nuptial bed.”


      “But you had to get Banningham’s consent to the change, and he wouldn’t play ball,” I said.


      “He was a stubborn old soldier,” she said. “I had to overcome that obstacle. The night he asked me to go out to his place was the chance I wanted. It wasn’t true that Lee Wesley, the driver, was ill. I made that up. I didn’t want any chaperone around on the night Banningham was to be alone in the house. I did the work he wanted and mixed him a stiff nightcap of barbiturates and Scotch. He always took a drink straight down, so it was easy.”


      She paused a moment and went on without a change of tone. “He knew what had happened all right as soon as he drank. I threw a gun on him and stood there watching him go to sleep. The Big Sleep. The one you don’t come out of. I undressed him. Got him into his silk pajamas and tucked him up. He still wasn’t dead. But he was going to be pretty damn quick.


      “I had everything fixed the way I wanted it. Then things started to happen. I guess that’s the way it always is. I was on my way back from Banningham’s place when I saw Grierson’s car parked on the roadside ahead. I could begin to imagine what it was there for. I nearly went into a panic—but not quite. If I kept driving the chances were he would spot me and get to wondering about it after they found Banningham dead. So I pulled into the side myself.


      “I found out how wrong that was when I saw those two hoodlums with him. I couldn’t see their faces and they didn’t let me see them. Everything else happened like I told you. They slashed my tires and one of them drove me down the road a couple of miles and ditched me. Then he swung round and headed back.


      “The funny thing was I never spotted Grierson when we went into the inn. Maybe he saw me, maybe not. If he did he wouldn’t be allowed to say anything by the killer who was with him—Canting’s hired hoodlum.” She mouthed the three last words with ice-cold hate.


      “That was the end of it for you,” I said.


      “Yes,” she said in a low toneless voice. “Everything I had planned—money, power, position. All gone. And I had just killed a man to get all of it. A cheap killer had made an end of it for me. A tiny smile crossed her face. “I gave him his,” she said. Now there was tone to her voice. A horrible dry little tone.


      “It was luck. Just as you dropped me off here that night an old Packard went by. I caught a glimpse of a fair-haired guy with a scar. It was uncanny. I never saw him at the inn, but he looked a ringer for the man you described. The car rumbled to a stop down the street. He seemed to be having engine trouble. I walked along the street and talked to him. I told him I was flat and was looking for a guy to go to bed with. He liked that. He was the kind who would always like that.


      “I went with him to that cheap little saloon Mike Hannigan runs. He got the room keys and sent me up when Hannigan went in the back for something. He had a suitcase and when he opened it the first thing I saw were a set of three daggers like the one he knifed Grierson with. I knew then that he was the man. It was a million-to-one chance. He bragged about those daggers—but not enough to say he had used one on anybody.” She paused again and her little teeth glistened. They were very wet now. “I let my dress fall down round my ankles. I bent down and came up with one of the daggers. He was lying propped up on the bed with a drink in his hand. I got onto the bed with him. Then I put the dagger straight into his heart…the dirty little cheapskate.”


      “And then?” I just managed to get the words out.


      “It wasn’t luck after that. I had to find out who had paid him to kill Grierson. You found that out for me, Dale. I didn’t have any trouble getting close to Canting. He liked women, too. I was there a half-hour before you found me in my negligee at Cornel Banningham’s apartment. I didn’t know it was you…”


      “Somehow,” I said, “that was the give-away. I knew you didn’t love Banningham. I realized then that you wanted nothing but his money.”


      “That’s right,” she said. “He was the next biggest thing.”


      “He wouldn’t have lived too long, would he?”


      She didn’t answer that. Instead, she asked in an odd little voice, “Why should you know I didn’t love him?”


      “I won’t answer that,” I told her.


      Suddenly, her calm went. “You great big goddamned fool—why did you have to push your way into this? Why couldn’t you leave things alone? Why, why, why? when it’s you I want. I’ve wanted you ever since you picked me up off the roadway that night—wanted you every waking minute. Oh! Dale, Dale—why did you have to do it? Now it’s all gone. Oh Christ, why did you have to do it?”


      I said, “Save it, pretty baby—save it for the Grand Jury.” I hadn’t meant to say that, I hadn’t meant to say anything. I didn’t know anymore what I was saying.


      She sat motionless for a minute. Except that she was chewing her bottom lip. A trickle of blood spilled on to her softly rounded chin. A long shudder ran through her. Then she was calm again.


      “Now I don’t get anything. I don’t even have you in bed. Nobody has you now….”


      My shirt was wet and my mouth was hard and dry and there was a noise in my ears. Like the noise of guns heard a long way off. They might be .44 Colts fired without a silencer. This one would only make a thudding sound if the silencer was as special as it looked.


      All the beauty had gone from her face. It was a face suddenly grown old and bitter and not quite sane. She raised the gun barrel another fraction of an inch.


      “Shut your eyes, Dale, please,” she whispered.


      I went on keeping them open. Only now they were looking past her. They were looking at a slowly opening door. Then they were looking at Detective-lieutenant Desmond O’Cassidy. He stood there framed in the doorway, his hat pushed back on his pale forehead, his gun held towards her back.


      “Don’t shoot, sister,” he said.


      In the silence of that room his voice was more violent than a bursting gun shell.


      She cried out indescribably and spun round. There was a rapid explosion, a spurt of flame. Her fantastic Colt fell to the carpet. She stood still for a moment. Then she put both hands to her breasts and coughed. Just the once. A funny little cough. Her body bent, straightened up and collapsed sideways into my arms. I held her for a second. Her lovely eyes were wide open but they weren’t seeing me. She was never going to see anything again.


      I went down with her onto one knee. The way I had once before. I remembered it. I would always remember it. That was why I was crying.


      Cass sat on his heels beside us, his long arms dangling over his knees.


      “I followed you,” he said. “I didn’t know…until I heard what she said. I was outside.”


      “She was going to kill you,” I said. “Just like she meant to kill me.”


      His voice was very soft. “I know,” he said. “I could of winged her. You know that?”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I know. Thanks for not doing that.”


      “At the very least she would have got life in a women’s jail. Better this way out. Now it’s all over. You don’t have to spend the long nights thinking about her dying by inches in a lifer pen.”


      I nodded.


      But I didn’t think sleep was going to come easy for a little while.


      


      My head didn’t ache any more. I didn’t seem to feel anything anymore. For once I didn’t want to drink. Not whisky. I wanted black coffee and cigarettes. I put the percolator on in my kitchenette and dragged on a Lucky.


      It was 3:00 a.m. and I didn’t think the telephone would ring. It did. I turned the gas to a low flame under the coffee and walked back into my lounge.


      “Hallo, Dale.” It was deep and rounded yet soft and sultry and it made you think of bedroom eyes if that was the way you thought. I didn’t have those thoughts. To hell with women.


      “Hallo…Louella,” I said.


      “I’ve left Long Island. I don’t want to see it again. That chapter is ended. I’ve taken an apartment.”


      I hadn’t meant to ask her where it was because I had thought to hell with women but I did and she told me. It was a ten-minute walk.


      She said, “I called up a few oldtime theater friends and threw a party tonight. But it wasn’t the same. You can’t reopen chapters, either. I’ve sent them all home. I’m…I’m lonely.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m lonely, too. I’m going to be very lonely for a long time.”


      Her voice quickened a little. “Come over, Dale. We can be lonely together.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “Two lonely people.”


      “Well?” The way she said that word is something I can’t tell you.


      “Make some black coffee,” I said.


      I went back into the kitchenette and turned off the gas. I got my hat and coat and rode down in the elevator. It was a lovely clear night. All the rain had gone and a million stars shone down on Manhattan. The air was fresh and clean.


      Somehow I didn’t feel troubled about what I was doing. I knew she would understand.
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