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Аннотация
Richard Deming (1915�1983) wrote prolifically for magazines (more than 200 short stories) as well as for major book publishers (more than two dozen novels, ranging from original crime novels to media tie-ins (Dragnet and The Mod Squad) to even a pseudonymous nautical series involving submarines. He was a meticulous professional who never disappointed readers.


The Richard Deming Mystery MEGAPACK�: 15 Classic Crime & Mystery Stories


A Note from the Publisher

A year or so ago, I began tracking down the estates of mystery writers whose work I admired, but who had somehow become �lost� in the shuffle of publishing. Robert Holding. Fletcher Flora. Talmage Powell. Rufus King. Jack Iams. And especially Richard Deming.
Deming (1915�1983) wrote prolifically for magazines (more than 200 short stories) as well as for major book publishers (more than two dozen novels, ranging from original crime novels to media tie-ins (Dragnet and The Mod Squad) to even a pseudonymous nautical series involving submarines. He was a meticulous professional who never disappointed readers.
After much bibliographic, copyright, and genealogical internet research, I managed to track down his granddaughter, Stacy Ford. Stacy was well aware of her grandfather�s writing talents, as she had been raised by Deming and his wife, Ruth, as if she were their own daughter. Stacy and I found we had a lot in common (including college-age kids) and really hit it off. I offered to manage the estate on her behalf, and she accepted.
And almost immediately I discovered skulduggery worthy of a Richard Deming novel! A literary agent Stacy had never heard of had been licensing work by Richard Deming for years (mostly in ebook form) and keeping it �in escrow� until the estate turned up. I quickly extricated Deming from said agent�s grasp, and we haven�t looked back.
We have already released a pair of standalone Deming novels � Dragnet: The Case of the Courteous Killer and This Is My Night � and begun to release the Periscope series. And there are lots more on the way.
Enjoy!
��John Betancourt

The Art of Deduction

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, June 1973.

The girl in front of me at the loading gate was a slim, shapely brunette with a deep tan, nice features and a cute little nose that was just beginning to peel from sunburn. While we waited, I made up my mind that I would do my best to get the seat next to her, if I could manage it without being too obvious.
When we boarded the plane I was in luck. All the window seats but one were taken. When she took that, it was quite natural for me to slide in beside her. As no one took the aisle seat, I had her to myself.
I made no attempt at conversation right then, because I am always a little nervous on takeoff and landing, but when we were airborne and the stewardess had finished her little welcome-aboard talk, I turned an expansive smile on the girl.
�Hi, seatmate,� I said. �My name is Albert Shelton.�
She looked a little startled, but after examining me speculatively for a moment, she seemed to decide I was harmless. �How do you do, Albert? I�m Diane Wharton.�
�Shall we get the vital statistics out of the way?� I inquired.
�What do you mean?�
�I always talk to the person next to me on a plane, and from past experience it seems likely that in the course of conversation I will reveal a good deal of data about myself, and in return will learn a good deal about you. It would save considerable time if we disposed of this matter at once, so we could get on to more interesting things. I am twenty-five, unmarried, and two months ago graduated from U.C.L.A. I finished school at such an advanced age because I spent from age eighteen to twenty-one in the army. I am en route to Buffalo to accept a job with the Appleton Detective Agency, which happens to be owned by my uncle. Fred Appleton, of whom you may have heard since you also are from Buffalo, is my mother�s older brother.�
She gave me another startled look. �How do you know I�m from Buffalo?�
�Elementary, my dear Wharton. I looked over your shoulder when you handed in your ticket at the gate, and the flight-reservation envelope you took it from showed you had bought a round-trip ticket from Buffalo.�
She emitted a tinkling little laugh. �You�re funny. You sound just like Sherlock Holmes. But I suppose that�s appropriate, since you�re going to be a private eye.�
�We in the profession prefer the term �confidential investigator.��
Her eyes twinkled. �Excuse me. I suppose you took your degree in either criminalistics or police administration.�
I shook my head. �I was not, until a week ago, planning a career as a confidential investigator. I majored in philosophy and logic, but in our technological society there doesn�t seem to be much demand for specialists in those fields. In a sense, I am accepting my uncle�s job offer as a last resort. Yet the prospects interest me intensely, and actually I feel my educational background will be of considerable value. Great criminalists of the past have often depended more on deductive reasoning than on scientific knowledge; men such as the late Raymond Schindler, for example.�
�You seem to have some deductive talent,� she said. �I was quite impressed by your guess that I am from Buffalo. Can you tell me anything else about myself?�
After studying her judiciously, I said, �Well, for starters, your purpose for being in Southern California was simply vacationing.�
�Oh? How did you deduce that?�
�From three factors. First, you wouldn�t have bought a round-trip ticket if you were out here looking for work, or had planned to live here for some other reason, then changed your mind. Second, August is a vacation month. Third, your fresh suntan indicates you have recently spent a good deal of time on the beach. I know it�s a fresh suntan because you got your nose sunburned acquiring it. You neglected to put suntan oil on your nose, didn�t you?�
She regarded me with a mixture of amusement and awe. �You�re amazing. Tell me more.�
�All right. You were visiting your fianc� out here, and just before you left, you broke your engagement.�
She gave me a suspicious side-glance. �You�ve been following me, haven�t you, private eye? Excuse me; I mean confidential investigator.�
�I never saw you until just before we boarded the plane. I know you broke your engagement because the white circle around the ring finger of your left hand is just the size and shape of an engagement ring. Its whiteness indicates you have not been out in the sun since you took it off. Ergo, you gave it back at the very end of your vacation.�
She emitted another of her tinkling little laughs.
�What�s so funny?� I asked.
�It sounds so simple when you explain it. I would be more impressed if you kept the explanations to yourself. Is that it, or is there more?�
�Oh, yes. Your fianc� either has been studying criminalistics and police administration at U.C.L.A., or is teaching one or the other.�
She cocked a quizzical eyebrow. �How in the world did you deduce that?�
�Because you asked me if I had taken my degree in either subject. Being from Buffalo, how would you know they are taught at U.C.L.A. unless you had a close relationship with either a student or teacher in that department?�
�Goodness, you�re remarkable.�
�Quite elementary, really. One last item. You graduated from the University of Buffalo a year ago, probably from the school of nursing.�
She cocked an eyebrow at me again. �I suppose the explanation for that deduction is just as simple as the rest,� she said teasingly.
�Even more so. I cheated a little this time. I recognized the class ring you�re wearing on your right hand because my last year in service I dated an army nurse who had graduated from the University of Buffalo. And the year of graduation is embossed on your ring in large enough figures to be seen quite plainly.�
�That doesn�t explain your deduction that I am a nurse.�
�That was just a wild guess,� I admitted. �Sort of a hunch. Because the only girl I ever knew who wore a similar ring was a nurse, I guess I was guilty of a sophism that just happened to be valid.�
�Sophism,� she said. �I remember that from my one course in philosophy. A specious argument based on a false premise.�
�Yes. All R.N.s graduating from the University of Buffalo are entitled to wear school rings. Therefore all girls wearing U. of B. school rings are R.N.s.�
Diane giggled.
�I�ll concede it was nothing more than a lucky guess,� I said. �But my other deductions were based on sound enough evidence, weren�t they?�
�I think you�re wonderful,� she said with apparent sincerity.
Although by then I was reasonably sure that Diane liked me as much as I was growing to like her, she volunteered very little information about herself other than what I had deduced. For instance, she told me nothing about her ex-fianc� or what had caused their breakup, and naturally I didn�t pry. She did tell me that she lived with her parents in a two-family house on Fillmore in Buffalo, however, and when I asked if I might call her sometime, she consented and wrote her phone number on the inside of a matchbook.
We had left Los Angeles at 11:50 a.m. By the time we landed at Detroit at 5:50 p.m., Detroit time, we had become firm friends.
After the passengers who were getting off at Detroit had deplaned, the stewardess signaled for the rope at the loading gate to be removed and passengers began streaming toward the plane.
The plane took off, and as soon as the seat-belt sign was lifted I excused myself to go back to the rest room. In the last seat on the left, I noticed two men handcuffed together. Both men were in their late forties. It was easy enough to tell which man was the cop and which the prisoner. The man nearest the aisle had to be the cop, because his left wrist was cuffed to the other man�s right. He was a tall, very pale man somewhat resembling Abraham Lincoln without a beard. The other was also tall, but heavier-set and with a round, fleshy face, deeply tanned.
The stewardess was taking dinner orders, and I heard both men order coffee with their meals. I got back to my seat at the same time the stewardess got that far. Diane and I both ordered Swiss steak. Then I told her about the two men in the back seat.
�What does the prisoner look like?� she asked.
�Quite ordinary. Pushing fifty, I would guess.�
We dropped the subject then, because our dinners came.
When dinner period was over and the stewardess had collected everyone�s dishes, a buzz of excited conversation behind us caused us both to rise to our feet and peer toward the rear of the plane. The tall, pale police officer was in the act of lifting the limp form of his seatmate out into the aisle to lay him flat on his back. He had unlocked the cuff from his own wrist, but the other ring was still clamped about the prisoner�s wrist. He knelt next to the unconscious man, feeling his pulse.
The stewardess hurried along the aisle from the front to see what was going on.
Looking up at her, the detective said, �I think he�s having a heart attack. His pulse is very slow and weak.�
Like us, most of the other passengers toward the rear of the plane had risen to their feet to gaze back that way. A lean, rather distinguished-looking man in his mid-forties, who had been seated all alone across the aisle from as and one seat back, stepped out into the aisle as the stewardess started to kneel next to the prone man and said, �I�m a doctor, Miss.�
The stewardess immediately rose and stepped aside so that the doctor could squeeze past her. The detective introduced himself to the doctor as Sergeant Copeland, then got out of the way by reseating himself.
Kneeling next to the unconscious man, the doctor thumbed back an eyelid, peered into the eye, then unbuttoned the man�s suit coat, stripped off his necktie and unbuttoned his shirt. Looking up at the stewardess, he said, �My medical bag is beneath my seat. Will you get it, please?�
She brought him the bag, he drew a stethoscope from it and listened to the patient�s heartbeat. After a few moments he put the stethoscope away, zipped his bag shut and stood up.
�Coronary thrombosis, probably,� he said to the stewardess. �Fortunately you�re equipped with oxygen. How long before we land at Buffalo?�
Glancing at her watch, she said, �It�s seven, and we�re due in at quarter to eight.�
�Roughly three-quarters of an hour,� the doctor said. �I suggest you have the pilot radio to have an ambulance standing by to take the man to City Hospital. He can tell them no intern need come along with the ambulance, as I am on the City Hospital staff and will ride in with the patient. As a matter of fact, no one but the driver will be necessary, as the sergeant and I can act as litter bearers. As soon as you�ve delivered the message, bring a blanket to keep the patient warm.�
�Yes, sir,� the stewardess said, and hurried forward to disappear into the pilot�s cabin.
The doctor said to the detective, �Let�s get him up on the seat so that we can start giving him oxygen. If you�ll retract the armrests between seats, we can lay him on his back.� He glanced around and his gaze fell on me. �You look pretty husky, young man. Will you give us a hand?�
I went back and helped lift the inert form onto the seat. When the patient was on his back across all three seats, the doctor pulled out the seat�s oxygen mask and affixed it to the man�s face. Then he checked his heart with his stethoscope again.
�No worse, but no better either,� he said as he slipped the instrument back into his bag. �He might be more comfortable without that manacle dangling from his wrist, Sergeant.�
Sergeant Copeland took a key from his pocket, unlocked the cuff and dropped the handcuffs into his coat pocket.
�Incidentally, my name is Martin Smith,� the doctor said, offering the detective his hand.
Shaking it, the sergeant said, �Glad to know you, Dr. Smith. And I�m certainly glad you were aboard.�
�My name is Albert Shelton,� I offered.
Both of them looked at me. The doctor said politely, �Thank you for your help, Albert.�
�You�re welcome. Dr. Smith, my seatmate is a registered nurse, if you need her help.�
He gave me a surprised look. �Well, thanks, but there is nothing she could do at the moment.� Turning to the elderly man who was the sole occupant of the seat directly across the aisle from the patient, he said, �Sir, would you mind moving up to the seat I was occupying, so that I can sit here near the patient, in case he��
�Not at all,� the man said, immediately moving forward.
�Want to sit next to the window, Sergeant?� the doctor asked. �I had better stay on the aisle so that I can keep an eye on him.�
�In a minute,� the detective said. �I just had a weird thought.� Leaning over the patient, Sergeant Copeland rummaged in the unconscious man�s coat pocket and withdrew a small bottle of liquid. He handed it to the doctor. Looking over the doctor�s shoulder, I read the label the same time he did. It said: Sweet-as-Sugar. Below that, in smaller print, was Concentrated Sweetener and No Cyclamates.
Looking up, the doctor said, �A common sugar substitute. What about it?�
�At dinner he wanted to put some in his coffee. After examining the bottle, I let him. It just occurred to me there might be something other than artificial sweetener in there. This could have been attempted suicide, since he was going back to New York to face twenty more years of hard time.�
�Hmm,� the doctor said. Unscrewing the cap, he sniffed at the bottle�s contents, then recapped it. �I really can�t tell, and I�m not about to taste it to find out. We�ll take it along to the hospital and have it analyzed.�
He dropped the bottle into his pocket, then added, �There are a number of poisons that cause the same symptoms as coronary thrombosis. If it were a suicide attempt, I couldn�t possibly guess which one until we can get the contents of this bottle analyzed. But if he�s been in custody, where would he have gotten hold of any poison?�
Sergeant Copeland said, �Until recently he hasn�t been in custody for weeks. He escaped from Sing Sing six weeks ago, and was arrested on the West Coast only about a week back. He may have decided to carry a suicide potion around just in case he was caught. And he would know what to get. He�s been an aide in the prison medical dispensary for the past five years.�
�What was he in prison for?� the doctor asked.
�About three dozen bank robberies. Don�t you remember Willie the Parrot Doyle?�
After considering, the doctor said, �Vaguely. A number of years back, wasn�t it?�
�About a dozen. He�s been in stir for ten. He was head of the Doyle Gang, which once consisted of eight or nine gunmen. All but two, aside from Willie himself, are now either in prison or dead. Willie�s younger brother Jim and Smooth Eddie Greene, who is a cousin of Willie�s, are both at large. As a matter of fact, Greene has never even been arrested, so we don�t have mug shots of him. Jim Doyle has a record, though, and I�ve seen his mugs. Looks like a younger version of Willie.�
I had been standing there silent all this time, but now I put in, �How did Doyle get his nickname of Willie the Parrot?�
�He used to talk a lot when pulling bank jobs,� the sergeant explained. �Kept up a steady flow of banter with the bank employees and customers as he directed them to lie on the floor on their stomachs, or herded them into vaults. Apologized to the ladies for inconveniencing them, told the ugly ones they were beautiful, cracked a lot of jokes. Just kept up a steady stream of chatter.�
�How about Smooth Eddie Greene?� I asked.
�He�s called that because he�s actually more con man than bank robber. He used to case banks by representing himself as an industrialist who was planning to open a branch factory in town. He would ask to see the manager in order to discuss whether the bank would be capable of handling a million-dollar-a-month payroll. Bank managers have been known to explain their alarm systems in detail in order to convince him his company funds would be safe in their banks.�
The stewardess came along with a blanket, which she handed to the doctor. She said, �The pilot radioed your message. An ambulance from City Hospital will be there. He told them no attendants other than the driver will be needed.�
�Good,� Dr. Smith acknowledged.
After tucking the blanket around the patient, he bent to listen to his breathing. When he straightened again, the stewardess asked, �Is he all right?�
�He�s far from all right,� Dr. Smith told her. �But he�s still alive.�
The stewardess went away again. The doctor turned to the detective. �Will you be wanting to ride along in the ambulance with us, Sergeant?�
�Naturally.�
�In his condition he won�t be running off. And there is a prison ward at City Hospital he couldn�t escape from even if he fully recovered. But it�s up to you.�
�Thanks, I�ll stick with my prisoner,� the detective said in a definite tone.
Dr. Smith shrugged. �If it is a heart attack instead of a poisoning, he probably won�t be able to be moved for at least a month. You won�t wait around all that time, will you?�
�Oh, no. I�ll leave him in the custody of the Buffalo police and come back for him when he�s again able to travel. Why are we still standing here in the aisle? Let�s sit down.�
He slid over against the window in the seat across the aisle from the unconscious man. The doctor took the aisle seat, leaving me the only one standing.
�He�ll probably be assigned as one of my patients, since I�m taking him in,� Dr. Smith said. �If you�ll give me your card, I�ll keep you abreast of his condition.�
The detective took out a wallet, searched through it and said apologetically, �I seem to be out of cards. Do you have a piece of paper?�
Searching his pockets, the doctor came up with his flight-reservation envelope and handed it to the detective. Sergeant Copeland laid it on his knee, took out a pen and began to write on it. I turned away and returned to my seat.
Diane whispered to me in an embarrassed voice, �I thought I would die when you volunteered my services. I am not a registered nurse.�
I gave her a surprised look. �You said you were.�
�No, you said I was, and I just didn�t correct you. I hated to spoil your remarkable record of deductive reasoning.�
�Oh,� I said, somewhat deflated. After a moment of silence, I said, �Well, he doesn�t need your services anyway.� Then something suddenly struck me and I sat bolt upright.
�What�s the matter?� Diane asked.
�I just watched Sergeant Copeland use a pen,� I said in a low voice. �And guess what? He writes left-handed.�
She looked at me blankly. �So?�
�So why did he have his left wrist shackled to the prisoner?�
After considering this, she said, �That is odd.�
Still in a low voice I said, �Actually we have only Sergeant Copeland�s word that he is the police officer and the other man is the prisoner.�
Diane looked startled. �What are you getting at?�
I said, �The prisoner seems pretty suntanned for a convict who has been cooped up ten years. And the sergeant is remarkably pale. You might almost say he has a prison pallor.�
In a slightly unsteady voice Diane said, �The prisoner escaped weeks ago. He could have acquired a tan. And it�s not unusual for people who work in New York City to be pale.�
�In an outside job like a cop�s?�
After a period of silence she said, �If what you�re suggesting is right, how did he ever work it?�
I pursed my lips and stared out the window at the clouds below until I had my thoughts organized. Finally I said, �Let�s assume both men are left-handed. The real Sergeant Copeland would shackle the prisoner to his right wrist because his gun was strapped to his left side. My guess is that the liquid in that bottle labeled as a sweetener is some kind of poison and that Willie somehow managed to slip it into the sergeant�s coffee. Willie simply waited until the sergeant was unconscious, then switched wallets with him, removed the man�s holster from his belt and put it on his own, then dropped the bottle of poison into the sergeant�s pocket. He unlocked the cuff from his own wrist, but left the other ring still attached, pulled the man out into the aisle and called the stewardess.�
Diane said nothing for some time, merely thinking all of this over. Eventually she said, �Why would he deliberately call the doctor�s attention to the poison?�
�Because he intends to brazen it out just as though he were Sergeant Copeland. No one in Buffalo knows what the sergeant looks like. When the patient arrives at the hospital and it is discovered he did not suffer a heart attack, but was poisoned, no suspicion will be cast on the so-called sergeant because he has already supplied an explanation. He can arrange for the Buffalo police to watch the prisoner for him until he either recovers or dies, then walk off and be halfway to Australia before anyone discovers the patient is really Sergeant Copeland.�
�Unless the patient happens to regain consciousness en route to the hospital. Or even right after they pump him out.�
�Yes, there is that possibility,� I said thoughtfully. �Our pale friend may be insisting on riding along in the ambulance in order to make sure the patient doesn�t regain consciousness. I wonder if we could get ourselves invited to ride in that ambulance too.�
�Whatever for?� Diane asked in a startled tone.
�To make sure the so-called Sergeant Copeland doesn�t have a chance to shut up the patient permanently.�
�Wouldn�t it be simpler just to phone the police from the airport, tell them your suspicions and have them meet the ambulance at the hospital?�
�The patient could be dead by then,� I pointed out. �I really don�t think it will be dangerous to ride along. The man isn�t going to do anything to give himself away so long as he believes no one suspects him. And by the looks of the patient, he�s not going to wake up en route, if ever. I just think our presence would be likely to deter any lethal designs the fake sergeant has. Are you willing to go along?�
�I suppose,� she said reluctantly. �But how on earth will we get aboard the ambulance?�
�Leave that to me,� I said with confidence. �They think you�re a nurse, remember? And I never told them what I am.�
Rising, I went back to the rear. The doctor was again leaning over the unconscious man, listening to his heartbeat with his stethoscope. He put it away and resumed his seat as I approached.
�No change,� he said to his pale seatmate.
Halting, I said, �Doctor, I�m a medical student from U.C.L.A. and my companion is a registered nurse. We would be glad to ride along with you in the ambulance.�
The pale man said, �Make it a little crowded, wouldn�t it?�
�Not really,� the doctor said. �No one but the driver will be with the ambulance. There will be plenty of room.�
I don�t think the so-called Sergeant Copeland liked the idea, but he couldn�t very well overrule the doctor. He gave a resigned shrug.
The ambulance was waiting when we landed at Buffalo Airport. Over the intercom the stewardess asked all passengers to keep their seats until the patient could be unloaded. Someone brought a litter, and Dr. Smith, the pale pseudo-sergeant and I lifted the unconscious man onto it. I volunteered to take one end of the litter, the pale man whom I was convinced was Willie the Parrot Doyle took the other, the doctor went ahead and Diane trailed behind us.
A couple of uniformed airport police were standing beside the ambulance. The ambulance driver was sitting in the cab with his back to us, and didn�t even bother to get out. The rear door was already open. We loaded the litter, then the pale man introduced himself to the airport cops as Sergeant Copeland of the NYPD, introduced Dr. Smith and explained the situation. When the airport cops asked who Diane and I were, the doctor explained that we were his assistants and would be riding with him in the ambulance also.
One of the cops said, �Then I guess you�ve got a full house. One of us was going to offer to ride in with you.�
�It won�t be necessary,� Dr. Smith assured him.
We all climbed in, and the doctor pulled the door closed behind us. We all sat on an empty litter next to the patient�s, facing him, the pale man nearest the driver, then me, then Diane, and with Dr. Smith nearest the back door.
There was no partition between the cab and the rear of the ambulance, so that conversation could be carried on with the driver. Dr. Smith said, �All right, driver, we�re all in.�
The ambulance moved on, its red light blinking and its siren beginning to whine. Shortly after we pulled through the airport gate the siren cut off, though, and the reflection of the flashing red light suddenly stopped appearing alongside the road.
Diane said sharply, �Why are you turning north, driver?�
The driver made no answer. From the corners of my eyes I was conscious that Dr. Smith was unzipping his medical bag. My attention was primarily fixed on the pale man next to me, however, alert for any false move he might make.
He made one. He was staring past me at the doctor when suddenly his right hand disappeared beneath his coat, then reappeared gripping a snub-nosed.38 Detective Special.
My reaction was a hangover from hand-to-hand combat training in the army. My left hand snaked out to clamp around the cylinder, preventing the gun from firing because the cylinder could not rotate. The edge of my right palm sliced down on the man�s wrist. He emitted a yowl of pain and the gun came away in my hand.
�Thanks,� the doctor said sardonically. �I think he was beating me to the draw.�
I turned to look at him, and my jaw dropped. He was covering all of us with a.45 automatic he had taken from his bag. I gazed from it to the snub-nosed revolver I was uselessly gripping by the cylinder with my left hand. Then I looked back at the doctor.
�I don�t understand,� I said. Sergeant Copeland was flexing his right fingers and rubbing his wrist. �I do,� he growled. �I just tumbled when he started to pull that cannon from his medical bag. Dr. Smith is really Smooth Eddie Greene, and this fake heart attack was rigged as an escape plan.�
�Right,� the patient said, sitting up and removing the gun from my grip. �It was sparteine sulphate in that bottle, Sergeant. It has the temporary effect on the heart of making it beat slower, causing a slow, weak pulse. Probably wouldn�t fool a doctor, but it makes a convincing enough heart attack to fool a layman.� He looked at the fake doctor. �Why the devil did you bring along these two kids?�
�I thought some cops might be waiting to ride along, and there were. With them in tow, I had the excuse that there was no more room in the ambulance.�
Sergeant Copeland said to me, �Do you mind explaining why you disarmed me, young man?�
I said sheepishly, �I thought you were Willie the Parrot and had switched places with the real sergeant. I�m sorry.�
�What gave you that harebrained idea?� he asked curiously.
�Well, I saw you write left-handed, and you had been cuffed to the prisoner by your left wrist. Also you are so much paler than Willie. I thought it might be prison pallor.�
�I�m ambidextrous and I shoot with my right hand,� he informed me. �My pale complexion is because I�m on the homicide night trick.�
�Oh.� I said in a subdued voice.
Willie the Parrot said to the driver, �All okay back here, Jim. Have any trouble?�
�No,� the driver said. �The siren told me when the ambulance was getting close. I pulled out of the side-road and blocked the way with the panel truck just before he got there. When he stopped, I stuck a gun in his face. He�s tied up in the back of that hot panel truck. We should be switched to the sedan and be a couple of hundred miles into Canada before anybody finds him on that side-road.�
�Your kid brother Jim?� Sergeant Copeland asked Willie, jerking his head toward the driver.
�Uh-huh. We Doyles stick together.�
�What are your plans for us, Willie?�
�Well now, Sergeant, what would you do in our position?�
I felt a chill crawl along my spine. I gave Diane an apologetic look. She smiled back at me bravely, but her eyes were brimming with tears.
Willie the Parrot glanced at Smooth Eddie, saw his gun was effectively covering us, and dropped the revolver into his coat pocket. The fake doctor�s automatic rested on his knee, aimed past Diane in the general direction of me and the detective.
Diane made a sniffling noise. In a woeful voice she asked Smooth Eddie Greene, �May I get my handkerchief from my purse, please?�
�Sure, go ahead,� he said generously.
Unsnapping her purse, she dipped her hand into it and brought out a snub-nosed revolver similar to Sergeant Copeland�s. It was cocked and aimed at Smooth Eddie�s head before he could even start to react. He froze.
In a flat, matter-of-fact voice too low to be heard by the driver, she said, �If you reach for your gun, Willie, I will have to put a bullet through Eddie�s head, then shoot you. Eddie, set the safety, then very carefully hand your gun to me.�
Eddie did as directed, very carefully. Diane relayed his automatic to Sergeant Copeland, leaned over to lift the revolver from Willie the Parrot�s pocket and handed that to him also. The sergeant placed his own gun against the back of the driver�s head. �Pull over, Jim,� he ordered. �Then pass your gun back, butt first.�
Jim did as directed.
Neither Sergeant Copeland nor I made any attempt to solve the mystery of how Diane happened to be carrying a gun until all three bank robbers were thoroughly under control. The sergeant cuffed Willie the Parrot�s hands behind him, tied Smooth Eddie�s behind him with his necktie, and used Willie�s necktie on Jim, because the younger brother wasn�t wearing any. When they were all loaded into the back of the ambulance and we three were standing behind it, the detective finally looked at Diane.
�I didn�t know nurses carried guns, Miss Wharton,� he said. �Particularly on planes, where it happens to be a federal offense.�
�I�m not a nurse,� she said. �I�m a policewoman. And, as you know, the airlines encourage police officers to carry their guns on flights as an added precaution against hijackers.�
�A policewoman?� I said. �You�re a cop?�
�Yes,� she said in an oddly defensive tone. �Do you mind?�
�I think it�s wonderful,� I said. �It�s always an advantage for a confidential investigator to have a friend on the force, and I can�t think of a nicer friend to have.�
�You may not feel that way when you learn what I did to you,� she said ruefully.
�What�s that?�
�I�ll tell you later. We�d better get our prisoners down to police headquarters now.�
�Yeah,� Sergeant Copeland said. �This is all very interesting, but let�s get moving. Can you drive this thing, Shelton?�
�Of course,� I said.
�Then take the wheel and I�ll ride guard in back. You can sit up front with him, if you want, Miss Wharton.�
She took the offer. We rode in silence for some minutes before I finally said, �What was it you did to me?�
She didn�t answer immediately, and when she did her tone was both apologetic and slightly apprehensive. �You�re going to be mad at me. I put you on a little about your deductive talent.�
�Oh? How?�
�I didn�t exactly lie, but I gave you the impression that some of your deductions were correct by not saying anything, when actually they weren�t.�
�I see. Which ones?�
�Well, I wasn�t vacationing in L.A. I was taking a summer course in criminalistics at U.C.L.A. I did spend some weekends at the beach, which is how I got my tan, but I got my nose sunburned playing tennis. Incidentally, I attended Fredonia State College, not the University of Buffalo.�
I looked sidewise in surprise. �Then why are you wearing a U. of B. ring, if I may inquire?�
�It isn�t mine,� she said, taking it off to show me the string wound around its underside to make it fit because it was too large for her. �Around here, girls wear boys� class rings on their engagement fingers as a symbol of going steady.�
�It isn�t on your engagement finger.�
�No,� she said, replacing it on her right hand. �But it was when I left for the West Coast. He doesn�t yet know I�m not still wearing it there.�
�Oh, so your fianc� wasn�t in Los Angeles after all. You broke the engagement by long distance.�
�Not an engagement,� she corrected. �Just going steady. I had been considering ending it all summer. It started going sour even before I left for summer school, and a couple of weeks ago I decided to break it off as soon as I got back home. But I hadn�t run into anyone else out there who particularly interested me, so there wasn�t much point in removing the ring.�
�Then why did you?� I asked.
�I saw you admiring me when we were standing in line at the loading gate. I rather suspected you would like to sit beside me, and I thought seeing the ring might discourage you so I switched it to my right hand while we were waiting in line.� Her revelation that she had been laughing at me on the plane all the time I was posturing as a deductive genius hadn�t made me angry at her, as she had expected, but it had considerably deflated my ego. Her statement that some of my deductions had been incorrect was more than kind. Actually, the only thing I had gotten right was that she was from Buffalo.
Now my ego suddenly inflated again, though, with her confession that she had been as instantly attracted to me as I was to her, and her contrition at having put me on sounded sincere enough to merit forgiveness.
Perhaps I was a total flop at the art of deduction, but it looked as though I might have a promising future in the art of seduction.

The Clock Is Cuckoo

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, May 1969.

The first phone call came just before eleven o�clock on a bleak Monday night in February. When the phone rang Martha Pruett was already in her nightgown, sitting before the dying embers in the fireplace in a robe and with Ho Chi Minh on her lap, sipping her nightly glass of hot milk.
Ho Chi Minh made a strong protest in Siamese when she ejected him from his bed by standing up. He followed her into the bedroom, still complaining, when she went to answer the phone. Martha sat on the edge of the bed and set her glass on the bedside table. The cat made a final comment and rubbed himself against her leg.
�Hello,� Martha said into the phone, as she stroked Ho Chi Minh.
A pleasantly husky feminine voice said hesitantly, �I saw this number in the personal column in the newspaper.�
Martha Pruett had expected it to be one of those calls, because none of her friends would phone this late. The classified ad the caller referred to appeared daily and read: SUICIDE prevention. 24 hour service. Confidential, free. 648-2444. The number wasn�t Martha�s. It was merely an exchange number from which incoming calls were automatically relayed to the home number of whatever volunteer happened to be on duty.
Martha said in a friendly voice, �You have reached Suicide Prevention. May I help you?�
There was a period of silence before the woman said, �I�m not sure why I called. I�m not � I mean I�m not really planning to kill myself. I just feel so blue, I wanted to talk to somebody.�
The caller was one of those rare ones who didn�t like to admit to suicidal impulses, Martha decided. Most potential suicides had no such restraint. The old saw about people who threatened suicide never committing it had been proved wrong long ago. Many suicides had histories of repeatedly threatening to take their own lives before they actually got around to doing it.
There were cases where suicides gave no previous warning, though. The very fact that this woman had phoned the Suicide Prevention number indicated that the thought must have at least occurred to her.
Martha said, �That�s why I�m here, to talk to people. What are you blue about?�
�Oh, different things,� the caller said vaguely. There was another pause, then, �You don�t trace calls or anything like that, do you?�
�Of course not,� Martha said easily. �People would stop calling us if we did. We like to know who our callers are, but we don�t insist on it. If you wish to remain anonymous, that�s up to you. However, if you tell me your name, it will remain in strict confidence. You don�t have to worry that I will do anything such as sending the police to haul you off to a hospital. I am here solely to help you and I won�t contact anyone at all on your behalf without your permission.�
Again there was a pause. Then the woman said suddenly, �You sound like a nice person. Who are you?�
This was a question Martha frequently had to parry. Volunteers were instructed never to reveal their identities to callers in order to avoid the possibility of emotionally disturbed persons attempting to make personal contact. Indiscriminate passing out your name to emotionally unbalanced people wouldn�t be wise in any event, but it would have been particularly foolish for a sixty-year-old spinster who weighed less than a hundred pounds and lived alone except for a Siamese cat.
She said, �I�m just one of numerous volunteer workers who devote their time to this work. It�s more important who you are.�
�Don�t you have a name?� the caller asked.
�Oh, yes. It�s Martha.�
That much was permissible when a caller became insistent; but further insistence would be met with the polite but firm explanation that workers were not allowed to give their last names. Fortunately this caller didn�t push it any farther.
�My name is Janet,� she volunteered.
Martha contemplated probing for the last name, then decided going after it too quickly just might dampen their growing rapport. Instead she said, �Glad to know you, Janet. You sound fairly young. Are you somewhere in your twenties?�
�Oh no. I�m thirty-two.�
�Well, from the viewpoint of my age, that�s still fairly young. Are you married?�
�Yes. For nearly ten years.�
�Is your husband home now?� Martha asked casually. It was standard procedure to attempt to learn just who, if anyone, was in the house with a caller.
The woman said, �He bowls on Mondays and doesn�t get home until after midnight.�
�I see. Do you have any children?�
�No. I had a couple of miscarriages.� There was no regret in the voice. It was just a statement of fact.
�Then you�re all alone at home now?� Martha asked.
�Yes.�
Martha allowed a few seconds of silence to build before saying gently, �Do you want to tell me your last name now, Janet?�
There was an equal period of silence before the husky voice asked with reluctance, �Do I have to?�
Suspecting the woman was on the verge of hanging up, Martha said instantly, �Of course not.� She allowed another few seconds to pass, then asked, �What does your husband do?�
�He�s a professional man.� A subtle change in tone told Martha�s practiced ear that the woman was suddenly becoming cagey about giving answers which might reveal her identity. Martha immediately switched tack.
�Was it some trouble with your husband which made you call this number, Janet?� she asked.
�Oh, no. Fred�s a wonderful husband. It was just things in general.� Martha made a mental note that the husband�s name was Fred. There immediately followed another bit of inadvertent information. In the background Martha heard, �Cuckoo, cuckoo!� followed by eleven rather sharp chimes and then another, �Cuckoo, cuckoo!�
Background noises often gave clues to the location from which a call came. Sounds from outdoors, such as traffic noises or railroad trains, were more helpful than in-door noises, but a cuckoo clock which also had chimes was rare enough to identify a house or apartment if, through other clues, you could narrow the location to a specific neighborhood. Martha was in the habit of mentally filing every scrap of information she could glean from a caller.
She said, �What sort of things are bothering you, Janet?�
�They don�t seem as important now as when I decided to call you. I�m beginning to feel a lot better just from talking to you. Could I phone you again if I start to feel blue?�
�You won�t necessarily get me, but someone is available around the clock.�
�Oh.� The husky voice sounded disappointed. �When are you on duty? I want to talk to you.�
�Just Mondays and Wednesdays, from eight in the evening until eight the following morning.�
�Well, maybe I can arrange only to get blue on Monday and Wednesday evenings,� the woman said with a nervous and rather forlorn attempt at humor. �Thanks for talking to me, Martha.�
�I was glad to,� Martha said. �You�re sure you�ll be all right now?�
�I�ll be all right,� the woman assured her. �You�ve been a big help. Thanks again.� She hung up.
Martha discovered her hot milk had cooled too much while she was on the phone. She poured it into Ho Chi Minh�s bowl and went to bed.
The second call came just at midnight the following Wednesday. Martha had been in bed for an hour and was awakened from a sound sleep by the phone.
When she switched on her bedside lamp and put the receiver to her ear, she heard the sharp chimes of the clock in the background tolling midnight. She waited until the final, �Cuckoo, cuckoo!� before saying, �Hello.�
�Martha?� the husky feminine voice said uncertainly.
�Yes, Janet.�
�Oh, you recognized my voice,� the woman said with mild surprise. �I thought maybe with all the calls you must get, you wouldn�t remember me.�
�I remember you,� Martha said. �Are you feeling blue again?�
�Awfully blue.� There was a muffled sob and the voice seemed to disintegrate. �I... I lied to you Monday, Martha.�
�Oh? About what?�
�When I said I wasn�t thinking about killing myself. I think about it all the time. I don�t know what I�m going to do.�
�Is your husband there tonight, Janet?�
�No, he�s out of town at the National Den�� She broke off and appended, �I�m all alone.� National Den. Some kind of fraternal order Martha wondered. The Cub Scouts had dens, she recalled. Perhaps her husband was on the National Council of the Cub Scouts. She must remember that.
She said, �Do you have a friend who lives nearby who might be willing to come over and stay with you for a time, Janet?�
�Oh, I couldn�t possibly tell any of my friends what is wrong with me,� the woman said in a horrified voice.
�What is wrong with you?� Martha inquired.
After a period of dead silence, the woman whispered, �I haven�t told another soul, Martha. What�s wrong with me is that I know I�m going mad.�
�What makes you think that, Janet?�
�I don�t just think it. I know it. I love my husband, but periodically I get this horrible urge to kill him.� Her tone sank to one of despair. �Last Sunday night it went so far that I crept out of bed and went to the kitchen for a butcher knife. I was heading back for our bedroom with the knife in my hand, meaning to stab Fred in his sleep, when I came to my senses. It was that incident which made me call you the next night.�
Martha�s heart began to pound. This was her first contact with a caller who seemed to suffer from more than acute neurosis. This woman obviously was psychotic and would have to be handled with extreme care.
Until she retired on a small inheritance the previous year, Martha Pruett had been a social worker. Her training had given her just enough of a smattering of psychiatry to make her know she was totally unequipped to psychoanalyze anyone, particularly over a telephone. She knew there was no point in attempting to talk a psychotic out of homicidal impulses. The only sensible plan of attack was to attempt to talk her caller into submitting to immediate treatment.
She said, �You haven�t told anyone at all about these impulses, Janet?�
�Just you,� the woman said in a broken voice.
�Your husband doesn�t even suspect you have such thoughts?�
�He knows I love him,� Janet said in despair. �That�s why, when I�m normal, I want to kill myself. Better that I should die than kill the man I love.�
�Now, there is no necessity for either,� Martha said in firm voice. �You phoned me for advice, I assume. Are you prepared to take it?�
�What is it?� the woman whispered.
�You seem to be quite aware that you are mentally ill, and all the psychologists say this is the first big step toward cure. It�s the mentally disturbed person who is convinced there is really nothing wrong with him who is in real psychiatric trouble.�
�Don�t suggest that I see my family doctor,� the woman said wearily. �He happens to be my brother-in-law, and I couldn�t possibly tell him what I have told you.�
�It isn�t necessary for either your family doctor or your husband to know you have sought treatment, Janet. You will find numerous psychiatrists listed in the yellow pages of the phone book. Or, if you prefer, I�ll recommend one.�
There was a considerable period of silence before the husky voice said hesitantly, �He wouldn�t tell my husband?�
�You must know that doctors have a code of ethics which makes everything a patient tells them a matter of confidence, Janet. I�m not saying that whatever psychiatrist you pick may not try to talk you into confiding in your husband, but I will guarantee that he won�t tattle on you.�
The woman�s tone became hopeful. �You think this one you offered to recommend might help me?�
�I�m sure he could.�
�Who is he?�
�Dr. Albert Manners, in the Medical Exchange Building. I have never had a doctor-patient relationship with him but I know him quite well because he was on the board of directors of a social agency I once worked for, and I know he has a fine reputation. Do you have a pencil and paper there?�
�I can remember that all right. Dr. Albert Manners in the Medical Exchange Building.�
�Will you call him first thing in the morning?� Martha asked.
�I will. I promise I will. Oh, thank you, Martha.�
�When do you expect your husband home?� Martha asked, but she was speaking into a dead phone. The woman had hung up.
Martha had to get up and heat herself some milk before she could go back to sleep, because she wasn�t at all satisfied with her performance. She should have wormed the woman�s last name out of her. Now, if she killed her husband or herself, Martha would have it on her conscience that she might have averted the tragedy if she had been efficient enough to find out who the caller was and warn her husband.
The third and last call came at a few minutes to nine p.m. the following Monday. When Martha answered the phone, she at first failed to recognize the thick voice which said, nearly incomprehensibly, ��Stoo late. Couldn�t wait tomorrow. �Stoo late.�
Then she recognized the husky undertone in the thick voice. She said sharply, �Janet?�
�Yeah,� the voice said. ��Lo, Martha.�
�Have you taken something?� Martha demanded.
��Stoo late. Couldn�t wait tomorrow.�
�Wait for what, Janet?�
��Pointment. �Pointment Dr. Manners. Would�ve killed him tonight when came home from bowling. Better this way.�
�Janet!� Martha said loudly. �What have you taken?�
�You tell Fred did it for him?� the voice said with increased thickness. �Tell �im love �im?�
�Where can I reach him, Janet?� Martha asked desperately. �Where is he bowling?�
�Elks Men�s League. Tell �im... tell �im�� The voice trailed off into a somewhat portentous silence.
In the background there sounded, �Cuckoo, cuckoo!� then nine sharp chimes and again, �Cuckoo, cuckoo!�
�Janet!� Martha called, but there was no answer.
She tried several more times to rouse the woman, without success. The line remained open, however, because Martha could hear no dial tone. Even if she hung up, the connection wouldn�t be broken, Martha knew, because the caller had to hang up in order to sever a connection. Martha had no idea of the electronic reason for this phenomenon, but she had occasionally in the past received calls where the caller for some reason had failed to hang up, and it had been necessary to go out to another phone to call the phone company before she could make any outgoing calls.
It therefore should be perfectly safe to click the bar up and down in the hope of rousing an operator, she reasoned. She attempted it, and the second time she depressed the bar and released it again, she was horrified to hear a dial tone. So much for her vaunted knowledge of how phones worked, she thought with dismay. Now she had destroyed all possibility of having the call traced.
She had a few clues to work on, however. The most valuable was that Janet�s husband was bowling with the Elks Men�s League.
Looking up the phone number of the local Elks Club, she dialed it. After several rings a male voice answered.
�Is there anyone there who would know all the members of the Elks Bowling League?� Martha asked.
�Huh?� the man said. �Not me, lady. I�m just the bartender, and the steward has gone home.�
�This is an extreme emergency,� Martha told him. �Isn�t there anyone there who knows your bowlers?�
�The Exalted Ruler is at the bar. I�ll let you talk to him.�
When the Exalted Ruler, who identified himself as Edwin Shay, got on the phone, Martha gave him her name and explained that she was a volunteer worker for Suicide Prevention.
�It is absolutely essential that I get in touch with one of your Men�s League bowlers at once,� she concluded. �The difficulty is that I have only his first name. It�s Fred.�
Edwin Shay said wryly, �The Men�s League has fourteen teams, Miss Pruett, with five men on each team. Offhand I can think of three Freds.�
�His wife is named Janet, Mr. Shay, and he has a brother who is a doctor. Does that mean anything to you? Do you know who he is?�
�Oh, sure,� the Exalted Ruler said with recognition. �You�re talking about Doc Waters. He�s a dentist.�
That was it, Martha thought with jubilation, suddenly understanding the puzzling remark her caller had made the previous Wednesday. The woman had probably started to say National Dental Association Convention, or something similar, before she cut the phrase short and it came out simply, �National Den.�
�Where does the league bowl?� she asked.
�The Delmar Bowl. What�s this all about, anyway?�
�I haven�t time to explain it now,� Martha said. �Thank you very much for your help.�
She hung up, found the number of the Delmar Bowl in the phone book and dialed it. It took a few minutes to get Dr. Fred Waters to the phone, but finally a warm male voice said in her ear, �Yeah, Janet. What�s up?�
�It isn�t your wife, doctor,� Martha said. �I�m a volunteer worker for Suicide Prevention. About fifteen or twenty minutes ago I got a phone call from your wife. You had better get home immediately, because she has taken some kind of pills. She passed out while I was talking to her.�
�What!� Dr. Waters said with a mixture of fright and astonishment. �My wife took pills?�
�You really should hurry, doctor,� Martha said. �And if it�s a very long drive to your home, I suggest that before you start, you phone for an ambulance to meet you there.�
�All right,� he said hurriedly. �Who did you say this is calling?�
�Miss Martha Pruett. I would appreciate it if you would take down my phone number and call me back later as to how things came out�
�Of course, Miss Pruett. What is it?�
Martha read off her number.
�Got it,� the dentist said. �Thanks for calling.�
An interminable period of waiting followed. The suspense was too great for Martha to generate any interest in either television or a book. She busied herself by brushing Ho Chi Minh, brushing her own hair, giving herself a manicure and, in final desperation, even giving herself a pedicure.
She managed to dispose of two hours in that manner, but then she ran out of time-killing chores. She was contemplating dusting the already immaculate front room when the phone finally rang at eleven-thirty p.m.
Her nervousness had long since discouraged Ho Chi Minh from all idea of a nap on her lap, and he had retreated to a spot in the center of the living room rug. This put him between Martha�s chair and the bedroom door, so that she ran straight toward him when she raced to answer the phone. Ho Chi Minh fled to the kitchen.
Grabbing up the phone, Martha said breathlessly, �Yes?�
�Miss Pruett?� a strange male voice asked.
�Yes.�
�This is Lieutenant Herman Abell of the police, Miss Pruett. Dr. Waters asked me to phone you, because he�s not quite up to talking. I understand you�re a Suicide Prevention worker and it was you who phoned him that his wife had taken pills.�
�Yes, that�s right. How is she?�
�It was too late to do anything for her. She was dead on arrival at the hospital.�
�Oh, I�m sorry, Lieutenant.�
�Just one of those things, Miss Pruett. We won�t know until the autopsy just how many sleeping pills she swallowed, but a bottle that Dr. Waters says held three dozen is empty.�
�How horrible! And she was only thirty-two.�
�Were you personally acquainted with her?� the police officer asked in surprise. �I thought you people kept yourselves anonymous insofar as callers are concerned.�
�We do, but I managed to pick up a good deal of information about her. We had two previous phone conversations before tonight, Lieutenant.�
�Oh? This wasn�t her first attempt then?�
�Well, I don�t know that she made any previous attempts, but she had contemplated suicide. I would have contacted her husband before, but I was never able to worm out of her who she was, except for her first name. She never told me, even tonight. I tracked down her identity from certain clues she had dropped. I feel terrible about not worming her identity from her sooner. I might have saved her.�
�Well, it wasn�t your fault,� the lieutenant said. �We�ll need your statement, of course, though. When could you stop by headquarters?�
�At your convenience,� Martha said. �I�m retired, so my time is pretty much my own.�
�Fine. I�m on the night trick and don�t go on duty until four p.m. Would four be convenient?�
�All right, Lieutenant.�
�Then I�ll expect you at the Homicide squad room at four p.m. Just ask for Lieutenant Abell.�
�Homicide?� Martha said inquiringly.
�Don�t let it throw you,� the police officer said with a slight chuckle. �The Homicide Squad doesn�t confine itself just to murder investigation. We have a half dozen separate responsibilities, and one of them is suicide.�
�Oh,� Martha said. �All right, Lieutenant. I�ll see you at four tomorrow.�
Martha had hoped there would be a photograph of Janet Waters in the morning paper, but there wasn�t. There was merely a brief item on an inner page reporting her death from an overdose of sleeping pills and announcing that, pending further investigation, the police had tentatively listed the death as a suicide.
Martha arrived at the Homicide squad room promptly at four. Lieutenant Herman Abell turned out to be a thick-bodied, unsmiling man in his forties. Dr. Fred Waters was also there, and he made an instant impression on Martha. The dentist was a tall, lean, handsome man with thick wavy black hair and very white teeth. Martha guessed him to be in his mid-thirties.
He was not only handsome, but exceedingly charming, she decided within minutes of being introduced to him. Part of his appeal was to her latent maternal instinct, she suspected, because he was so obviously bereaved. He seemed to be literally stunned by the news that his wife had repeatedly considered killing him. Under questioning by Lieutenant Abell, he admitted that she had recently had some rather severe bouts of depression, but he hadn�t even suspected psychosis.
�She always acted as though she loved me,� he kept saying with rather pitiable insistence.
�She did,� Martha assured him. �You�ll have to face it, doctor, that your wife was simply mentally deranged.�
�That seems plain enough,� Lieutenant Abell confirmed. �Are you ready to make your formal statement, Miss Pruett?�
When Martha said she was, he had her dictate it into a tape recorder, had it typed up and she signed it. She included everything she could remember about all three phone conversations with the dead woman, and also her conversation with the Elks� Exalted Ruler.
The whole thing took less than an hour. The case was so obviously a suicide that the lieutenant gave the impression his investigation was routine, but Martha noted that nevertheless it was thorough. For instance, he checked by phone with the office girl of psychiatrist Albert Manners to verify that Janet Waters had actually made the appointment she told Martha she had when she made her last, incoherent phone call.
She had made the appointment. Since the doctor�s receptionist said the only contact had been when she phoned in for an appointment, and that Dr. Manners had not even talked to her on the phone, Lieutenant Abell didn�t bother to talk to the psychiatrist himself.
When first introduced to Dr. Fred Waters, Martha had murmured a word of sympathy and had gotten a courteous thank you in reply. In parting, she again told the dentist she was sorry for his bereavement and, this time, got such an appreciative smile in return that it dazzled her. Since her own dentist had recently retired and moved to Florida, she made a mental note to try Dr. Fred Waters the next time she had her teeth cleaned.
It was another three months before Martha was due for her semiannual dental checkup and cleaning. In May she called Dr. Waters� office. The girl who answered the phone gave her an appointment for a Friday afternoon at 4:30.
Dr. Waters� office was a good seven miles from Martha�s apartment. She mis-guessed the traffic situation and arrived five minutes late. She would have been even later if she had not found a parking place for her little sports car right in front of the office building. The dental office being on the first floor saved the time of waiting for an elevator, too. She entered his office out of breath at exactly 4:35.
The young red-haired receptionist smiled away her apology and offered one of her own. Dr. Waters was running late with his appointments and probably couldn�t take her until five.
�I may have to leave before he gets to you,� the girl said in further apology. �I�m going away for the weekend and have to catch a six o�clock bus. If I do have to leave, I�ll give you your chart, and you can just hand it to the doctor when he takes you.�
�All right,� Martha agreed.
The receptionist invited her to have a seat.
It was a typical dentist�s waiting room, moderately well furnished with leather-covered easy chairs and a sofa, and with a table containing an assortment of out-of-date magazines. Martha found a women�s magazine she hadn�t read and settled back to wait. The receptionist, behind the counter running the length of one wall, was doing some kind of desk work.
Ten minutes after Martha�s arrival the silence was suddenly broken by a single, �Cuckoo!� followed by three sharp chimes, then succeeded by another, �Cuckoo!� Martha glanced up at the wooden clock on the wall in time to see the bird pop out for the second, �Cuckoo!� then disappear again. Could this be the same clock she had heard in the background each time Janet Waters had phoned her, she wondered? That had cuckooed twice before and after chiming the hour, but perhaps this one did too, and cuckooed once only on the quarter hours.
Clearing her throat, Martha said to the receptionist, �Miss, do you happen to know if Dr. Waters has a clock at home similar to the one you have here?�
The receptionist said politely, �I�ve never seen Dr. Waters� home. I�ve only worked for him a little over two weeks.�
�Oh,� Martha said, and subsided. Several moments passed in silence, then the girl looked up again. �It may be that they have, and that�s why they put this one here. I wish they hadn�t, because it drives me crazy, sounding off every fifteen minutes.�
Martha said puzzledly, �What do you mean they put it here?�
�Dr. and Mrs. Waters, when they were married.�
�But they were married ten years ago, weren�t they?� Martha said, confused.
The redhead smiled at her. �I mean his current marriage, Miss Pruett. They were only married a couple of weeks ago. That�s how I got this job, because Joanne was his previous receptionist.�
Martha was mildly shocked. He certainly hadn�t waited a very decent interval before taking a second wife. Men, she sniffed to herself. After all his show of bereavement.
The redhead was saying, �Joanne had the clock at her apartment, and of course when she moved from there to Dr. Waters� home, she had no place to put her furnishings, because his home was already furnished. She sold most of her things, but she brought a few of the smaller items here.�
The girl went back to her work. Martha stared up at the clock while a series of astonishing thoughts ran through her mind. If all those calls had come from the apartment of Dr. Waters� former receptionist instead of from his home, quite obviously it had not been Janet Waters to whom Martha had talked; and the fact that this same receptionist had become the second Mrs. Waters so soon after the death of the first added a sinister element. This thought so staggered Martha that she didn�t realize how long she had been sitting there mulling it over until the clock sounded again. This time all doubt was removed from her mind, because it cuckooed twice before chiming five times, then cuckooed twice again.
At that moment the door from the inner office opened and Dr. Fred Waters ushered out a male patient.
�Make Mr. Curtis another appointment for next week, Ruby,� the dentist said to the receptionist. �Then you can leave, because I know you have to catch a bus. I�ll close up.�
He turned to glance at Martha and a startled expression crossed his face. �Oh, hello there,� he said. �I didn�t realize you were my last appointment. Ruby likes to surprise me.�
The remark caused the receptionist to glance curiously from Martha to the dentist, but she made no comment. She merely handed him a large card and said, �Here is Miss Pruett�s chart, doctor.�
After a brief glance at it, Dr. Waters said to Martha, �Sorry to have kept you waiting, Miss Pruett. Come on in.�
Beyond a jerky nod, Martha had made no response to the dentist�s greeting, but no one seemed to notice. She rose and rather woodenly preceded him into the treatment room. She sat in the dental chair, allowed a bib to be tied around her neck, and obediently opened her mouth.
�Hmm,� the dentist said after a brief examination. �Exceptionally fine teeth for your age.� He smiled down apologetically and amended that to, �I mean for any age.�
He started to work with a scraper and a pick. Fortunately the nature of dental treatment prohibits conversation, because Martha couldn�t have thought of a word to say to him. Time passed in silence. She knew when fifteen minutes had passed, although it seemed much longer, because the cuckoo clock sounded the quarter hour.
Only seconds later, at a moment when Martha was seated erect to rinse out her mouth, there was a light rap on the door, then it immediately opened. A strikingly beautiful blonde of about twenty-five stood in the doorway.
�Oh, excuse me, honey,� she said in a husky voice. �I assumed your last patient would be gone by now.�
She was starting to pull the door closed again from outside when Martha blurted, �You must be Joanne.�
The woman paused to gaze at her inquiringly. Dr. Waters� expression denoted doubt as to whether he should introduce the two women or simply request the blonde to wait outside.
His patient took the decision out of his hands by announcing, �I�m Martha. Remember me, Joanne?�
The blonde�s face lost all expression. Dr. Waters� turned pale. The woman pushed the door all the way open again and studied Martha with pursed lips.
�You sound as though we had met before,� she said with an assumed air of puzzlement which failed to fool Martha in the least. She could tell by the woman�s expression that she had recognized Martha�s voice as instantly as Martha had recognized hers.
Martha said coldly, �Only over the phone. What a remarkable murder plan! You managed to establish through a totally disinterested witness that Janet was a psychotic who had committed suicide, when the poor woman was prob-ably entirely normal.� She looked at the dentist. �How did you give her the pills before you went bowling, doctor? In her coffee?�
Belatedly, she knew that this verbal outburst had been unwise when she saw how both of them were looking at her. Sliding from the dental chair, she undid her bib and draped it over the chair arm. �I guess I�ll be going,� she said nervously.
The blonde Joanne remained centered in the open doorway. In an unemotional voice she said to her husband, �Accidentally giving a patient an overdose of anesthetic won�t help your professional reputation, but it wouldn�t hurt as much as a murder trial.�
The dentist gazed from his wife to Martha and back again with an expression of desperation on his face.
Martha said to the woman in the doorway, with a mixture of fright and belligerence, �You had better get out of my way.�
Ignoring her, Joanne said to Dr. Waters, �You have no choice. It�ll pass as an accident. It�s happened in other dental offices.�
Dr. Waters came to a decision so suddenly he took Martha by surprise. Grasping her frail figure by both shoulders, he threw her back into the dental chair.
Despite her age and small size Martha was as agile as an eel, and now she behaved like one. She writhed and kicked and twice nearly broke loose from the man�s grip before he finally subdued her by lying across her legs and holding her shoulders down with both hands. She had to give up then, because he was nearly double her weight.
�You know how to use the gas,� the dentist said to his wife. �Get the mask over her face while I hold her down.�
A moment later a conelike rubber mask with gas hissing from it was clamped over Martha�s nose and mouth. She shook it loose by violently shaking her head from side to side, but then Joanne grasped her beneath the chin with one hand and held her head immobile while she firmly reset the mask in place with the other hand.
Martha held her breath. She could feel the gas cooling her cheeks as it was forced from both sides of the mask by her refusal to breathe. She could also feel the pressure of Joanne�s right thumb on her cheek alongside the mask.
Martha�s lungs were on the verge of bursting and she was ready to capitulate by taking a deep breath when the hurried voice of the receptionist said from the open door, �I left my bus ticket in my desk, doctor. I have to rush�� There was a pause, then, �What��
Dr. Waters started so violently that he released his grip on Martha�s shoulders and half rose from his position across her body. Joanne started too, less violently, but enough to relax momentarily the pressure of both hands.
Martha jerked her head to one side and used the exceptionally fine teeth Dr. Waters had admired to bite his wife�s thumb nearly to the bone.
With a yowl of pain, the blonde dropped the face mask and staggered backward. Martha drew both knees to her chest and pushed the dentist away by placing her feet in his stomach and shoving. He reeled across the room to crash into an instrument table.
Martha bounced from the dental chair and sped past the astonished redhead in the open doorway.
She was thankful that the dental office was on the first floor, because she had to gulp air into her starved lungs while she was running, and she probably would have collapsed if she had been required to race downstairs. Desperation made her good for a short sprint, though. She was outdoors, into her car and had the engine started before there was any sign of pursuit. As she shot away from the curb, she spotted Dr. Waters in the rear-view mirror, just emerging from the building.
Martha headed for police headquarters.

Say It with Flowers

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, July 1974.

I had just logged in at eight a.m. when a radio message came in from a squad car that there was a dead body lying on the grass at the foot of Art Hill in Forest Park. The cop who radioed in said it was a homicide. I didn�t ask what made him so sure of that, but when I got out there twenty minutes later, it was obvious.
By then three squad cars were at the scene and an area had been roped off about fifty feet in all directions from the body. Art Hill, so called because the Art Museum sits on top of it, has a lot of trees on both sides of the road at its foot, and the rope had been stretched from tree trunk to tree trunk at waist height to form a rough circle.
Six cops were spaced around the circle to prevent curiosity seekers from ducking under the rope. With nothing but the rope holding back the crowd, it was quite possible all evidence would have been trampled out of existence before I ever got there.
A lot of drivers cut through Forest Park on their way to work mornings. Consequently a lot of cars were halted on each side of the roped-off section of road. A few cars were backing and swinging around to find some other route, but most were parked and their occupants were pressed up against the rope, peering avidly toward the body.
There were no parking places on either side of the road within a half block of the roped-off area. Since they took me off a beat and assigned me to Homicide twenty years ago, I have avoided walking any farther than necessary. I honked my way through the crowd right up to the rope.
Climbing from the car, I went over and showed my badge to a tall, skinny young cop on the other side of the rope. �Sergeant Sod Harris, Homicide,� I said.
�Oh, hi, Sarge,� he said. �Patrolman Mike Hurley. I�m the one who radioed in.�
He lifted the rope so that I could duck under it. I went over to look at the body.
The dead man lay on his back beneath a tall sycamore, on the side of the tree away from the road. He was dressed in neatly-pressed, dark-green gabardine slacks, highly-polished brown shoes and a yellow sport shirt. He was about five ten, with a lean but muscular build.
It was impossible to estimate the victim�s age by his face, because there was not enough left of it. The bloody imprint of a man�s heel on the forehead indicated the massive damage had been done by kicking and stomping on his head.
That wasn�t what had killed him, though. The relatively small amount of blood spattered about from the head wounds indicated his arteries had stopped pumping blood before the kicking began. A half dozen punctures in his stomach and chest, apparently bullet holes, were what had killed him. His shirt front was soaked with blood, probably shed some hours earlier, since it had dried to a dull brown color.
A large spot of dried blood in the gutter, some twenty feet from where the body lay, indicated that the shooting had taken place there. Twin furrows in the grass that looked as though they might have been made by dragging heels, denoted that the body had been dragged behind the tree after the shooting.
The dead man�s hands, neatly folded in the center of his chest, clasped a single dandelion.
Once, the multiple gunshot wounds, the brutal head-kicking after the victim was dead, and the sardonic clasping of the dead hands about a flower, would have been prima-facie evidence of a grudge killing. However, we have developed a new breed of criminal that sometimes brutalizes victims just for kicks. The man could have been killed by an enemy, but he just as well could have been murdered by some mugger who had never seen him before.
I went within only about six feet of the corpse, and I carefully stayed clear of the drag marks in the grass. After a long look, I returned to Patrolman Mike Hurley.
�You spot him, or did somebody report it to your precinct house?� I asked.
�My partner spotted him. George Detting.� He pointed to a middle-aged cop a few yards away. �We were cruising past, me driving, when George suddenly told me to stop. That was a couple of minutes to eight.�
I glanced first one way, then the other at the cars parked on both sides of the roped-off area. �Are those all bystanders� cars?� I asked.
The young patrolman nodded. �There were no cars parked within sight of here when we found the body.�
That meant the victim had either been walking through the park when attacked, or had been riding with his murderer. The former seemed unlikely, because no one in his right mind would walk through Forest Park at night.
Ducking back under the rope, I went over to my undercover car and radioed in for a lab man. I left instructions for him to bring along an electronic metal detector to search out empty cartridges.
It was nearing nine a.m. when Art Ward showed up with his lab kit and a camera. He had brought along a young assistant named Ken Brady, who was carrying the metal detector.
�Hi, Sod,� Art greeted me. �Pictures first?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Okay.� Turning to his assistant, he said, �Just stand by until I�m finished, Ken.�
Brady stayed just inside the rope while I took Art over to explain what shots I wanted. Art Ward had been taking photographs of bodies almost as long as I�ve been looking at them, but he made a face when he saw this one.
I had him photograph the body from several angles, and take pictures of the dried blood in the gutter and the twin furrows in the grass. Then I indicated the bloody heel-print on the victim�s forehead.
�Can you take a close-up of that so the print is actual size?� I asked.
�I can blow it up to actual size,� he said. �I could blow Art Hill up to actual size, if necessary.�
�The heel-print will be sufficient,� I told him.
He took a couple of close-up shots of the heel-print, then gave me an inquiring look. �Next?�
�That�s enough pictures,� I said. �You can put your assistant to work. What he�s looking for is empty shell casings. If the gun was an automatic, there might be ejected casings lying in the grass.�
Nodding, he called over Ken Brady and started him circling the body with the metal detector in ever widening circles. I knelt next to the corpse and went through the pockets.
In the single pocket of the sport shirt there was nothing. In the side pants pockets there was a key ring with a half dozen keys on it and thirty-two cents in change. In the right hip pocket was a folded white handkerchief. In the left one there was a wallet containing three hundred dollars.
That rather reduced the possibility that it had been a mugger murder. Any mugger calm enough to lay out the corpse with such funereal mockery was hardly likely to have overlooked the loot.
A Missouri driver�s license in the wallet had been issued to a Walter Schroeder of 3512 Russell Boulevard. It gave his age as forty, height as five-feet-ten and weight as 165. Eye color was listed as blue and hair as reddish-brown. Because of facial wounds and dried blood I couldn�t make out the victim�s eye color, but his hair was reddish-brown, and the rest of the description seemed to fit.
After copying down the name and address, I sealed the wallet and other items in an evidence envelope, recorded what the contents were, initialed the envelope and had Art Ward initial it too.
By then, Ken Brady had thoroughly covered the area inside the rope with his metal detector. He turned up two bottle caps, a corroded penny and a metal hairpin.
I told the two lab men they could leave, told Patrolman Mike Hurley to radio for the morgue to come after the body, and took off myself.
Number 3512 Russell Boulevard was a neat, one-story brick bungalow. An attractive brunette of about thirty-five answered the door. She wore red lounging pajamas that showed off an exceptionally shapely figure.
Taking off my hat, I said, �Mrs. Schroeder?�
�Yes,� she said.
I showed her my badge. �Sergeant Harris of the police, ma�am. Is Walter Schroeder your husband?�
�Yes,� she said, frowning. �He doesn�t live here, though.�
I raised my eyebrows. �This is the address on his driver�s license.�
�He just hasn�t gotten around to changing it. We�ve only been separated two weeks. His correct address is 4366 Maryland. That�s an apartment house.�
Taking out my notebook, I jotted down the address, then asked, �When did you last see your husband, Mrs. Schroeder?�
�Two weeks ago. Well, actually fifteen days. Since the day I had the locks changed and locked him out. I had a phone conversation with him yesterday, however. What is this all about, Sergeant?�
Long ago I learned there is no way to break the news of death gently. I said, �A man we believe to be your husband was found dead in Forest Park this morning. I�m afraid you�re going to have to come down to the morgue to identify the body.�
She paled slightly. �Walter�s dead? How?�
�He appears to have been shot. We won�t know for sure until after the postmortem. The wounds could have been made by some round-bladed instrument such as a screwdriver.�
�Wounds, you say? There were more than one?�
�Yes, ma�am. Several.�
She looked distressed. After a moment she said, �You want me to go down to the morgue with you now?�
�Yes, if you will, please.�
Stepping aside, she said, �Come in, Sergeant. You�ll have to wait while I change.�
I stepped into a tastefully-furnished living room. Mrs. Schroeder disappeared into a central hallway. I was looking around to select a seat when a man appeared from the hallway. He was a tall, powerfully-built man in his late thirties with a ruggedly handsome face but rather sullen eyes. The short-sleeved sport shirt he was wearing disclosed thick arms covered with curly black hair. Like many men with an exceptional amount of body hair, he was becoming bald on top. He was carrying a coffee mug.
�Janet says somebody killed Walter,� he said.
�Uh-huh.�
He took a sip of his coffee.
�I�m Sergeant Sod Harris,� I offered.
He nodded. �How are you, Sergeant?�
�May I ask your name?�
�Sure. Sam Clayton.�
I gave him the same sort of nod he had given me. �How are you, Mr. Clayton? How well did you know Mr. Schroeder?�
His lips curled sardonically. �Well enough not to be grief-stricken.�
�Oh? Just what was your relationship with him, then?� I asked.
�Distant, Sergeant. As distant as I could keep it.�
�Let me put it another way. Were you business competitors? Or perhaps rivals for Mrs. Schroeder?�
He frowned at me. �That�s a pretty personal question, Buster.�
I smiled from the teeth out. �I often ask personal questions during homicide investigations, Buster. You want to get up an answer before I lose my patience and drag you downtown?�
He looked startled. After a moment he said warily, �You�re a bit touchy, aren�t you, Sergeant?�
�This business makes you that way. Particularly when some joker twenty years younger than you calls you Buster.�
He gave me a somewhat sheepish smile. �Okay, scratch the Buster. My relationship with Walt Schroeder was that he kept stealing things from me. First he stole my invention, then my job, then a year and a half of my life by having me thrown in prison. Finally, while I was safely out of the way, he stole my wife.�
�Let�s take things one at a time,� I suggested. �What invention did he steal?�
�My cutting torch. I used to work in the research department of the Schroeder-Moore Electronics Company. I�m an electrical engineer. I also had a home lab where I tinkered at night. My contract read that anything I developed on company time belonged to Schroeder-Moore. It said nothing about after-hours� work on my own time. I invented a new type of cutting torch that could slice through steel in half the time the conventional type took. It was conceived entirely in my own lab, without so much as thirty seconds of company time being devoted to it. But Walt took me to court. I couldn�t afford the high-priced kind of legal talent he hired, so I lost. Then he added insult to injury by naming it the Clayton Cutting Torch. It�s one of Schroeder-Moore�s best sellers.�
�I can understand how that might leave you feeling a bit unkindly,� I conceded. �But I assume from the company name that Schroeder had a partner. What was Moore doing while Schroeder was suing you?�
Sam Clayton made a dismissing gesture. �Jake Moore had no say in company policy. He handled the manufacturing end, while Walt took care of all business matters. Actually, suit was brought in the name of the company, but all Jake knew about it was what Walt told him. Although he owns half interest, Jake is really just a sort of exalted plant manager.�
�I see. You mentioned Schroeder also stole your job.�
�Sure. After he won his case, he fired me.�
I frowned. �You also mentioned he had you thrown in prison.�
His face assumed a momentary expression of satisfaction. �I beat the hell out of him.� Then the satisfied expression faded. �They hooked me for assault with intent to kill. I had no intention of killing him, but it seems if you beat a man bad enough, they assume you meant to kill him. And I beat him pretty bad. I drew two years and served eighteen months. While I was away he moved in on Janet.� Janet appeared from the central hallway, now wearing a formfitting summer dress of mini-length with vertical pink-and-white stripes that reminded me of peppermint candy. She had lovely legs, I noted.
Apparently she had heard at least some of the foregoing conversation, because she said, �Walt was a very persuasive man, Sergeant. He actually convinced me that Sam had been trying to cheat him.� She gave her former husband a reproachful look. �Of course, if Sam hadn�t always been so secretive about his work, I would have known the truth. But he never let me in on what he was doing down in the basement.�
�How did you eventually learn the truth?� I asked.
�I gradually came to realize that Walt lied and cheated about everything,� she said in a rueful voice. �I didn�t learn the truth so much as I just finally realized it. Our marriage was breaking up even before Sam got out of prison, but that brought it to a head. The day Sam showed up here, I took one look at him, fell into his arms and began crying. When I had dried my tears, I phoned a locksmith to come change the locks.�
Sam Clayton grinned reminiscently. �Walt was kind of flabbergasted when he got home that evening. He didn�t put up much of an argument about moving out, though. Maybe because I was here to back up Janet�s ultimatum.�
�Mrs. Schroeder told me she changed the locks fifteen days ago. You�ve been out of prison only fifteen days?�
�Sixteen. It took me a day to get here from Jefferson City.�
�Can you account for your movements last night?�
He was in the act of raising the coffee mug to his lips, but he paused and lowered it again. �I�m a pragmatist, Sergeant. I wouldn�t risk prison again just for revenge. Anyway, I already had revenge. I took Janet back away from him. Besides that, I wouldn�t kill the goose who was about to lay a golden egg. Walt was talking about making a financial settlement for my cutting torch.�
I raised my eyebrows. �Why?�
�Not out of generosity,� Clayton assured me. �He wanted Janet back. She told him she wouldn�t even discuss it until he made a fair settlement with me, but then she would give it serious consideration.�
I looked at Janet. �Would you have considered going back to him?�
�No. But he was crazy enough about me so that I think he would have settled with Sam if he thought that gave him a chance to get me back.�
�I thought he was such a sharp businessman.�
�Oh, he was,� she agreed. �But he tended to lose his perspective when I was involved. He would assume that because I was always completely honest with him, I wouldn�t cheat him this time.�
�But you would have?�
�Of course. It would have been only cheating him back, for what had rightfully been Sam�s and mine all along.�
I grunted. Looking back at Clayton, I said, �You didn�t answer my question about where you were last night.�
Janet said a trifle quickly, �He was here, Sergeant. He is living here.�
I returned my attention to her. �He didn�t leave the house all night? Perhaps after you were asleep?�
�I slept in his arms,� she said firmly. �He hasn�t been out of my sight for more than a few minutes at a time since yesterday morning.�
I looked back at Clayton. Raising his coffee mug again, he smiled at me over the rim as he sipped at it. When he lowered it, he said, �You heard the lady.�
From years of listening to untruths I had developed a sort of built-in lie detector that tipped me off when witnesses or suspects were deliberately lying. I felt its silent blips now. There was nothing I could do about it at the moment, though.
A trifle sourly I said to the woman, �If you�re all ready, let�s go.�
En route downtown I remembered Janet Schroeder had mentioned having a phone conversation with her husband the previous day. I asked her what it had been about.
�He still had some of his things at the house. I let him pack his clothing and take it along the evening I had the locks changed, but he left behind some other personal things. He wanted permission to come by for them. I told him he could come by today.�
�When was this conversation?� I asked.
�He phoned from his office about noon.�
�He mention anything that might be a clue to his murder?�
She shook her head. �Aside from what I told you, all that transpired was his usual pitch for a reconciliation, and my recapitulation of the terms necessary before I would even discuss it.�
We drove in silence for a few moments. Eventually I said, �Now that your second husband is dead, do you think his partner will make a settlement with your first one?�
�Jake Moore? Of course not. So you see, Sam will get nothing now. Doesn�t that prove Sam had absolutely no motive to kill Walt, even if he didn�t have an alibi?�
I could think of one. If the dead man hadn�t changed his will, which he probably hadn�t, since he was attempting to arrange a reconciliation, probably his widow would inherit half interest in the company. No doubt this would amount to a lot more than any settlement Sam could have gotten for his invention.
The city morgue was on the first floor of the Coroner�s Court Building. We first stopped in the office of the coroner�s physician to find out if the body had been washed and tagged. When we learned it had been, I led Janet to the door of the morgue.
Pausing before I opened it, I said, �I guess I better prepare you for a shock. Whoever killed him took a few kicks at his head after he was dead. His face is kind of a mess.�
She turned a trifle pale, but her voice was steady when she said, �I have a strong stomach, Sergeant. I can face it.�
I opened the door and led her inside. Apparently old Jimmie Creighton, the morgue attendant, had just finished washing and preparing the body for autopsy, because it was lying naked on a wheeled cart in the center of the room. The face was no longer bloody, but it was still battered beyond recognition. There were five purple-ringed holes in the chest and stomach. Next to one of the holes was a butterfly-shaped red birthmark.
Janet�s already pale face drained of all color, but apparently her stomach was as strong as she claimed, because her voice remained steady. Gazing at the birthmark, she said, �It�s Walter.�
I led her from the room and back to the office of the coroner�s physician. Police headquarters is only a half block from the Coroner�s Court Building. I phoned the garage and ordered a car and a driver to take Janet home. I told the dispatcher to have the driver report to the waiting room of the coroner�s physician�s office.
While we were waiting, the door to the private office of the coroner�s physician opened and two reporters I knew stepped out. Plump, white-haired Dr. Lyman Fish paused in the doorway behind them.
Mel Powers of the Post said, �Hi, Sod. Doc Fish says you�re working the one found in Forest Park this morning.�
Harry Fenner of the Globe said, �Kind of weird sense of humor on the killer�s part, laying him out with that flower in his hands.�
I looked at Dr. Fish, who said, �That was all right to tell, wasn�t it, Sod?�
Before I could answer, Mel Powers, noting Janet�s paleness, said, �Are you here to identify the body, ma�am?�
�Yes,� she said. �He was my husband.�
�Mrs. Janet Schroeder, gentlemen,� I said. �She has just officially identified the victim as her husband, Walter Schroeder.�
Both reporters momentarily lost interest in me in order to question her about what her reaction had been to the news and if she had any theories about who had killed her husband. I took advantage of the diversion to ask Dr. Fish if he had looked at the body yet.
�Only briefly,� he said. �I would guess he died sometime during the night. Say between nine p.m. and three a.m. I�ll probably be able to refine that for you after the autopsy. I�ll get a preliminary postmortem report to you tomorrow, and the full report in a couple of days.�
He went back into his office and closed the door. A uniformed policeman came in from the hall and asked generally, �Sergeant Harris?�
�That�s me,� I said. �You from the garage?�
�That�s right.�
�I want you to run Mrs. Schroeder here home. She lives down on Russell Boulevard.�
�Okay,� he said.
I broke in on the reporters� questioning of the widow to tell her the chauffeur had arrived and to thank her for making the identification. Apparently they had gotten everything they wanted from her, because they made no attempt to hold her up with more questions. After she and the driver had left, they turned back to me.
�I don�t know any more than Doc Fish told you,� I said. �We have no suspects and we don�t know what the motive was � except it wasn�t robbery. He had three hundred dollars in his wallet.�
They hadn�t known that, because Dr. Fish hadn�t. The wallet had gone to the lab, not to the morgue. The two reporters tried to push me into speculating on why the money had not been taken, but I was too old a hand for that game. Usually when some idiot statement is attributed by the press to the cop working on a murder case, you can bet that he was badgered into it by reporters in order to spice up the story.
I broke away from Powers and Fenner after a time and, because by now it was after twelve, drove to a restaurant for lunch. After lunch I checked the restaurant�s phone book for the address of the Schroeder-Moore Electronics Company. It was on Spring, north of Chouteau.
The place turned out to be a one-story brick building a half block long. A girl at an information desk just inside the main door directed me along a hall to the Schroeder-Moore executive offices.
The office I was looking for had lettered on its door in gold leaf: Walter Schroeder, Jacob Moore. Inside, I found a large reception room where a striking redhead of about thirty sat behind a desk on which there was a phone with a number of push buttons. On either side of the room were closed doors. The one to the left was lettered: Walter Schroeder. The one to the right read: Jacob Moore. Apparently the redhead was the joint secretary of both partners. �Hi,� I said. �Mr. Moore in?�
She gave me a polite smile. �Do you have an appointment, sir?�
Taking out my wallet, I showed her my badge. �Sergeant Sod Harris, Homicide.�
�Oh,� she said. �You must be here about Mr. Schroeder. We heard it on the air just before noon. It�s simply terrible.�
�It is that,� I agreed.
�Have you arrested him yet?�
�Who?�
�Mr. Clayton.�
I regarded her curiously. �You think Sam Clayton killed him?�
�Well, it was the same way Mr. Schroeder was left before. With a flower clasped in his hands, I mean. And he had an appointment with Mr. Schroeder last night.�
�Clayton had an appointment?�
She nodded. �Mr. Schroeder had me phone the message to Mr. Clayton. He said to tell him to stop by his apartment at nine p.m. and they would work out the details of the settlement.�
�The settlement for the Clayton Cutting Torch?�
She nodded again. �I assume so, although Mr. Schroeder didn�t say. He simply gave me the message and I phoned Mr. Clayton to pass it on.�
�When was this?�
�Just as he was leaving the office at four-thirty yesterday.�
I raised my brows. �He didn�t wait to find out whether or not Clayton could make it?�
�Oh, he knew he would be available, because he had talked to his wife earlier in the day � about noon. Mr. Schroeder had moved out and Mr. Clayton was staying with her, you know.�
I grunted acknowledgment.
�Mrs. Schroeder was insisting that Mr. Schroeder had to make a financial settlement with Mr. Clayton over his invention before she would consider reconciliation. Mr. Schroeder said he would think it over, and asked when Mr. Clayton would be available to discuss it. She said any time at all, including that evening.�
�You listened in on the conversation they had, huh?� I asked.
�It was an accident,� she said defensively. �Mr. Schroeder had me get his wife on the phone, and I just forgot to hang up.�
I grunted again. At that moment the door to the right opened and a tall, well-built blond man of about forty looked out.
�Marybell, will you get me that audit report?� he asked. Then he looked at me.
�This is Sergeant Harris of the police, Jake,� she said. �He�s here about Mr. Schroeder.�
�Oh. Come on in, Sergeant.�
He stepped aside to let me enter his private office. Closing the door behind me, he offered me a chair before his desk and went around to seat himself behind it.
�It was quite a shock to hear of Walt�s murder on the radio,� he said. �I had been phoning his apartment all morning to find out why he hadn�t showed for work, but there was no answer, of course. Have you made an arrest yet, Sergeant?�
�Not yet. When did you last see your partner, Mr. Moore?�
�When we both left work at four-thirty yesterday afternoon. We walked out to the parking lot together.�
�Then you overheard him tell your secretary to phone Sam Clayton?�
He nodded. �I guess Walt was offering him some kind of settlement for an invention of Clayton�s on which we hold the patent. I don�t know what kind of settlement he planned, because Walt always handled business details and I run the plant.�
�You weren�t interested enough to inquire?� I asked quizzically.
�Of course I was interested,� he said, flushing slightly. �But Sam Clayton was an embarrassing subject I preferred to avoid. He was the first husband of Walt�s wife, you know, and Janet recently kicked Walt out and took Clayton back. When Walt asked Marybell to phone Clayton, he told her to call him at his own home. Wouldn�t that have left you too embarrassed to ask questions?�
Not if my business partner was going to make a financial commitment that was going to cost both of us, I mused; but I merely emitted a noncommittal grunt.
The door opened and the redheaded secretary came in. She laid a bound document about a quarter-inch thick on Jacob Moore�s desk. Reading upside down, I saw that the cover page bore the letterhead: Austin-Hubbard, Inc., Certified Public Accountants, and an address on Lindell Boulevard. Centered in the page was typed: Annual Audit of the Financial Records of the Schroeder-Moore Electronics Company, a Partnership.
�Thank you, Marybell,� Moore said.
�Okay, honey.�
I cocked a quizzical eyebrow at her back as she went out the door. When I turned back to Moore, I saw he had turned somewhat red.
�We�re engaged,� he explained. �She�s really not supposed to do that around the office, though.�
�Congratulations,� I said. �She�s a very attractive girl.�
�Thank you.�
�Your fianc�e mentioned something about the flower clasped in Schroeder�s hands being the same way he was left before. You interrupted us by coming from your office just then, so I didn�t have a chance to ask what she meant. Do you know?�
�Oh, sure. I assume you know Sam Clayton spent time in the State Penitentiary at Jefferson City for beating Walt up.�
�Uh-huh. He�s been out only a couple of weeks.�
�Well, what Clayton did was catch Walt alone on the sixth tee of the Forest Park Golf Course while Walt was playing a solo round. He beat poor Walt unmercifully. Broke his nose, both cheekbones and several ribs. Then he stretched him out on his back, unconscious, folded his hands in the center of his chest and clasped a flower in them. Only that time it was a daisy instead of a dandelion. Walt might have died if a foursome playing through hadn�t spotted him lying there and called an ambulance.�
�That puts a different complexion on things,� I said. �I think I�ll go back to headquarters and pull the case file on that assault.�
The case was in the Homicide files, because assaults are investigated by Homicide. Cliff Marks, who was no longer with us, had made the investigation. The circumstances had been essentially its Jacob Moore had described them, and Clayton had been convicted of assault with intent to kill in the Circuit Court for Criminal Causes.
I phoned Communications and had the nearest squad car to the house on Russell Boulevard sent to pick up Sam Clayton. When he was brought in a half hour later, I told him he was under arrest for investigation, suspicion of homicide. Then I started to read him his constitutional rights.
�I know all that,� he interrupted impatiently. �This is my second time here, remember. I want to make a statement. I know nothing at all about Walt�s murder.�
�He was laid out in a manner remarkably similar to the way you left him after beating him up,� I said. �How do you explain that?�
�I don�t have to. Ask his killer when you catch him. Sergeant, I was listening to a radio news report of the murder when the cops arrived to arrest me. It said Walt had three hundred dollars on him. I sure as hell wouldn�t have left that if I�d killed him. I�m practically broke.�
�You have pretty good prospects if you beat this bust,� I said. �I imagine your ex-wife, whom I assume you also plan to make your future wife, will inherit half interest in Schroeder-Moore.�
�But I never left the house last night, Sergeant. Janet verified that.�
�You both lied,� I said flatly. �Let�s not beat about the bush, Clayton. I know you had a nine o�clock appointment with Schroeder last night.�
He blinked. After a moment he said in a depressed voice, �You talked to Walt�s secretary, huh?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Her call surprised the devil out of me. As Jan told you, Walt had phoned her at noon about picking up some stuff he still had at the house, and as usual she bugged him about settling with me. But he hadn�t committed himself to anything, and she said he didn�t sound too encouraging. Then I get a call from his secretary that he wants me to drop by his place to work out the details of the settlement. But he wasn�t home when I got there.�
�No?� I said unbelievingly.
�Honest. I waited around until past ten, ringing the bell periodically, but he never answered.�
�Anybody see you waiting around?�
�A couple of tenants once. But that�s no help to me, because it only proves I was there. I had Jan�s car, and most of the time I waited in it. About every ten minutes I went in to ring the bell, and once a couple got off the elevator and went into an apartment down the hall while I was ringing. That was about quarter to ten.� The admission that he was at the murdered man�s door only a short time before Schroeder probably died cinched it for me. I suspected he had mentioned it only because he had been seen and wanted to get in an advance explanation before I talked to the witnesses.
I took him down to the booking desk, had him booked and put into a holding cell at Central District.
That night when my wife Maggie and I settled in the front room after dinner, we as usual split the evening paper. She always started with Section A, while I got first crack at the sports pages.
We had been silently reading for only a few minutes when she said, �You didn�t tell me you had that awful Forest Park case.�
�I try to forget my work when I get home,� I said.
�The killer certainly had a macabre sense of humor, leaving a flower clasped in the poor man�s hands.�
�Yeah, he sure did.�
�What kind of flower was it?�
�A dandelion.�
�That doesn�t seem very appropriate,� Maggie said.
I lowered my paper to look at her. �Appropriate?�
�In the language of flowers a dandelion stands for coquetry. Whoever heard of a man being guilty of that?�
�I don�t think the killer was using the flower as code,� I said. �I think he picked a dandelion because it was the only kind of flower growing in the immediate area.�
�Oh,� Maggie said. �Perhaps you�re right.�
The next morning I found a preliminary postmortem report on my desk. Five.38 caliber lead slugs had been dug from the corpse of Walter Schroeder, two of them good enough for comparison purposes if we ever turned up the murder weapon. The others had been smashed out of shape by hitting bones. Estimated time of death had been reduced from the original span of six hours to between ten p.m. and midnight.
There was also an envelope on my desk containing the photographs Art Ward had taken. Among them were the two close-ups of the heel-print on the victim�s forehead, blown up to actual size.
I had logged in a few minutes before eight. It was just eight when I finished looking at the photographs. I switched on the transistor radio on my desk for the eight o�clock news.
Murder is too common in any big city to create much stir ordinarily, but the bizarre circumstances of this one had caught the public�s imagination, so that it was the top local news story of the moment. The first item of the newscast concerned the Schroeder case.
The newscaster said: A new development in the grotesque murder of Walter Schroeder was the arrest late yesterday afternoon of Samuel Clayton, thirty-seven, the first husband of the victim�s widow. Police have released no information as to what evidence led to the arrest, but circumstances of the murder were remarkably similar to those of an assault on the murdered man by the suspect two years ago. In that instance Clayton served eighteen months in prison for beating Schroeder unconscious. While in prison, his wife divorced him and married Schroeder. Clayton was released on parole only seventeen days ago, and this station has learned the Schroeders were separated at the time of the murder and Samuel Clayton and his former wife had reconciled. Schroeders dead body was found in Forest Park yesterday morning, both shot and beaten, and with a flower clasped in his hands. Coincidentally, when Clayton left him beaten unconscious two years ago, Schroeder was also found with a flower clasped in his hands.
My conversation with Maggie the previous night popped into my mind. Switching off the radio, I started making phone calls. When I finished, I knew the wrong man was in jail for the murder.
I was driving along Chouteau toward Spring when another brainstorm hit me. It wasn�t exactly a hunch, but merely a passing thought that the motive for the murder might have something to do with company business. Then it occurred to me that the quickest way to find out if there were anything wrong with the business would be from its auditors.
I cut north to Lindell Boulevard, and fifteen minutes later I was talking to Thomas Austin, C.P.A., who had done the audit of Schroeder-Moore�s books.
It was pushing nine-thirty when I finally got to the Schroeder-Moore Electronics Company. The redheaded Marybell greeted me cordially.
�Your boss in?� I asked.
�Yes. You can go right in, Sergeant.�
�I would like you to come along,� I said. �This concerns both of you.�
Her eyebrows went up, but she obediently rose and preceded me to the door of Jacob Moore�s private office. Opening it, she said. �Sergeant Harris is here, honey. He wants to talk to both of us.�
Moore, behind his desk, gave me a welcoming smile. �Come in, Sergeant.�
I went in and closed the door behind me. Marybell took a chair and looked at me expectantly. I remained standing, but moved over nearer the desk.
I said, �Mr. Moore, I�m curious to hear how you knew the flower clasped in the hands of your dead partner was a dandelion.�
His smile became a frown. �I heard it on the air.�
I gave my head a slow shake. �It was reported simply as a flower in both newspapers and by every local radio and TV station, because that was the only information the coroner�s office released. I not only checked with the coroner�s office, but with both newspapers and every local radio and TV station. The latter even checked their tapes of all newscasts since the murder. No one could possibly have known the flower was a dandelion except the person who put it there.�
He paled. �That�s ridiculous, Sergeant. Why would I kill my own partner?�
�Because you had partnership insurance of a hundred thousand dollars on each other, and you figured that was just about enough to save this company from bankruptcy.�
He licked his lips. �What makes you think the company is in financial difficulties?�
�I just came from Austin-Hubbard. Your partner had milked Schroeder-Moore of most of its assets. He just couldn�t resist cheating everybody, could he?�
He said nothing, merely waiting with a sick expression on his face.
I said, �You should have tried to find out what he did with the money before you panicked and killed him for the insurance. Tom Austin made some discreet off-the-record inquiries and found out Schroeder was buying controlling interest in a rival electronics company somewhat smaller than this one. Austin figures his plan was to let this company go bankrupt, then have the other company buy it up for a song, and end up controlling both companies without the bother of sharing things with a partner. In Austin�s opinion, you could have recovered the assets he drained off if you had taken him to court, and even could�ve had him jailed for embezzlement if you had wanted to. It would have been simpler than killing him.�
�I didn�t kill him,� he insisted with more desperation than hope of belief. �Your case is based on nothing but conjecture.�
�Sure,� I admitted. �It�s also only conjecture that Marybell repeated to you the phone conversation between Schroeder and his wife that she listened in on, and that�s what gave you the idea. Your partner never told Marybell to phone Clayton. You told her to phone him and say the message was from Schroeder. That was to make sure that at the very least he would have no alibi for the time of the murder; at best, he would be seen prowling around Schroeder�s apartment house by witnesses. I�ll make a further conjecture. My guess is that all the time sucker Sam Clayton was ringing the doorbell, you had Walt Schroeder under your gun inside the apartment. When Clayton finally gave up and went away, you forced Schroeder to drive you to Forest Park where you did the job. Have I got it about right?�
�You haven�t got any thing right,� he croaked. �I never killed him.�
Looking at the redhead, I said, �If your only part in this was phoning that message to Sam Clayton, you probably could get off the hook as an accessory by telling the truth about who told you to make the call.�
She had become quite pale also. She looked at Moore.
�He�s cooked anyway,� I said. �As soon as I book him, I plan to get a search warrant for his home. This was such a good frame that I imagine he felt secure enough not to bother disposing of possible evidence. We�ll probably find the shoe bearing the heel-print that matches the bloody one on Schroeder�s forehead. And the murder gun.�
Jacob Moore�s gaze inadvertently flicked sidewise at his top right-hand desk drawer. I was around the desk and had jerked the drawer open before he could shift his eyes forward again.
As I lifted out the.38 revolver, he squeaked, �You can�t take that without a search warrant!�
�Check with your lawyer,� I advised. �I had probable cause to believe you were getting ready to reach for a weapon.�
I looked back at the redhead.
�I don�t want to get into any trouble,� she said huskily. �If Jake did it, I had no knowledge of it.�
�Uh-huh,� I said. �Who told you to make that phone call to Sam Clayton?�
Her gaze flicked to Jake Moore, then away again. Almost inaudibly she said, �It was Jake.�
I took out the little card I carry outlining arrested persons� constitutional rights and began reading them to Jacob Moore.

Stolen Goods

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, November 1979.

It wasn�t much of a twenty-fifth-birthday celebration. I was dead broke except for the rent money stashed in my room. Stan had a few bucks, but he had promised to take his mother out to dinner. All he was willing to blow for was a six-pack.
It was a warm Saturday afternoon, and we were just drifting around in Stan�s station wagon, sipping beer. Stan had just turned off Lankershim Boulevard in North Hollywood onto a street called Archwood when he suddenly pulled over to the curb and set his beer can on the floor between his feet.
I was slumped down with my knees against the dashboard. Figuring he had spotted a cop, I quickly set my beer on the floor too and sat up.
But it wasn�t a cop that had caught his attention. It was a duplex house a little way down the block. A sign on the lawn in front of the farthest unit said FOR RENT and gave a realtor�s address and telephone number. A U-Haul truck was backed into the driveway, and a man and a woman were just mounting the porch steps.
He was a burly, thick-shouldered man of about forty, wearing a short-sleeved sport shirt that exposed powerful forearms matted with black hair. She was a well built but rather substantial blonde of perhaps thirty-five in slacks and low-heeled shoes. Presumably they were the Stokeleys � a decorative redwood sign with that name printed on it hung just below the porch roof in front of the door. As we watched she preceded him through the open front door.
Then I saw what had attracted Stan�s attention. A console television set stood on the grass at the bottom of the porch steps. Apparently the couple had carried it from the house and set it down instead of loading it onto the truck, then reentered the house for some reason.
�What do you think, Jerry? Stan asked.
I looked at him. �About what?�
�Think we could rip it off before they come out again?�
�Are you nuts?� I inquired. �Suppose they caught our license number?�
�It�s too late anyway,� he said ruefully. �Here they come.�
The man was backing through the front door, carrying one end of a sofa. The woman had the other end. They carried it down the steps and slid it onto the truck, then lifted the television set on after it. Apparently they had decided after they got the TV set outside that the sofa should go on first.
As the man raised and latched the truck tailgate, the woman went back up the steps to close and lock the front door. Through the barren windows we could see there was still some furniture inside.
I said, �They must not be moving a distance. It looks like they plan to make more than one trip.
We watched as the woman came back down the steps and both she and the man climbed into the truck cab, the man behind the wheel. After the truck had driven off, Stan examined the nearer unit of the duplex thoughtfully. The front drapes were open and no one could be seen inside.
�It looks like their neighbors are out,� he commented.
�So?�
Instead of answering he climbed out, walked up the sidewalk to the duplex, and rang the upstairs bell. After waiting a few moments he returned to the car.
�Nobody home, he said. �Do you think there�s an alley behind the place?�
�Why don�t you drive around and see?� I suggested.
There was an alley, and the backyard of the duplex was surrounded by a six-foot-high redwood fence that the neighbors couldn�t see over.
Stan parked so that the rear of the station wagon was just beyond the gate. He opened the rear end before we went through the gate. I went up the back-porch steps first. I examined the neighbor�s back door, and made a face when I saw it had one of those fancy deadbolt locks that don�t work by spring action but have to be locked with a key.
The other one was a simple spring lock. It was unlikely anyone was inside or the woman wouldn�t have locked the front door but just to be safe I pounded on the door.
When no one answered I tried the knob. The door was locked but spring locks are no problem. It took me about fifteen seconds to push the bolt open by shoving a plastic credit card into the slit between the door and the jamb.
The door led into the kitchen. A quick glance around told us there was nothing of interest there. Off the kitchen was a dining room devoid of furniture. A pair of bedrooms off a central hallway were empty too. The only room still containing furniture was the front room, and it contained only three items � an overstuffed chair, a spinet, and a combination AM-FM radio, tape-and-record player.
The latter was a beaut. Hi-fi is my hobby, and I�ve checked out every stereo combo on the market. This one, I knew, retailed for about $1,500 without the speakers.
Glancing around, I noted spots in the opposite corners of the room at ceiling level where the wall paint was lighter than that surrounding it. Pointing out the spots, I said ruefully, �The speakers were there. They�ve already moved them.
�You can buy speakers anywhere,� Stan said. �Is it a good set?�
�About fifteen hundred clams, as is.�
Stan emitted a small whistle. �That means Spooky would lay out a hundred and fifty.�
I had been thinking in terms of replacing the hi-fi set in my room, but that was only an idle dream. I needed the seventy-five bucks that would be my share a lot more than I needed a better hi-fi. I knew we would have to fence it. Sighing. I stooped to grab one end and told Stan to get the other end.
It was heavier than I d expected. We re both pretty sizeable guys. At six-feet-four but only 150 pounds, I was pretty strung out, but I was strong as an ox. And Stan, who was thirty-live pounds heavier than me, didn�t have an ounce of fat on him. We had to set the cabinet down to rest twice en route to the back gate though. It must have weighed two hundred pounds.
We finally got it loaded into the back of the station wagon. Stan closed up the rear end as I was shutting the gate. He slid under the wheel and I climbed in the other side.
As we drove off, I lifted my beer can from the floor and took a slug from it. Stan lifted his too and drained it.
I said, �How about that spinet?
Stan just looked at me without answering. It was a dumb question. The spinet would never have fit into the station wagon, even if we�d left the hi-fi behind.
We drove straight to the Jerry Hitter Service Station off San Fernando Road. The station bore my name because I owned it, and that�s why I was broke. I not only couldn�t make a living from it, I couldn�t sell it. It had been closed and up for sale for six months. In the meantime I had squeezed a few dollars out of it by selling off as much of the equipment and as many of the tools as I could. I had also sold my car, and that income, supplemented by whatever Stan and I managed to rip off, was all that kept me going.
Stan and I used the closed station for temporary storage of our stolen goods. We never left anything there very long, though, because in that neighborhood there was too much danger of it being re-stolen. Despite the boards over the front windows and the protective wire mesh over the smaller ones, there had been several attempted break-ins-none so far successful, probably because they�d been by kids instead of pros.
Stan backed the station wagon up to the service-garage door. We got out and I went to get the key from where it hung on a hook up inside the mouth of the drainpipe, then he opened the hack of the station wagon while I unlocked and raised the sliding metal door.
We carried the set over to the wall where the single live electrical outlet was. The utilities had been shut off since I closed the place, but I�d tapped one of the circuits of the office building next door to run a line to that outlet so we could test the appliances we ripped off.
When we had set it down, I said. �Let�s run over and pick up my speakers so we can see how it plays.�
Glancing at his wristwatch, Stan said, �I can run you over and back but I won�t be able to stick around. I told Mom to be ready by five.�
At twenty-four, Stan still lived with and sponged off his widowed mother, but in a lot of ways he was good to her � like never keeping her waiting, for instance.
�O.K., I can handle it alone, I told him.
My rooming house was on Cypress Avenue, only about four blocks from the service station. My room was on the second floor. I stuck an eight-track tape in my hip pocket and picked out an LP record. I unplugged my speakers and each of us started downstairs with one.
My landlady�s behemoth figure was blocking the foot of the stairs. Her hands were on her hips � a storm signal.
Coming to a halt, I said politely, �Yes, Mrs. Sull?
�Moving, Mr. Hitter?� she inquired.
�No.�
She examined both speakers. �Perhaps you�re planning to pawn those to pay your rent � which is due on Monday, in case you�ve forgotten.
I shook my head. �I haven�t forgotten. I�ll have it for you.�
�Well, now, that will be a pleasant change, she said. �This time you won�t be requesting a few days grace?
Since she had made it clear at the end of the previous month that grace would no longer be extended � and my room lock would be changed on the second of the month if my rent wasn�t paid on the first � I took that as a rhetorical question. �You�ll be paid on time,� I assured her. �May we get by, please?�
She moved aside like the opening of a massive door. As we went by she said ominously, �Good afternoon, Mr. Turner.�
Stan, who has always been terrified of the woman, muttered something inaudible.
As we loaded the speakers into the station wagon he asked me, �How old is Mrs. Sull?�
�I don�t know. Not as old as she looks. Forty-five, maybe.�
�That�s not too old, he said. �I know how you could get her off your back about the rent permanently.�
�How?�
�Marry her.�
When I stopped laughing. I climbed into the car.

We got back to the station and Stan helped me unload the speakers. Then he looked at his watch again and said he had to go.
�O.K.,� I told him. �You going to contact Spooky?�
�After dinner. That won�t be too late, we should be home by seven. I�m just taking Mom to a Mexican-food joint.
�Give me a ring when you get home, huh? I said.
�Sure.�
He went out and pulled the sliding door closed behind him. A moment later I heard him drive off.
With the door closed the lighting in the service garage was kind of dim because the windows were dirty and the wire mesh over them further cut the light. But I could see well enough to operate. I attached the speakers, plugged in the set, and lifted off the lid. As it was set for AM radio, I left it there and switched it on.
When a few seconds passed with no sound I turned up the volume control and moved the tuning dial. Still nothing happened. I switched to FM and drew a blank. I had no more success when I switched to Phono and to Tape.
Unplugging the set, I pulled it away from the wall and plugged in the work lamp I kept there. Since the lamp worked I knew the trouble wasn�t in the outlet.
The tool rack on the wall still contained a few tools-mainly screwdrivers and pliers. With a Phillips screwdriver I took out the dozen screws holding the back in place and lifted it off.
I meant to lean the back against the wall, but it slipped from my hands and fell flat on the floor when I saw what was in the cabinet.
There were no works in it.
Instead there was a dead body!
The corpse was of a man about fifty, with a gaunt face and red hair peppered with grey. He was dressed in brown slacks and a blue sport shirt. He was rather skinny, and I guessed him to be about six feet tall, though his height was difficult to judge because of the way he was folded into his improvised coffin. The cabinet was only about four feet long by three high, and about the top eight inches was taken up by the turntable and the controls. The works of this particular model were set in a metal framework that could be removed for repair work simply by loosening four screws and unplugging two wires. Someone had done that, but the space left was only about four feet by a foot and a half by a little less than two and a half feet. The body was on its back with the knees crammed back against the chest and the feet jammed against the top so that the toes pointed straight forward.
The cause of death was apparent. There was a small, purple-ringed hole in the center of the forehead that looked as though it had been made by a very small-caliber slug, perhaps a twenty-two.
I screwed the back of the console on again and shoved the set against the wall. I left the speakers there-four blocks was too far to walk with one under each arm � but took my tape and record. I unplugged the work lamp, raised the sliding door enough to duck under it, locked up, and put the key back inside the drainpipe.
It was five-thirty when I got back to my room, which I managed to do without encountering Mrs. Sull. After replacing the tape and the LP record, I went downstairs to call Stan from the pay phone in the lower hall. There was no answer. Obviously he and his mother had already left.
Mrs. Sull called her rooms light-housekeeping apartments, which meant they were equipped with small refrigerators, hot plates, and a few dishes and pans. I had some canned soup and a cold meat sandwich, then tried phoning Stan again. Still no answer. It was still only about six.
I couldn�t face the prospect of sitting alone in my room for a full hour waiting for Stan to call, so after some soul searching I took five dollars of the rent money hidden beneath the newspaper liner in my shirt drawer and walked to the nearest liquor store. I decided that if worse came to worst I could always take Stan�s advice and propose to Mrs. Sull � but there was no way I could survive the evening without a drink.
There was a cheap brand of bourbon on sale for $3.99 a fifth.
When I got back to the house I tried phoning Stan again before going upstairs but there was still no answer.
Up in my room I had a couple of jolts from the bottle, just enough to settle my nerves. At seven I went downstairs to phone Stan. This time Mrs. Turner answered.
When I asked for Stan, she said, �He�s out for the evening. Is this Jerry?�
�Yes, ma�am,� I said.
�I think he�s headed for your place. We only got home about two minutes ago, and he went right out again.�
�O.K.,� I said. �Thanks.
It wasn�t more than a five-minute drive from Stan�s house to the rooming house, but it was forty-five minutes before he showed up. By then the bottle was half empty.
�Where the devil have you been?� I asked as I slid in next to him in the station wagon.
He gave me a curious look. �Are you bombed?�
�I had a few jolts,� I confessed. �I needed them. Get going.�
He shifted into drive. As he pulled away from the curb he said, �I�ve got something that�ll cheer you up.�
Dipping into his jacket pocket, he brought out some folded bills and passed them to me � three twenties, a ten, and a five.
�Your share of the hundred and a half,� he said.
�Not from Spooky for the combo set?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Since when does he pay off before delivery?�
�It�s delivered. I went by the junk yard and happened to find Spooky there, so he followed me to the station in his pickup.
I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck. Spooky Lindeman had been known to break arms for being dealt bummers. Charging him a hundred and fifty dollars for a corpse was likely to put him in a mood to break necks.
�Oh, no!� I said. �We�ve got to get that set back!�
Stan gave me a look of surprise faintly tinged with alarm. �Doesn�t it work?�
�It doesn�t even have any guts.�
Now he looked puzzled. �It didn�t feel empty.�
�It isn�t. It has a corpse in it with a bullet through the head.�
Stan drove right through a red light. Horns blared as cars coming from both directions took evasive action. He pulled over to the curb and stopped.
�Say that again,� he requested.
I repeated what I had said and described the body.
Eventually he said, �You think that man and woman with the U-Haul killed him?� I nodded. �But why stuff him in a hi-fi cabinet? Why not in a trunk or something?
�I�ve been working on that ever since I found him,� I said. �I figure it wasn�t a planned murder, but a spur-of-the-moment thing, and they�d already moved everything else they could put him in when it happened. They couldn�t just carry him out to the truck in broad daylight, so they had the bright idea of taking the works out of the hi-fi and hiding him in it until they could decide how to dispose of him.�
Stan nodded. �But what did they do with the guts?�
�Just loaded them onto the truck, I imagine.
�Then the insides are probably over at their new house, right?�
�I guess so.�
Stan shifted into gear and pulled away from the curb.
�Where are we going?� I asked.
�To get those guts so we can stick them back in the set.�
I disagreed. �The first problem is to get rid of that body. Spooky will kill us if he finds it in there.
�He�ll kill us if he finds the cabinet empty.� Stan said. �So there�s no point in taking the body out until we have the works to put in.�
He was right, but there was another factor. I said, �How are we going to get the guts when we don�t know where those people moved to?�
�We�re going to find out where.�
He took the Hollywood Freeway to Lankershim Boulevard, drove north on Lankershim to Archwood, and parked in front of the duplex. By now it was a quarter after eight, but because of daylight saving time it was still light. Through the bare front windows of the unit with the FOR RENT sign in front of it, we could see that the front room was now empty.
A car was parked in the driveway belonging to the other unit, and we could see a man sitting in the front room reading a newspaper.
�You come with me for moral support,� Stan said, �but let me do the talking. Your tongue is too thick.�
We both got out and I followed him along the walk to the front porch. The redwood sign reading THE STOKELEYS was gone, but a card that remained beneath the doorbell read DON AND EVE STOKELEY. Stan rang the doorbell.
�What are you doing?� I said. �There�s nobody here!�
�It�s for the benefit of the neighbors,� he explained. �Keep your knickers on.�
He peered inside through the front window, shrugged, and crossed over to the door of the other unit. I followed him.
A plump, middle-aged woman answered Stan�s ring. Beyond her we could see the man reading the paper. He was about the same age as the woman and equally plump.
Even if I hadn�t been a little bombed I would have let Stan do the talking � he�s a born con man. With his most charming smile he said, �Excuse me, ma�am. We�re looking for the Stokeleys, but it looks like they�ve moved.
�Yes,� the woman said, �just today.�
Stan let a rueful expression form on his face. �My mother sent me over with twenty bucks she owes Mrs. Stokeley. Did they move out of town?�
�Oh, no, just over to Benedict Canyon Drive. They bought a home. Wait a minute and I�ll get you the address.�
She went away, leaving the door open. The man folded his paper, got up, and came over to the door.
�You fellows friends of the Stokeleys?� he asked.
�She�s a friend of my mother,� Stan said. �I barely know her � they became friends after I got married and moved away from home. I only met her once, as a matter of fact. She�s a blonde, isn�t she? Kind of big but good-looking?�
He nodded. �That�s Eve.�
�And he�s a big heavy guy with hairy arms?�
He shook his head. �That�s Bert Pinter, who works for Don. Don Stokeley is a painting contractor, you know. I guess he�s doing pretty good. They bought a beautiful house. I�m not surprised you took Bert for Eve�s husband-he was over there a lot. Matter of fact he was helping them move today. Don�s kind of tall and skinny, has red hair, turning grey.�
The woman came back earning an address book and she read off an address on Benedict Canyon Drive.
Stan repeated it and thanked her.
Back in the car I said, �You�re pretty smooth.�
�I�m proud of you too,� he said. �For keeping your mouth shut. Was it her husband they bumped off?�
�Yeah,� I said. �Probably the old triangle. Maybe they killed poor Don because he caught them in a hot embrace.�

The house on Benedict Canyon Drive was a one-story green stucco home with a front stoop that was merely a six-inch-thick concrete slab, so the front door was only that much above ground level. Benedict Canyon Drive is hilly and curvy, and the house was situated on a curve at the bottom of a hill.
There was no parking on the side of the street where the house was, so Stan drove past it, turned around in a driveway, and drove past it again to park on the other side. Because of the sharp curve, there was no parking immediately before the curve on that side either, so that he had to park on the crest of the hill a good fifty yards beyond the house.
Because of the way the road curved we had a perfect view of the house from that point. When we swiveled in our seats to look back at it, it occurred to me that Mrs. Stokeley would be wise to build a brick wall along the front. If a car ever missed that curve it would plough right through her front door.
The U-Haul truck was parked in the driveway running alongside the right side of the house. A Volkswagen was parked behind it. Beyond the house, at the far end of the driveway, was a garage with the door closed.
It was just beginning to get dark, and the lights in the house were on. With no drapes or curtains on the windows we could see the big blonde woman � Mrs. Stokeley-and Bert Pinter walking around inside. We were too far away to make out what they were doing, but I got an impression of restlessness.
Apparently Stan got the same impression because he said, �I imagine they�re kind of worried about what happened to that corpse.�
�They must be going nuts.�
�You think maybe they stored those works in the garage?�
�If they didn�t, we�ve got a problem,� I said. �Because then we�ll have to try the house and I doubt if those two plan to do any sleeping tonight.
Stan glanced up and down both sides of the street. Halfway down the hill on the other side two men were conversing on a lawn. A little farther down on our side a teenaged couple sat on some porch steps. That added up to a lot of witnesses. Stan said, �I guess we�d better wait until it�s good and dark before we check out that garage.�
�Uh-huh. But we�d better not wait here.�
Nodding agreement, Stan pulled away. �About eleven, you think?�
I nodded. �We can come back then to check out the setup. If people are still up and around we�ll just drive on by and try again at midnight. We�ve got all night.�
�All weekend, Stan said. �Spooky won�t be going down to the junkyard on Sunday.�
�I�d as soon get it done tonight,� I told him. �I�m not going to be able to sleep until this is taken care of.�
Where Benedict Canyon Drive runs into Woodman Avenue, Stan kept on it to the Ventura Freeway and took an eastbound ramp onto it.
�What do you want to do until eleven?� he asked.
�We could kill some time by picking up my speakers and taking them home.
�O.K. Incidentally, Spooky said to offer you another fifty for those.�
�Big deal,� I said. �They cost me a hundred and twenty-five.�
By the time we got to the service station it was quite dark. Stan parked facing the sliding door and left his headlights on. We both got out and I got the key from the drainpipe and unlocked the door. We each picked up a speaker and stowed it in the station wagon.
�We�d better pick up whatever tools we�ll need to put the guts back into that cabinet,� Stan said.
I went over to the rack on the wall and got a Phillips screwdriver, a small standard screwdriver, and a pair of pliers.
�Another thing,� Stan said. �There�s an eight-foot chain-link fence around the junkyard. Do you think you can pick the lock on the gate?
�We�ll climb over it,� I said.
He cocked an eyebrow at inc. �Carrying the guts to the set on the way in, and a corpse on the way out?
While I was considering this, my gaze fell on the tow rope hanging from a hook in the corner.
�Problem solved,� I announced.
I took the tow rope and put it and the tools on the floor of the middle seat of the station wagon. When I turned around Stan was still standing in the service garage, staring at something on the floor.
I went back to see what he was looking at. It was the wheeled creeper I used to use for sliding beneath cars.
�That would come in handy to move the body,� he said.
The creeper was longer than most, because I�d built it myself to accommodate my six-foot-four frame. It was about five feet long, and Id nailed an old roller skate to each corner, so it had a total of sixteen wheels instead of the usual four. �Let�s take it,� I said, and stooped to grab one end.
It was a little after nine when we got the speakers back to my room. After plugging them in I put on an Aretha Franklin tape and turned the volume low.
�You got any more of whatever it was you were drinking? Stan asked.
�Sure, but I�m still a little bombed.�
�Well, I�m not,� he told me. �Don�t be such a cheapskate.�
I got out the bottle and made Stan a stiff highball, then decided to have a weak one myself.
I kept mixing them strong for Stan and weak for myself and by ten o�clock I had fully recovered my rosy glow and Stan had caught up with me. Half an hour later he blearily studied his watch and said, �Let�s have a nightcap and split.� There was only about a half inch of whisky left in the bottle. That finished it.

When we got back to Benedict Canyon Drive no one was outdoors and most of the houses were dark, but the green stucco was still ablaze with light.
Stan parked in the same spot as before. In case we had to take off in a hurry he opened the back of the station wagon, and in case there was a padlock on the garage he lifted out a tire iron.
At the bottom of the hill we saw Bert Pinter and Eve Stokeley talking in the living room of the green house. Her face was pale, her hair was sticking out in all directions as though she had been running her fingers through it, and she looked like a nervous wreck.
We turned silently into the driveway, past the Volkswagen and the U-Haul to the garage.
There was a padlock on the garage, but it was a cheap one. Stan gave it one muffled crack with the tire iron and it popped open.
The garage door was the kind that swings up overhead and is held there by tension springs. The springs groaned loudly when we raised it. We stood still, listening and looking toward the house for several seconds, but no one appeared to investigate.
The moon was bright enough so that we could see into the garage without needing a flashlight. It was a double garage, one side occupied by a Ford sedan. I assumed that was the Stokeleys� car and that the Volkswagen in the driveway was Bert Pinter�s.
Against the wall on the other side of the garage was a welcome sight-the metal framework containing the innards of the hi-fi combo.
We each took one end and carried it out setting it down in the driveway. It wasn�t particularly heavy, probably no more than forty pounds. Remembering how surprised I had been at the weight of the set when we ripped it off, I wondered now why I hadn�t suspected something then.
Stan tried to lower the garage door carefully, but the springs groaned just as loudly as before. Apparently this time Pinter was in the kitchen and heard it, because as we picked up the metal framework and started past the U-Haul truck � me in front with my hands behind me � a floodlight over the garage door suddenly bathed us in a bright glare. A moment later we heard the back door open and a deep masculine voice called, �Who�s out there?�
We ducked out around behind the truck and heard the garage door springs groan again as the door was raised. Then there was a startled exclamation.
�Let�s split!� I whispered.
We took off with the framework at a loping run. We were across the street and a quarter of the way up the hill before the same voice roared from the entrance to the driveway, �Come back here, you thieves!�
All that did was increase our speed. He took out after us, but we had too much of a lead on him. He was only halfway up the hill when we heaved our prize onto the creeper in the back of the station wagon. Stan tossed the tire iron in after it, then scurried to the wheel. I slammed the lower part of the back door shut, leaving the upper part still raised, and ran to jump in next to him.
He had the engine started by the time I got in and took off without lights.

Spooky Lindeman�s junkyard was on the edge of Old Chinatown, in a district where there was nothing but small businesses. They were all closed at this time of night, but the main gate to the junkyard faced a street on which there was occasional traffic even this late at night. There was a rear gate giving onto an alley. As we drove into the alley I said, �Pull over as close to the gate as you can get.�
Cutting the lights, Stan parked within a foot of the gate. Within moments we had some company. Arab, the big German shepherd Spooky turns loose in the junkyard at night to devour burglars, came bounding over to the fence, showing his fangs and snarling.
Arab�s defect as a night watchman is that he remembers daytime visitors to the junkyard or he loves being called by name. When Stan said, �Shut up, Arab,� he instantly stopped snarling and began to wag his tail.
I got the tools from the car, put them in my pockets, and coiled the tow rope around my shoulder. Stan and I lifted the hi-fi innards and the creeper out onto the ground, closed the upper part of the rear door, and set the items back up onto the still-open lower half of the door. I climbed from there onto the car�s roof and Stan handed the metal framework and the creeper up to me.
As I set the framework down, I noted with gratification that Bert Pinter had put the screws in a plastic sandwich bag and taped the bag to the frame.
The top of the junkyard gate extended only about three feet above the roof of the car. As Stan was climbing up to join me I tied one end of the tow rope to the gate�s top bar and tossed the other end over inside the yard. Then I went over the fence and let myself down hand over hand.
The moment I reached the ground Arab put his oversized paws in the center of my chest and tried to lick my face. Pushing him away, I said, �Down, Arab!�
He got down but he continued to nudge my legs with his nose and wag his tail all the time Stan was handing me down the hi-fi innards and the creeper.
When Stan climbed down we set the metal framework on the creeper, picked up the creeper, and carried it past the jumble of wrecked automobiles, piles of pipe, and other junk to the building in the center of the junkyard. There was no point in trying to roll the creeper, the ground was so full of embedded stones and potholes.
What Spooky called the �warehouse� was a large square building of cinder blocks that housed his office and a storeroom for items that had to be kept out of the weather. We set the creeper down in front of the office door.
Both Stan and I were fairly good with simple locks, but people as distrustful as Spooky Lindeman don�t use simple locks. After examining the one on the office door we agreed there was no undetectable way we were going to be able to get into the building. I picked up a large rock and bashed out the glass panel in the door.
I tossed the rock off into the night. Since nothing was going to be missing from the warehouse � at least, nothing Spooky was aware had been there � it was likely he�d be more puzzled than suspicious of the broken window. I hoped he�d attribute it to a sonic boom.
Reaching through the glassless upper panel, I opened the door and we carried the creeper and its cargo inside. Arab tried to follow us but Stan shooed him outside and closed the door.
Stan located the light switch for the office, then opened the door to the storeroom off the office, found that switch, and turned it on. We carried the creeper in there and set it down. The huge room was lined with shelves loaded with everything from storage batteries to car radios. On the floor were hundreds of appliances, from toasters to color TVs.
Because Stan had helped Spooky carry it in, he knew exactly where the hi-fi cabinet was. As soon as he pointed it out, I knelt behind it and removed the back.
For some moments after I had taken the back off, Stan regarded the interior of the cabinet in silence. He was looking slightly sick. �That�s the first corpse I ever saw,� he said finally.
�Me too, I told him. �Shall we pull him out of there?�
There was another period of silence before he said, �I can�t touch him, Jerry.�
�He�s got to come out of there,� I said.
�You�ll have to do it alone,� he said in the same low voice. �I�m sorry. I can�t touch him.�
�Well, at least you can help me carry the creeper over here,� I said grumpily, and went over to where we had set it down.
We set the creeper down right behind the cabinet, lifted off the framework, and set it aside. I gripped the corpse by an arm and a leg and pulled.
He didn�t budge. He was stuck.
I continued to pull, but after a time I gave up and looked around for Stan. He wasn�t there. Then I saw him coming from a far corner of the room, carrying a four-foot crowbar.
�Try this,� he said, handing it to me.
I inserted the end of the crowbar beneath Mr. Stokeley�s neck and pushed it until it was wedged behind his left shoulder. When it was firmly in place, I put my foot against the end of the cabinet and drew back on the handle of the crowbar.
There was a popping sound and Mr. Stokeley skidded across the creeper to land on his side several feet beyond it. His position remained unchanged. His knees were still jammed against his chest and his toes were still pointed straight forward.
After staring at the corpse for a moment, Stan took the crowbar from me and carried it back to where he had found it. By the time he got back I had removed the small bag containing the screws from the metal framework. Together we lifted the framework into place. I screwed the four screws home, plugged in the wires, and screwed on the back.
�It ought to work,� I said. �Do you want to carry it into the office and try it?�
�No,� Stan said in a definite tone. �I prefer to have faith. Let�s get out of here.�
Replacing my tools in my pockets, I said, �O.K., but I can�t lift Mr. Stokeley all by myself. You�ll have to help me get him on the creeper.�
He shook his head. �I�m not touching him. �
In a reasoning tone I said. �You�re going to have to help me carry him after he�s on the creeper even if I get him on there by myself.�
�Then I�ll only have to touch it, not him.
I gave in. Setting the creeper next to Mr. Stokeley�s back, I rolled him over onto it. He was stiff as a colonel s spine. He lay on his side on the creeper, still folded into a cramped capital N.
I stooped to grasp the end of the creeper where the head lay. Reluctantly Stan took the other end.
After we carried it outside, we set the creeper down while I closed and relocked the office door. Arab took a sniff of the dead man, tucked his tail between his legs, and slunk off.
Back at the gate I tied the tow rope around Mr. Stokeley before climbing up on top of the station wagon. I hauled him up then lowered him to the ground on the other side of the automobile. Stan handed up the creeper. I set it down, climbed down onto the rear door, lifted it from the roof, and jumped down to the ground. After untying the corpse and rolling it back onto the creeper, I tossed the rope back over the top of the gate to Stan. He pulled himself up over the gate, untied the rope, and came down. Together we loaded the laden creeper into the back of the station wagon.
What we should have done next, of course, was simply to dump the body in an alley. But you don�t do your best thinking on cheap bourbon, and we were both still stoned enough to have it fixed in our minds that tidying things up required everything being returned to its proper place. In the frame of mind we were in it seemed logical that we should return the contents we had just removed from the hi-fi to the place where we had obtained its present contents.
It was around midnight when we again parked on the crest of Benedict Canyon Drive. The green stucco house at the bottom of the hill was still ablaze with lights, but the only other lights along the street were here and there behind drawn drapes. There was no sign of life outdoors.
We both got out and walked to the rear of the station wagon. When a glow of headlights appeared beyond the crest of the hill I paused on the sidewalk instead of continuing my journey to the back of the vehicle, but Stan had already stepped behind it and raised the upper part of the rear door and lowered the bottom.
When the creeper started to roll out, Stan held out a hand to stop it. Then his hand touched the corpse�s head and he emitted a gasp and jumped out of the way.
The creeper rolled all the way out, dropped to the street, and started down the hill. It had a ten-foot lead before I could react and start after it.
The squeal of sixteen un-oiled roller-skate wheels was gratingly loud from the moment the creeper began to roll, but as the thing picked up speed it grew progressively louder.
By the time it was halfway down the hill the neighborhood was resounding with an unearthly squeal as penetrating as the scream of a fire siren.
I was conscious of the glare of headlights behind me as the car that had been coming up the other side of the hill topped the crest and started down this side.
But I neither glanced over my shoulder nor took any evasive action.
I was too intent on catching the speeding creeper.
I was overmatched. It accelerated so rapidly that it reached the curb at the bottom of the hill when I was only hallway down, jumped the curb without even slowing down, and headed along the walk toward the front door of the green stucco house.
No one in the neighborhood could have avoided hearing the piercing squeal of those wheels. It was therefore not surprising that Bert Pinter jerked open the front door to see what was going on.
At that very moment the creeper crashed into the six-inch-high concrete stoop where it came to an instant halt � but the law of inertia caused the body to continue on at the same speed. Still on its side and cramped into the shape of a capital N, it shot headfirst at the man in the doorway. Instinctively he leaped aside.
Through the open doorway I could see Mr. Stokeley skid across the front-room and disappear into the central hallway, where he was met by a feminine scream.
By then I had reached the bottom of the hill and was racing up the walk.
As I scooped up the creeper and spun back to race away again, an authoritative voice called. �Hold it right there, mister!
A black-and-white sedan with a rotating red light on top of it had pulled over to the curb in front of the house. Two uniformed cops were getting out.
I zoomed past the front of the car before either of them was all the way out. I had a ten-yard lead before the one who had emerged on the driver�s side started to lumber after me.
I had enough of a glimpse of him as I shot by to see he was middle-aged and overweight, so I really wasn�t terribly worried about being brought down by a flying tackle. I could tell I was steadily increasing my initial lead by the distance of his voice behind me as he periodically yelled, �Stop or I�ll shoot!
I took the chance that he wouldn�t. There was no way he could know at that point what crime, if any had been committed, and cops aren�t supposed to shoot people on suspicion, even when they refuse the order to halt.
Stan was already in the car and had the engine going. I threw in the creeper, dived in on top of it, and grabbed the back of the center seat to keep from rolling out again.
Stan took off like a rocket.
I looked back to see the pursuing cop coming to a halt halfway up the hill. The other one was pounding on the door of the green stucco house.
I pulled the lower section of the back door closed, reached up to click the upper section into place, then climbed over into the center seat and on into the front seat.
Stan switched on his headlights.
�Do you think we ought to pick up another bottle before we go back to your room?� he asked.
�Definitely.� I said. �That race up the hill sobered me up.�
I could tell that Stan hadn�t even started to sober up though, when he said. �Let�s get a quart instead of a fifth. If Mrs. Sull is still awake, we could invite her in for a drink.

Mr. Olem�s Secret

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, August 1971.

When United Security advertised for retired men to serve as security guards on the newly formed Merchant Patrol, I jumped at the chance. The pension of a retired bus driver, even supplemented by social security, doesn�t permit many luxuries.
The job was made to order for a retired man who needed a little extra income but wasn�t interested in overworking. My trick ran only four hours a day, from eight p.m. until midnight, and the work was so easy I was almost ashamed to take the money. All I did was stroll along the street in my assigned area, checking the doors of business establishments and peering through windows to make sure night lights were burning and no intruders were inside. I was also supposed to keep an eye on stores still open for business, but as none in my area stayed open beyond nine p.m., I only had this duty for the first hour of my trick.
Of course, theoretically, there was some risk in the job, because my beat was in the heart of a section of Los Angeles that was rated as a high-crime area, but the risk was more theoretical than real. While police uniforms were so unpopular around there that cops answered calls only in pairs, the Merchant Patrol was accepted right from the beginning.
One reason was that United Security wisely hired only residents of the areas they were assigned to patrol. Probably an equally important reason was that we neither were regarded as cops nor acted much like them. Our gray uniforms were deliberately designed so that we couldn�t be mistaken for members of the LAPD, and the community quickly came to understand that we had no intention of noticing crime that had no bearing on the business establishments we were hired to protect. Pushers and numbers runners, for instance, didn�t have to worry that any member of the Merchant Patrol might finger them to the cops.
Even in the event that we ran into a burglary or robbery in progress, the risk wasn�t great. Although we all carried guns, they served mainly to deter muggers from selecting us as targets as we made our lonely rounds. We were instructed to use them only in self-defense, and never to attempt personally making an arrest. If we spotted a crime in progress, all we were supposed to do was head for the nearest phone.
United Security never explained this policy, but probably the fact that all of us were over sixty and some were pushing seventy had some bearing on the regulation.
Mr. Olem took over Sol�s Delicatessen only about a week after the Merchant Patrol was formed. It had been common knowledge for some time that Sol Rubin had been trying to unload it. The place did a brisk enough business, but for the past couple of years most of the profit had gone to heist artists and burglars. Poor Sol had been held up nine times and had been burglarized four times, with the result that his insurance had long since been canceled. Shortly before Mr. Olem bought him out, he had privately informed me that one more knock-over could bankrupt him.
Sol probably held the record in that area for being held up the most times, but there were a number of runners-up. Heists and break-ins were so routine in the neighborhood, businessmen had stoically come to accept them as an unavoidable hazard of staying in business. Before the formation of the Merchant Patrol, that is. It was their first real effort to fight back.
I got to know Mr. Olem several weeks before he took over the delicatessen, because when he came to town in answer to the ad Sol Rubin had placed in a national food-retailing magazine, he moved into the same rooming house where I had lived ever since my wife died. A lean, hawk-beaked man of indeterminate age, withered but still sprightly, with closely-cropped snow-white hair that made him look as though he were wearing a fuzzy woolen skullcap, he might have been a well-worn sixty or a well-preserved seventy-five. He deftly avoided letting anyone know which, if either.
He also deftly avoided letting anyone know much of anything else about his personal life, even our inquisitive landlady, Mrs. Martin. He never disclosed if he were a bachelor, a widower, or had a wife somewhere, although he did deign to give Mrs. Martin a negative answer when she once bluntly asked if anyone would be joining him after he took over the delicatessen. He never even disclosed his first name, always formally introducing himself to new acquaintances simply as Mr. Olem. I�m not sure that this was another symptom of his reticence, though. I got the curious impression that perhaps he had no first name.
What his nationality was, I have no idea. His name seemed vaguely Mid-Eastern, and his dark, hawk-nosed visage seemed to confirm it, but he once casually mentioned that he had grown up in Australia and he still had a slight Australian accent.
He also casually dropped a few other items of information about himself to me that he didn�t divulge to the other roomers or to Mrs. Martin. When he first arrived at the rooming house, I had not yet started working for the Merchant Patrol, and we fell into the habit of smoking our pipes together on the front porch each evening. Possibly because I never attempted to pry, he became much less reticent with me than with the others.
At any rate, I learned from his casual remarks that he had been all over the world and had done a bit of everything. He had punched cattle in Australia, had prospected for gold in New Guinea and had been the chef of an exclusive restaurant in Hong Kong, just to mention a few of his more exotic adventures. He also let drop that his most recent venture had been operating a commercial fishing boat on Lake Champlain. It was quite obvious that none of these claims were mere braggadocio, because he spoke with too much authority about each of his many vocations. For instance, his claim of having been a chef was bolstered by an encyclopedic knowledge of the gourmet dishes of many lands.
One item of information about him I got from another source. Apparently he was pretty well-off financially, because Sol Rubin told me he paid $25,000 in cash for the delicatessen. Why, with that kind of money, he chose to go into the delicatessen business in the heart of a ghetto area was never clear to me; but again, perhaps the $25,000 was all he had, and he felt that a small business that wouldn�t require strenuous work would provide security for his old age. Despite his reserve, it was apparent the man took a personal liking to me, and I grew to like him quite well too. This caused me some mental struggle, because I felt I ought to warn him that the delicatessen was a favorite target for heist artists and burglars; but Sol Rubin was a good friend too, and that might have spoiled his chance to make the sale. In the end, I solved the dilemma simply by following my lifelong policy of minding my own business.
Sol Rubin and his wife bought a farm near Fresno with the proceeds from the delicatessen. When they vacated the apartment over the store, Mr. Olem moved in there.
The deal cleared escrow in the second week of August. As soon as he became the legal proprietor, Mr. Olem closed the place for a couple of days in order to do a little reorganizing, and also because he had a van of furniture and personal possessions scheduled to arrive from back east. The delicatessen opened for business under its new management on Monday, August sixteenth.
Like Sol Rubin, Mr. Olem planned to stay open until nine p.m. I dropped by Monday evening shortly after I went on duty at eight.
The sign on the window had been changed from Sol�s Delicatessen to Olem�s Delicatessen, but otherwise I could see no noticeable change in the place. The same tempting array of cooked and smoked meats, cheeses, salads and relishes was on display, and the same spicy odor of dill and garlic filled the air.
Mr. Olem, wearing a spotless white apron, was waiting on a woman named Mary Conners whom I knew because she used to ride my bus to work. Both of them threw me friendly smiles. She said, �Hi, Tony,� and Mr. Olem said, �Good evening, Mr. Martinez.�
I returned both greetings and waited while he finished waiting on his customer. When she left, I asked, �How�d it go today?�
�Business has been quite good,� he said in a satisfied tone. �Surprisingly good, in fact. I think I�ve made a sound investment.�
Now that it could no longer hurt Sol Rubin, I saw no point in continuing to keep the new owner in ignorance of the hazard from criminals in this area. I said, �Just hope the hooligans around here let you keep your profits. Sol Rubin was both held up and burglarized several times, you know.�
Mr. Olem nodded. �Nine holdups and four burglaries, I believe. He could no longer get theft insurance. As a matter of fact, I can�t get it either.�
I was surprised that he knew about the previous owner�s misfortunes, and was even more surprised that he had bought the place anyway. I said, �Well, maybe the Merchant Patrol will discourage some of these punks.�
�It was a factor in my decision to buy out Mr. Rubin,� Mr. Olem said. �It should cut the local crime rate.�
I said, �It already seems to be doing that. At least none of the protected businesses has been stuck up or broken into this past week. I�ll check you again about closing time. Just before nine was when poor Sol usually got hit.�
�Well, thanks, Mr. Martinez. I appreciate your concern, but even if I get held up, the robber can�t get very much. I�m only keeping enough in the cash drawer to make change. Every hour I�ve been transferring the bulk of the receipts to the safe in back.�
I said dubiously, �Sol did that, too. But they always made him come up with the key to the safe.�
�Oh, but I got rid of his old-fashioned safe and bought a new one. Come, I�ll show it to you.�
He led me through a swinging door into the back of the building. The first room we entered was the kitchen. There was a storeroom off one side of it and a small office off the other. Mr. Olem led the way into the office and switched on an overhead light. In one corner was a small but substantial-looking safe.
�So what�s different from the old safe about it?� I asked after examining it.
�A couple of things. First, it�s bolted down from inside. Mr. Rubin was lucky his was never carried away. Second, it�s a combination safe.�
After thinking this over without seeing what advantage this had over a safe that required a key, I said, �So?�
�There�s no key to produce,� he explained. �If I simply refused to open it, what could a robber do?�
I stared at him wonderingly. I could think of a number of things, such as holding lighted matches to the soles of his feet.
Then I decided that such thoughts mast have occurred to him, too. With his broad background of experience all over the world, he must have encountered enough violence during his life to be aware of the unpleasant possibilities that might ensue if he refused some bandit�s order to open his safe.
Examining him more closely, I realized that beneath his formal but rather amiable reserve there was a hard core of stubbornness. Perhaps he couldn�t be forced to open it; I suspected that in his quiet way he could become as immovable as a stalled tank.
The trouble was that the courage to endure torture probably wasn�t enough to beat the average modern hoodlum. The widespread use of drugs made it at least an even bet that anyone who stuck up a store would be hyped to the eyebrows, and a gunnie riding high on smack was quite capable of pumping bullets into a stubborn victim out of spite, even though that would kill all chance of learning a safe�s combination.
I said, �Well, let�s just hope you never get stuck up.�
As we went back into the kitchen, I noticed that a long, wide net made of tough-looking cord completely covered a side wall. On wooden pegs protruding through various places in the net were hung a variety of odd items that looked as though they might more appropriately have been displayed in a museum.
Halting when he saw me looking that way, Mr. Olem emitted a self-deprecating little laugh. �The visual record of my ill-spent life,� he said. �That rope and branding iron are souvenirs of my cattle-punching youth, and also that broad-brimmed hat. That shoulder pack is called a tucker-bag, and I carried it in the Australian bush. That short-handled pick dates back to my gold-prospecting days in New Guinea. About all I salvaged from that venture, incidentally. What little gold I mined I had to use to ransom my life when I was captured by headhunters.�
I looked at him wide-eyed. �That must have been some experience.�
�It was,� he assured me. �I also lived with a friendlier native tribe for a time, in a Negrito village. The headhunters were Papuans. Sometime when we both have more time, I�ll tell you more about it.�
�You�ll have a willing listener,� I told him. �You�ve certainly led a fascinating life.� I looked more closely at the huge net. �Is that a fishing net? The holes seem too big.�
�It�s what�s known as a gill net,� he said. �The way you use it is to attach lead weights at intervals to the lower edge, then hook buoys to the top edge. That makes it set in the water vertically, sort of like a tennis net. Fish attempting to swim through it get their gills entangled in it. It�s quite effective, except that it grabs everything that comes along, without distinguishing between fish and inanimate objects. I�ve pulled up everything from beer cans to tree stumps, even a full keg of nails once. When it grabs hold of something, it doesn�t let go.�
�It makes an interesting wall decoration,� I said.
�Well, I really hung it there because it will rot unless it�s stored wide open like that, and I didn�t know where else to put it. I don�t know why I�m saving it. I�ll probably never use it again, and I can�t sell it because they�re a glut on the market. Commercial fishing on the Great Lakes is rapidly coming to an end. Lake Erie is already dead from pollution, and the rest of the lakes are dying.�
From the front of the store the musical chime that signaled the entrance of customers sounded three times. He pushed open the swinging door and I followed after him.
The customers who had come in turned out to be three members of the Street Tigers, a juvenile gang whose members ranged in age from about sixteen into the early twenties. I had known all three since they were born, and they were now all approaching twenty.
Joe Ramirez was a thin, swarthy boy with dark hair just long enough to cover his ears. Tommy Coster was a burly youth with an Afro haircut. Jimmy Elias, whose father had recently kicked him out of the house because the boy was busted for marijuana possession, was tall and lean and wore his hair to his shoulders. All three wore the hip-hugger, bell-bottomed slacks, black leather jackets and yellow-lensed sunglasses that were the uniform of the Street Tigers.
I happened to know that all three also were on probation for various offenses ranging from pushing to assault. They seemed surprised and a trifle disconcerted to see me.
Jimmy Elias, the customary spokesman for the group, said with a touch of diffidence, �Hi, Mr. Martinez.�
�Hello, boys,� I said. �What�s on your minds?�
�We just come in to look around, sort of,� Jimmy said with a curious air of defensiveness. �To see if Mr. Olem was stocking anything different from old man Rubin.�
I let my eyes narrow. �If that�s all you want, why are you acting like I caught you with your hand in the till?�
�Well, geez, you�re looking at us like we�re ax murderers or something.�
Mr. Olem said equably, �Customers are welcome just to look, Mr. Martinez. I don�t have any new items in stock yet, boys, but I plan to offer a few of my personal specialties as soon as I have time to make them up.�
�Like what?� Joe Ramirez asked.
�Well, I make a pretty good hot potato salad and some tasty homemade sausage, just to mention a couple of my specialties. I also have my own recipe for Boston baked beans.�
�Are you still going to handle some kosher stuff like old man Rubin did? I always liked his kosher corned beef,� Tommy said.
�I�ll have kosher-type food. It won�t be real kosher.�
�You mean it won�t be blessed by a rabbi?� the youth asked with a grin. �I don�t think old man Rubin�s was either. There aren�t any orthodox Jews around here, so all his customers cared about was the taste.�
Jimmy Elias, who had been gazing around contemplatively, suddenly seemed to tire of the conversation. Abruptly he said, �Come on, you guys, let�s split out of here.�
When they were gone, Mr. Olem asked, �Do you know those boys well, Mr. Martinez?�
�I used to tan their bottoms for cutting up on my bus when they were in grammar school,� I said. �They�re pretty wild kids. They didn�t come in just to see what changes you�ve made.�
�You think they planned to rob me, and your presence discouraged them?� he asked with raised brows.
I shook my head. �They�re probably not above armed robbery, but they�re too well-known in the neighborhood to risk it so close to home. They may have planned to bully you into offering them a free treat. They sometimes came in and smarted off to Sol until he�d make them free corned beef sandwiches or something just to get rid of them. They always played it cool enough so that they couldn�t be charged with extortion. They just hung around and got in Sol�s way and made wisecracks until he voluntarily paid off with a snack.�
�I see,� Mr. Olem said. �The way the long-haired boy was gazing around, it occurred to me they might have come in to case the layout with the idea of later trying a little burglary.�
�That�s a possibility,� I conceded. �They�re probably not above burglary either. I�ll have a private word with them the next time I see them.�
�About what?�
�Burglary. I�ll let them know that if any of the protected businesses in the neighborhood are knocked over, I�ll suggest to the cops that they look their way first. They�ll listen to me. The memory of those tannings I gave them as kids still lingers.�
As it happened, I didn�t run into any of the three during the next few days. I inquired about them whenever I ran into another member of the Street Tigers, but no one else seemed to have seen them either. Finally I ran into a gang member who said he thought they were out of town, because he had overheard them discussing hitchhiking up north to Oxnard to look for work. Since the only work any of them had ever done was to push grass and smack, that seemed to me unlikely. I thought it more probable that they had made one of their periodic runs down to Tijuana to buy a few bricks of grass.
A week later I dropped by the delicatessen in the daytime when my landlady happened to be there also. She was all enthused over Mr. Olem�s hot potato salad. She asked me if I had tasted it, and I had to admit I hadn�t.
�You should, because it�s delicious,� she said. �What gives it that sort of tangy taste, Mr. Olem?�
�A certain spice packaged in Vienna, Mrs. Martin. I wrote for a supply when I first began negotiating with Mr. Rubin.�
�Oh, you have relatives in Vienna?�
Mr. Olem shook his head. �Just friends.�
She waited hopefully, but when he failed to elaborate, she finally asked, �What�s the name of the spice?�
Mr. Olem smiled. �That�s my secret, Mrs. Martin. If I told you my recipe, you could make your own potato salad instead of buying from me.�
�I probably would,� she admitted with cheerful candidness. �I don�t suppose you want to give out the recipes for your sausage and baked beans either, then.�
Mr. Olem shook his head again. �Sorry. Those are more of my secrets. But I will tell you that there�s real maple syrup in the beans and one of the spices in the sausage comes from Hong Kong.�
�Oh, you have relatives there?� Mrs. Martin asked interestedly, still grabbing at every opportunity to attempt to pry information about his background from her ex-roomer.
�Again, merely friends,� he told her.
�You sure have friends lots of places,� she said, giving him up and turning back to me. �Tony, have you tried Mr. Olem�s baked beans or sausage?�
�I haven�t tried anything he makes,� I said.
�Well, you should. I never tasted anything as good as his specialties.� The reason I hadn�t tried any of the delicatessen food was that I seldom ate at home, although I had what Mrs. Martin euphemistically called a �bachelor apartment.� There was only one room, but an alcove contained a sink and apartment-size refrigerator and stove.
I sometimes made my own breakfast, though. After Mrs. Martin�s sales talk, I bought a half pound of the sausage and tried it with eggs the next morning. As my landlady had said, it had quite a unique flavor. I found it delicious.
The second week of the Merchant Patrol went as uneventfully as the first. I liked to think that word about the patrol had gone out over the underworld grapevine and had discouraged criminals from picking on any of the protected stores. Then that bubble burst during the third week the patrol was in existence. Three protected stores got knocked over the same night by the same pair of bandits.
Fortunately none were on my beat, but they were all only a few blocks away. A supermarket, a gas station and a movie box office were all held up within an hour by two tall men dressed all in black and wearing Halloween witches� masks. The total take from all three jobs was around fourteen hundred dollars.
Two nights later a grocery store and a tavern in my area were hit by the same pair only fifteen minutes apart, with a total take of another nine hundred dollars. I wasn�t on duty yet, the first robbery taking place about seven-thirty and the second at a quarter to eight, but another member of the patrol was on duty, which gave us all a black eye. It sort of made us feel as though the bandits weren�t very impressed by us.
That was the last heard from that particular stickup team, though. Apparently the five stickups gave them enough of a stake to move on somewhere else. There wasn�t another holdup or burglary reported by any of the protected businesses during the next two weeks.
Then I ran right into the middle of an attempted burglary.
It was about eleven-thirty on a Thursday night. I was cutting down the alley behind the stores in the block where Olem�s Delicatessen was, checking all the rear doors and windows giving onto the alley. When I shined my light on the delicatessen�s back door, I saw it was standing wide open.
At that moment there sounded from inside a peculiar series of thuds, as though a number of heavy objects were falling to the floor more or less simultaneously. This was followed by the sound of a lot of threshing around and a considerable amount of cursing.
From the sounds, I decided the intruders were in too much trouble to be very dangerous. So, instead of heading for the nearest phone, as I was supposed to, I drew my gun, went over to the open door and shined my light inside.
Two figures were writhing around under the gill net I had last seen draped against a side wall. Apparently Mr. Olem had changed its location, for it must have fallen over the intruders from the ceiling. Its edges were weighted by heavy lead sinkers at intervals all the way around, which accounted for the thuds I had heard.
The overhead light flashed on, and a moment later Mr. Olem, in pajamas and a robe, stepped from the doorway of the staircase that led from the kitchen to the upstairs apartment.
When he saw me, he looked momentarily startled, but then he said cheerfully, �Good evening, Mr. Martinez. We seem to have caught some fish.�
By the increased light I could see the struggling figures under the net were a pair of teenagers from the neighborhood, both members of the Street Tigers. One was named Pancho Gomez and the other was a youth named Will Talley.
All their struggles were accomplishing was to get them more fouled up in the net. They had managed to thrust all four arms and all four legs through openings and back through other openings until they were hopelessly enmeshed.
Putting away my gun, I moved into the kitchen. Glancing upward, I said to Mr. Olem, �How�d you have this contraption rigged?�
�On retractable hooks,� he said. He indicated a series of small, oblong, open-fronted boxes attached to the ceiling at the edges of the room on all four sides. �You can�t see the hooks now, because they�re retracted into their receivers.�
�What made them retract?�
�An electric eye activates the device when an intruder gets within six feet of the office door. I also rigged a separate electric eye for use during business hours. It causes the hooks to retract only when someone walks through the office door into the office. I figured that in the event of a holdup, I would be forced to the office at gun point and would enter it first. The net would then drop over whoever was behind me after I was safely out of its way. After closing the store, I�ve been switching off that electric eye and turning on the other one.�
I gazed up at the series of boxes again wonderingly. �Where did you ever acquire the know-how to rig anything like this?�
�Oh, I was once a foreman in a Berlin plant that manufactured electronic equipment,� he said offhandedly.
I wondered if there were any specialized field, including brain surgery, in which he didn�t have at least a smattering of knowledge.
From under the net, Pancho Gomez called plaintively, �Will you get as out of here, Mr. Martinez?�
�You�ll be all right there until the cops arrive,� I told him. �Just relax.�
Mr. Olem cleared his throat. �Maybe it would be better to free them from the net before the police arrive, Mr. Martinez. You could keep them covered with your gun.�
�Why?� I asked with raised brows. �They�re safer where they are.�
�Perhaps, but if we simply turn the boys over to the police with the story that we captured them in the act of committing burglary, the story won�t draw more than a line or two on the inside pages of the papers. But if news of my burglar trap leaks out, some reporter may play it up as a human-interest story. And once the thing receives any publicity, it will be forever after useless.�
After thinking this over, I nodded. �I see your point. Okay, you peel that net off them while I keep them covered. I�ll let you get it out of sight before we phone the police. I doubt that the boys will care to mention how they were trapped to anyone, because it makes them look kind of silly.�
I drew my gun again.
The story did only rate brief mention on the inside pages of the local papers. Because they were both juveniles, the boys� names weren�t even given.
Later, I got to wondering if there hadn�t been a potential page-one story in Mr. Olem�s device, though; not just because of its cleverness, but because of possible catches it might have made previously that went unreported.
I don�t know that it ever made any previous catches, of course. It�s pure speculation based on what may well be merely my overactive imagination, but young Joe Ramirez, Tommy Coster and Jimmy Elias still haven�t reappeared in the neighborhood, and none of the other Street Tigers seem to know where they are. They�ve dropped out of sight before, but never for this long. No one but me is likely to get worried about them, because Joe and Tommy don�t have any parents, and Jim�s father disowned him.
Also, it was odd the way that bandit pair in the witches� masks so abruptly ended their crime spree. Their first night of activity they made three hits. It occurs to me as possible that they again planned three hits instead of only two on their second night out � and maybe the third was Olem�s Delicatessen.
If I hadn�t happened along just as the net dropped over the Gomez and Talley boys, I wonder if the break-in would have been reported.
For a time the seeming lack of any motive on Mr. Olem�s part stymied me. Then I started thinking about his experience of living with a native tribe in New Guinea in his youth. I looked up New Guinea in the encyclopedia and it is one of the few places left in the world where some natives still practice cannibalism.
After stewing about the whole thing for several days, I finally decided to continue my lifelong habit of minding my own business � but I�m not going to eat any more of Mr. Olem�s delicious sausage.
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I stayed out until 11:00 p.m., hoping the landlady would be in bed by then, but she had waited up, and her door opened just after I had sneaked past it.
�Mr. Willard!�
I flinched, then turned around to face her. She stood in her doorway, fat arms folded across her ample bosom, her eyes blazing.
�Yes, Mrs. Emory?� I said meekly.
�It is the seventeenth!�
�Yes, ma�am, I know we promised the back rent today, but the fight we had scheduled was postponed��
�Fight, schmight,� Mrs. Emory interrupted. �I don�t think you�re ever going to have another fight. You and Mr. Jones either pay up or get out. Tonight!�
�At this hour? Be reasonable, Mrs. Emory. I guarantee that by noon at the latest��
I was interrupted again, this time by the front door opening with a bang. I recognized my roommate and manager by his lanky legs. That�s all you could see of him because the upper part of his body, and even his head, was hidden by the huge pile of packages he was carrying.
I moved forward to relieve him of part of the load. In one of the paper bags I took from him, bottles clinked in an interesting manner.
Ambrose Jones peered around the remainder of the packages. �Ah, Mrs. Emory,� he said with amiable formality, �you�re looking particularly revolting tonight.�
If the packages hadn�t already given it away, his greeting would have told me that Ambrose had fallen into money. He always insulted the landlady when he was flush. His formal tone also told me he was half-stoned.
Mrs. Emory knew the symptoms, too, and ignored the insult because she knew it meant our back rent was forthcoming. She used her pass key to open the door, and we both dumped our packages on the nearest twin bed. With a flourish Ambrose drew out a roll of bills.
�Here you are, my benevolent gargoyle,� he said, counting out four twenties into the landlady�s outstretched palm. �Two weeks back rent and two weeks rent in advance.�
Mrs. Emory sniffed and left the room. Ambrose locked the door behind her and fanned the roll to show me that the twenties had been its lowest denomination. Most of the bills were fifties.
�How soon can we expect cops to be beating on the door?� I asked.
�Now, Sam,� he said reproachfully, �this represents the advance on a business transaction. One thousand dollars, less what I spent for purchases and paid to Mrs. Emory. We have four thousand more coming at the conclusion of the deal.�
The only thing I could think of was that he must have matched me with the champ and guaranteed that I would take a dive. No, that couldn�t be it. Why would the champ need a guarantee? I hadn�t lasted a full round in two years and hadn�t even had a fight in six months.
While I was going through these mental convolutions, Ambrose was opening packages. There were clothes for both of us. There were cold cuts, cheese, rye bread, pickles, caviar and smoked oysters. There was champagne, Scotch, bourbon and various mixes.
Ambrose stacked the comestibles on the dresser.
While he sorted out the clothing, his and mine, I made myself a thick sandwich.
Then I asked. �Who do we have to kill?�
�A fellow named Everett Dobbs,� he said brightly, and poured champagne into two water glasses.
I said, �Kidding aside, Ambrose, what�s the deal?� He raised his eyebrows at me, and popped a couple of smoked oysters into his mouth which he swallowed before saying, �I told you. Our client is a Mrs. Cornelia Dobbs, a handsome but fading nymph of middle age who has tired of her husband. I met her in a bar. After buying me several drinks she broached the subject of murder. She seemed to be under the impression I was a criminal type because the place was Monty�s.�
That was understandable. Monty�s is a waterfront bar where a large percentage of the clientele are criminal types.
�So you conned her out of a grand,� I said.
�Conned her? I accepted an ethically binding advance. Are you accusing me of being dishonest?�
I found shot glasses in the top bureau drawer, opened a bottle of bourbon and poured. We had several more each, along with cold cuts, cheese, caviar, smoked oysters and pickles. As we reveled, Ambrose explained the arrangements he had made in more detail.
Everett Dobbs was a retired real-estate speculator with about half the money in the county. He and his would-be widow lived in one of the huge homes in the Glen Ridge area. Dobbs spent most of his time at the Glen Ridge Country Club, however, and that�s where Cornelia Dobbs wanted us to �take� him.
According to Cornelia, her husband left the club promptly at eleven every night, almost invariably alone, and drove home. She had furnished Ambrose with a description of the man�s car and its license number. We were to wait in the parking lot, waylay him, and drive him off in his own car. One of us would drive Dobbs� car, the other would follow in the jalopy Ambrose and I jointly owned. We would arrange some kind of fatal accident. Cornelia, of course, would have arranged an unbreakable alibi.
I didn�t doubt he was completely serious at this particular moment, and I was quite sure there actually was a Mrs. Cornelia Dobbs and that Ambrose had agreed to kill her husband for five thousand dollars, but Ambrose tended to lose his sense of perspective when he was drinking. I figured that when he groped through the red haze of next morning�s hangover, he would be appalled at himself.
In fact, I thought I might have a problem convincing him to keep the thousand-dollar advance. Cornelia could hardly demand it back without risking considerable trouble for herself, but my manager had a peculiar code of ethics. He was capable of arranging a fixed fight, but he always stood by his word.
I was still turning over in my mind arguments in favor of keeping the advance and telling Cornelia to get lost when Ambrose passed out.
Ambrose awoke with the hangover I had predicted. When he could open his eyes all the way without bleeding to death, he gave me a weak smile and elbowed up.
�Smoked oysters don�t mix very well with champagne, I guess.�
�No,� I agreed. �I�m sure it was the oysters.�
He got up, wrapped a robe around his lanky frame and went up the hall to shower and shave. When he came back, I made the same trip.
Ambrose has remarkable powers of recuperation. He was dressed and clear-eyed by the time I got back. We had no conversation until I finished dressing.
Then I said, �You won�t have to return the money. She couldn�t possibly do anything about it.�
�Return it? Why should I return it?�
�I mean she can�t go to the police.�
He frowned at me. �Why should she go to the police?�
�For fraud. When we don�t kill her husband.�
He examined me as though searching for the hole in my head.
I said patiently, �You�re certainly not serious about becoming a professional killer.�
�For five thousand dollars? Of course, I am. I explained it all last night.�
�You were drunk last night. We�re not killers.�
�We�re not anything,� he said. �You�re not a fighter. You�re an ex-fighter, which makes me not anything either. I�m an ex-fight manager.�
There must have been a lost look on my face, because he said in a more kindly tone, �This is our chance, Sam. With a stake we could find another fighter. I�ll manage and you can train him.�
�But murder, Ambrose!�
�Aw, come off it, Sam. You killed a man in the ring once.�
�An accident,� I said. �It�s not the same. They put you in the gas chamber for murder.�
�Only if they catch you. Do you know why most murderers get caught?�
�Sure. Because they�re not as smart as cops.�
�Most aren�t,� Ambrose agreed. �Statistically, eighty percent of the murders in this country are committed by friends or relatives of the victims. The cops have it easy with these cases. They simply check back on all the victim�s associates, and eventually they have to come to the one who pulled the trigger or swung the axe or dropped the poison in the coffee.�
�So eventually they�ll get to us.�
Ambrose gave his head a slow shake. �How? We�ve never even seen him and he�s never seen us. There�s no point of contact for the cops to check back on.�
That made sense, but it takes a while to adjust to the idea of murder. I said, �They always suspect the wife. Suppose she breaks down and fingers us?�
�She won�t break down. She�ll have a perfect alibi, and besides, it�s going to look like an accident.�
I fingered one of my cauliflower ears while I thought this over. Finally I said, �Suppose he doesn�t come out of the club alone?�
�Then we wait until the next night and Cornelia rigs another alibi.�
I had only one last question. �How do we collect the other four thousand?�
�She�s to bring it to Monty�s tomorrow night.�
�I�m still not convinced,� I said. �Let�s go get some breakfast, and maybe you can convince me while we�re eating.�
He did.
We spent the day in plans and preparations. We drove out to Glen Ridge Country Club and looked over the parking lot. Then we drove over the route Everett Dobbs would take home and found a beautiful spot for an accident.
The road wound over Glen Ridge, a small mountain with a hairpin turn right at the crest, protected only by a wooden guard rail. Below the guard rail the mountainside sloped down at a sixty-degree angle to another section of the winding road nearly fifty feet below.
�They�ll think he cracked up on the way home,� Ambrose said. �Cornelia says he drinks a lot, so it�ll just look like another drunk who missed a curve.�

We got out to the country club at nine that night, just in case Everett Dobbs left early. Ambrose parked the jalopy and we got out to look for Dobbs� car. Cornelia had described it to Ambrose and had given him its license number, so we had no difficulty finding it even though it was quite dark by then and there were some fifty other cars on the lot.
As soon as we located it, Ambrose drove the jalopy into a vacant slot right behind it, and we settled back to wait.
Ambrose had brought along a fifth of Scotch for himself and a quart of bourbon for me in order to relieve the tedium. We also needed it to quiet our nerves.
�Maybe we�d better slow down on the hootch,� I suggested.
Ambrose frowned at me in the darkness and took another swig of Scotch. �I�m as sober as a sphinx,� he said.
At 10:00 p.m. a lone figure came from the direction of the clubhouse and weaved in our direction. He was a tall, lean man in a dark suit, and his gait indicated he was cock-eyed out of his skull.
�If that�s Dobbs, he�s an hour early,� Ambrose said. �From the looks of him, the barkeep probably cut him off. He wouldn�t have lasted until eleven.�
The man put a key into the door lock of the car we were watching.
�Guess this is it,� I said. �I can handle this joker alone. You just follow.�
I got out of the car and was surprised when I staggered slightly. Straightening, I went over to where the tall man was still fumbling with the lock.
�Having trouble?� I asked.
�The keyhole keeps moving, old man,� he said. �Would you mind seeing if you can hit it?�
He handed me the keys. The keyhole was moving, I noticed, but I managed to slip the key into it on the second try.
�Bravo!� the tall man said when I pulled the door open. �May I buy you a drink for your trouble?�
I decided getting him to go along willingly would be simpler than slugging him. �Sure,� I said, �but not here. I know a better place.�
�Fine,� he said with enthusiasm. �Any place good enough for my friends is good enough for me.� He thrust out his hand. �My name is Dobbs, old buddy.�
I shook the hand. �Willard,� I said. �Sam Willard, pal o� mine.�
�Delighted, old man. And now the keys, please.�
�Maybe I�d better drive,� I said. �I know where this place is, and you don�t.�
�Be my guest,� he said, offering a little bow and losing his balance.
Preventing him from falling on his face by catching him, I helped him into the car, then slid behind the wheel.
The engine purred beautifully. As I pulled off the lot, the jalopy chugged along behind us. Dobbs promptly went to sleep. We reached the hairpin turn at the top of Glen Ridge without incident. It was just beyond the crest, so that there was a slight downgrade to it. I parked on the very crest and Ambrose parked behind me. There wasn�t another car in sight.
Dobbs was still sleeping, and I was afraid he would wake up if I pulled him over under the wheel. I figured nobody would be able to tell he hadn�t been behind the wheel anyway, after a drop of fifty feet.
Ambrose came up, weaving slightly, as I climbed from the car. Leaving the door open, I shifted into drive, released the emergency brake and reached in to press the accelerator with my hand. I pressed it gently, just enough to start the car rolling. Then I shifted into neutral, pulled out my head and slammed the door.
It was about forty feet to the guard rail. The car picked up speed nicely and crashed through the wooden barrier as though it were cardboard. The sound of vegetation being torn out by the roots ended in a tremendous crash from below.
We raced back to the jalopy, Ambrose backed and turned, and we headed back the way we had come.
�Maybe we should have kept going the other way,� he said worriedly as we reached the next turn. �We have to drive right past where it landed, and maybe it�s blocked the road.�
�It probably just bounced and kept going,� I said. �There�s another small drop on the other side.�
We rounded another curve, and now were right below the hairpin turn. A fender, a wheel and a lot of broken glass littered the road. Presumably the rest of the car had continued on across the road, over the next bank and down into the underbrush below us. We couldn�t see down there because it was too dark.
Ambrose slowed to five miles an hour in order to edge past the debris. A tall figure slid on the seat of his pants from the undergrowth sloping upward to our right. Ambrose braked to a dead halt.
The man picked himself up, brushed off his pants and staggered over to the window on my side of the car. His clothing was pretty well torn up, but otherwise he seemed unharmed.
Leaning his head into the car, he said, �I say, gentlemen, I seem to have had a bit of an accident. Must have gone to sleep.�
He was looking straight at me with no sign of recognition. Apparently he was one of those drunks who blank out, because he obviously had no recollection of our previous encounter.
�I�m not exactly sure where I am,� he said in a tone of apology. �Do you happen to know?�
�Glen Ridge,� I said.
�Oh, yes.� He glanced around vaguely. �I recognize it now. I say, do you suppose that�s part of my car?� He was looking at the smashed green fender.
�Uh-huh,� I said. �No point in looking for the rest. I doubt that it will run.� I got out of the car. �Get in.�
�Why that�s very nice of you gentlemen,� he said, climbing into the middle. �May I buy you gentlemen a drink?�
�We have one,� I said, handing him the bourbon bottle.
He took a grateful swig as Ambrose started the car. When he handed the bottle back, I took a swig, too. Ambrose lifted his Scotch bottle from the floor and had a drink.
�What now?� I asked Ambrose.
�I�m thinking,� he said.
�I think I must have been heading for the country club,� Dobbs said, �but I can�t go in these clothes. Would you gentlemen mind dropping me at my boat?�
�What boat?� Ambrose asked.
�I keep it at the Lakeshore Yacht Club.� Suddenly his face brightened with inspiration. �Do you gentlemen enjoy night fishing?�
Even as dark as it was I could see the interest in Ambrose�s face. �What kind of boat do you have?�
�Just a small one. A twenty-five-footer.�
Ambrose and I exchanged glances, both thinking the same thing.
�You mean you�d like to go fishing tonight?� Ambrose asked.
�If you gentlemen have the time to be my guests.�
�We�ll take the time,� Ambrose said.
The pier of the Lakeshore Yacht Club was well lighted, and we could see about fifty boats, ranging from skills with outboard motors to cabin cruisers, docked in individual slips. None of the other owners seemed to share Dobbs� enthusiasm for night fishing, because there wasn�t a single car in the parking area facing the pier.
Our host directed us to park in front of slip number twelve. The boat was a graceful little cabin cruiser with an enclosed bridge. A registration number and the name Bountiful was painted on the bow.
Ambrose carried the Scotch bottle as we clambered aboard. Dobbs and I had finished the bourbon en route. By now he was so snockered, we had to help him aboard.
Dobbs showed us below by opening the hatch and falling down the ladder. I was the next down, but I held onto an iron handrail and made it erect. I lit my lighter, spotted a wall switch and flicked on an overhead light. By the time Ambrose had joined us, I had helped Dobbs to his feet.
�Thanks, old man,� he said. �I�ll have to get those steps fixed.�
There were four bunks and a couple of cupboards in the cabin. Dobbs opened one of the cupboards and took out a couple of fishing rods. �Bait�s topside,� he said, dropping the rods and staggering to hands and knees.
I helped him to his feet again as Ambrose collected the rods. Ambrose carried them tops while I assisted Dobbs up the ladder. Dobbs collapsed in a canvas chair on the stern deck and immediately went to sleep.
�You know how to run this thing?� Ambrose asked.
�I�ve handled boats,� I said. �Not on fresh water, but it shouldn�t be any different than salt water. I�ll take a look.�
I climbed up to the wheelhouse and, with the aid of my lighter, found the control-panel lights. It took my eyes a time to focus, but eventually I figured out the purpose of the various controls. I started the engine, let it idle and switched on the running lights.
Ambrose climbed up into the wheelhouse. �You familiar with the harbor?� he asked.
�I told you I�d never been out on the lake before.�
�No, you didn�t. You just said you�d never handled a boat on fresh water.�
�All right,� I said. �No, I�m not familiar with the harbor, but the channel will be marked with buoys.�
Ambrose peered aft. �That looks like a seawall out there. Don�t run into it.�
I looked that way and dimly saw a long concrete breakwater across the mouth of the harbor. A pair of blinking red lights about fifty feet apart bobbed in the water at the near end of it.
�I know how to navigate,� I growled. �Go cast off.� He started down the ladder frontward, then changed his mind and backed down, holding onto the iron handrail with his free hand.
After some fumbling with the line he finally cast off. A moment later I backed from the slip, swung the boat around and headed at low speed for the lighted buoys marking the harbor entrance.
�Go out a couple of miles,� Ambrose said.
My navigation must have been a little rusty, because I scraped one of the lighted buoys as we went by. I missed the other by a good fifty feet, however.
Then we were beyond the seawall, in open water. There was only a slight roll, but it brought a groan from Ambrose. I opened the throttle and headed straight out from shore.
Ambrose had said to go out a couple of miles, but I couldn�t seem to focus my eyes on the compass, and I was afraid if I got too far out to see the harbor lights, I might get turned around. About a half mile out I shifted into neutral, let the boat drift and went down on deck. I figured nobody as drunk as Dobbs would be able to swim a half mile.
Dobbs was still asleep. Ambrose was hanging onto the stern rail and breathing deeply. His face was pale.
�Feel better?� I asked.
�I�m all right. How far out are we?�
�Far enough,� I said, and lifted Dobbs from his chair. He nestled his head against my shoulder like a baby.
I heaved him over the stern. There was a splash, a sound of floundering, then a sputtering noise.
�Man overboard!� came a strangled shout from the darkness.
The shout came from several yards away, because the boat was drifting rapidly. I went tops, engaged the clutch and swung back toward the harbor. Ambrose came up to stand beside me.
As we neared the blinking red lights of the buoys, I thought of something. I said, �Aren�t the cops going to wonder how Dobbs got so far out if we leave his boat docked?�
Ambrose patted my shoulder. �Luckily you have a manager to do your thinking for you, my sinewed but brainless friend. After we land, we�ll aim the boat back out to open water. Eventually it�ll run out of gas and be found drifting. When Dobbs� body is washed up and the autopsy shows he was full of alcohol, it�ll be obvious he fell overboard in a drunken stupor.�
I wasn�t so brainless that I couldn�t see a big hole in this plan. We were almost to the marked channel now. I cut the throttle way down, swung in a circle and began to back toward the end of the seawall.
�What are you doing?� Ambrose asked.
�You can�t aim a pilotless boat like you do a gun,� I said. �There isn�t a chance in a thousand I could hit the channel if I started it out from shore. It�d crash right into the inner side of the seawall and give the cops something to wonder about. So we�ll land on the seawall, aim it outward from here, then walk along the wall to shore.�
I was making sternway at too sharp an angle. I shifted to ahead, pulled forward several yards and tried again. I had to maneuver several times before I got it just right, but I finally managed to slide the boat gently against the end of the cement wall with its bow pointed outward.
About a dozen seagulls roosting on the wall flapped away when the hull scraped the cement.
Ambrose jumped onto the wall and held the boat there by the rail. I could hear the cement grinding a little paint off, but it wasn�t doing any serious damage.
I set the rudder so the boat would go straight out from shore, spiked the wheel, engaged the clutch, and gave it just enough gas for headway. Then I scrambled down the ladder. Ambrose had been unable to hold the boat against the thrust of the propeller, and there was already a three-foot gap of water between me and the wall when I mounted the rail.
I made a mighty leap, landed on the wall and crashed into Ambrose, knocked him down. Another flock of seagulls a little farther on flapped into the air.
Ambrose climbed to his feet, examined his hands, then tried to peer around at the seat of his pants. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his hands.
�This wall�s just been painted,� he said.
�That�s not paint,� I told him. �It�s seagull manure.�
A revolted expression formed on his face. He wiped at the seat of his pants with the handkerchief, then tossed it into the water. I led the way along the seawall to where the harbor shore curved around to meet its far end. Roosting seagulls rose at our approach and settled again on other parts of the wall. As we neared the wall�s end, I spotted a pair of blinking red lights and came to an abrupt halt.
�What�s the matter?� Ambrose asked.
�I hope not what I think. We�ll know in a minute.�
We went on and discovered that what I had hoped against was true. The blinking red lights I had seen were on buoys marking another channel. There was seventy-five feet of water between us and shore.
Ambrose said bitterly, �I should never let you think.�
�So we�ll get wet. We�ll just have to swim for it.�
�I can�t swim,� Ambrose announced.
After some unfriendly discussion, we finally solved that problem. Ambrose held onto my belt while I breast-stroked across the seventy-five-foot channel. We climbed out on what seemed to be the public dock. A few fishing tugs were tied up to it, but nobody was around.
�At least I got my pants clean,� Ambrose said, craning around in an attempt to see his seat.
It was about three-quarters of a mile along the curving shore back to where our jalopy was parked. We sloshed along without conversation. Although it was a fairly warm night, we were chilly in our wet clothes. Occasionally I could hear Ambrose�s teeth chattering.
As we reached the Yacht Club pier, I spotted the running lights of a boat just entering the harbor by means of the channel we had used. The lights moved in our direction.
We both halted in front of slip twelve and watched the Bountiful slide smoothly into its slot. The running lights went out and a tall, lean figure descended to the deck and tied up. Then he saw us standing there.
�Hello, fellows,� Dobbs said cordially, examining our wet clothes with interest. �You get a ducking too?�
�Uh-huh,� Ambrose said morosely.
�Lose your boat?�
He had blanked out again. He didn�t even remember us.
I said, �Yeah.�
�Too bad,� Dobbs said with sympathy. �I was luckier.� He indicated his own sopping clothing. �I�m not sure just what happened, because I was drinking a little. First I knew, I was in the water and separated from the boat. You can bet that sobered me up. I swam around for a devil of a long time before it swung back right by me at a speed slow enough for me to climb aboard.�
�You�re a lucky guy,� Ambrose said sourly, his mouth drooping.
In an apologetic tone Dobbs said, �I�d offer you a change of clothes, but I only have one on board. You live far from here?�
�Clear downtown,� Ambrose said.
�Well, if you wait until I change, I have a place near here where you can dry out. It�s not my home, but it has a dryer in it, and something to drink.�
We decided to wait.
Dobbs disappeared below. Ten minutes later he reappeared wearing sneakers, white ducks and a turtle-neck sweater. When he stepped onto the pier he staggered slightly, but instantly righted himself. I realized that while his cold bath had sobered him considerably, he was still about half-stoned.
He glanced around the parking area and looked puzzled when he saw no car but ours.
�How the devil did I get here?� he asked. �I just remembered my car�s in the repair shop.�
He must have a vague recollection of the accident, I thought. Neither of us told him his car wasn�t in a garage, but was spread over a considerable area at Glen Ridge.
�Must have taken a taxi,� he decided. He thrust out his hand to me. �My name�s Dobbs.�
�Willard,� I said.
When he offered his hand to Ambrose, Ambrose said, �Jones.�
�Delighted,� Dobbs said. �How�d you lose your boat?�
�Capsized,� Ambrose said briefly. �It was only a skiff and we were inside the seawall.�
We let Dobbs sit in the back of the jalopy so that we wouldn�t get him wet. He directed Ambrose to drive three blocks south to Main Street, then two blocks west.
�Pull in that driveway,� he said, pointing.
The entrance to the drive was between stone pillars. On one of the pillars was a sign: Dobbs Funeral Home.
Dobbs had Ambrose park by a side entrance and we all got out.
As our host fiddled with a key, I whispered to Ambrose, �I thought this guy was in real estate.�
�Retired,� Ambrose whispered back. �Guess he�s gone into another business.�
Dobbs got the door open and led us into a small foyer. An open door off the left side revealed a business office. Dobbs opened a door to the right, flicked on a light switch and led us down a flight of stairs to the basement.
We passed through a room full of empty caskets into another room where there was a sink, a couple of metal tables on wheels and a counter along one wall containing implements of various kinds. I guessed this was the embalming room.
From a cupboard Dobbs took two folded white cloths which looked like small sheets, except that the material was heavier. He handed one to me and one to Ambrose.
�Sorry I haven�t robes to loan you while your clothing dries,� he said, �but you can wrap yourselves in these.�
We emptied our pockets on one of the embalming tables, stripped off our clothes and wrapped the sheet-like cloths around us like togas. Dobbs carried our clothing, including our shoes, into what seemed to be a service hall off the embalming room. A moment later we heard a laundry dryer start to rotate.
When Dobbs came back, Ambrose asked, �What are these things we�re wearing?�
�Shrouds,� Dobbs said.
I didn�t exactly shudder, but I hoped he had set the dryer on high.
Dobbs went over to a cabinet, took out three water glasses and a bottle of Scotch. I noted that there were several other bottles in the cabinet. He set the glasses on one of the embalming tables, poured a stiff jolt into each glass and held onto the bottle.
�Let�s go in here where it�s more comfortable,� he said, and led us into a comfortable little den. Dobbs set the bottle on a desk and took an easy chair, Ambrose took another and I sat on the sofa.
�Cheers,� Dobbs said, raising his glass.
We raised ours in salute. Dobbs tossed off his whole drink. Ambrose and I each took only about half of ours.
It went that way for the next half-hour. For every ounce of Scotch Ambrose and I drank, Dobbs put away two. At the end of the half-hour the bottle was empty. Dobbs tried to get out of his chair and found that he couldn�t.
�I say, old man,� he said to Ambrose, �would you mind getting us a fresh bottle?�
The swim had considerably sobered me, but I was beginning to feel a little fuzzy again. Ambrose seemed perfectly sober, though, when he rose, clutched his toga around him and went into the embalming room. I noticed he carried the empty Scotch bottle with him.
�How long does that dryer take?� I asked Dobbs.
�Dryer?�
�You put our clothes in the dryer, remember?� I said. �How long does it take?�
�Oh, your clothes. Yes, of course. They�re out in the dryer, old man.�
�How long does it take?� I asked patiently.
�The dryer? About forty-five minutes. Wasn�t there another gentleman with us a moment ago?�
�He went after more Scotch,� I informed him.
�He did? That was unnecessary. There�s plenty in the embalming room.� He attempted to focus his eyes on a wristwatch, gave up and asked, �What time is it, old friend?�
My watch said eleven-thirty, which surprised me. Then I realized it was stopped. It wasn�t waterproof.
�I don�t know,� I said. �I�d guess about twelve-thirty.�
Ambrose came back carrying two bottles. He handed one to Dobbs, poured drinks for me and himself from the other. Dobbs poured his tumbler nearly full. We all drank, Dobbs, as usual, pouring it all down in one gulp. He looked surprised.
�Was that Scotch?� he asked in a squeaky voice.
He picked up his private bottle and looked at the label. His eyes wouldn�t focus on it, so I went over and looked at it.
�Scotch,� I verified.
Dobbs gave a relieved nod and poured himself another glassful. I went back to the sofa, sat down and looked at Ambrose. He was looking at Dobbs.
Ambrose raised his glass and said, �Cheers.�
Dobbs drained his glass and looked surprised again. �Odd,� he said, staring at the glass.
Ambrose got up, wrapped his toga about him and went over to pour the man a third drink. Dobbs merely continued to stare down at it thoughtfully.
We sat there in silence for about ten minutes. Ambrose and I finished our drinks and Ambrose poured two more. Dobbs hadn�t sampled his third one.
�Cheers,� Ambrose said, raising his glass.
Dobbs raised his very slowly. It took him a couple of minutes to let it trickle down his throat, but he managed to put it all away. His arm came down with equal slowness, resting the glass on the arm of his chair.
Ambrose asked, �How long does that dryer take?�
Our host didn�t answer. I said, �Forty-five minutes.�
�Then our clothes should be done,� Ambrose said.
The dryer had stopped. Our clothes were bone dry, but our suits were wrinkled and the shoes were stiff.
When we had dressed, Ambrose carefully refolded the shrouds and replaced them in the cupboard. We picked our pocket items from the embalming table and stowed them away.
�What about him?� I asked, jerking my thumb toward the den.
�He should be done, too.�
A trifle unsteadily he walked into the den. I trailed along. Dobbs sat in his chair with a fixed smile on his face. Ambrose went over and shook him. There was no response.
Ambrose tried to lift the glass from his hand, but couldn�t. He tried to pry the man�s fingers loose, but they were gripping the glass too tightly.
�What�s the matter with him?� I asked.
�He drank about a fifth of embalming fluid.�
I gave the man in the chair a startled look. �You mean he�s finally dead?�
�Cold as a carp. We�d better get him out of here.�
�Why?� I asked.
Ambrose thought this over, weaving slightly. Presently he said, �I think we�d better collect on this tonight and then blow town, instead of waiting until tomorrow night. And what better proof of accomplishment can we show than this corpse?�
It was my turn to think matters over. Somehow his suggestion didn�t strike me as very wise. If we left Dobbs where he was, it seemed to me the cops would assume he got too stoned to know the difference between Scotch and embalming fluid, which was more or less what had actually happened. Driving around with a corpse in the car seemed asking for trouble, but as Ambrose had pointed out, what better proof could there be than the corpse?
Ambrose said, �Take that glass out of his hand.�
I tried, but I couldn�t bend his fingers.
�The hell with it,� Ambrose said. �Just carry him out to the car.�
He was stiff as a frozen steak. When I heaved him into my arms, he remained in his seated position, his right arm thrust out in front of him and the glass still clutched in his hand.
Ambrose picked up the Scotch bottle we had partly emptied, plus the one containing the embalming fluid. He switched off the den light and carried the two bottles into the embalming room.
He set down the Scotch bottle and dumped the embalming fluid in the other one down the sink. I stood with the rigid body of Dobbs in my arms as he rinsed out the bottle and dropped it into a waste can. Then he picked up the Scotch bottle and preceded me into the casket room, switching off the embalming room light as he went through the door.
At the top of the stairs he flicked the light switch to turn off the light in the casket room. When I had carried Dobbs into the foyer, he closed the door behind me. The foyer light had been on when we entered, so we left it that way. Ambrose set the spring lock on the side door before pulling it closed behind us.
I set Dobbs in the rear of the jalopy, where he sat erect, smiling frozenly and thrusting his glass out before him. I climbed in front and Ambrose backed out of the driveway.
It was a long drive to the home of Everett and Cornelia Dobbs. When we passed the place where the car had crashed, someone had pulled the wheel and fender off onto the shoulder, but the road was still littered with glass.
It must have been 2:00 a.m. when we finally arrived. A curving drive led past a swimming pool which had underwater lights. Since no one was in the pool, I assumed the lights were left on all night as a safety precaution so no one would fall into it in the dark.
The house was a two-story brick. Ambrose parked right in front of the porch and we both went up to the door. Through a window we could see a night light on in the front room. Ambrose rang the bell.
�Suppose she�s not alone?� I said.
�She will be. She outlined her plans to me in detail. She was having some women in for bridge to establish her alibi. She estimated they would leave about midnight, and she was going to ask the woman who had driven the others here to call her when she got home so she�d know everybody got home safely. That would cover her until about twelve-thirty, then she planned to go to bed until the police awakened her to report the accident.�
Several minutes passed and Ambrose had rung the bell again before it finally opened. A bleached blonde of about thirty-five in a housecoat peered out.
�Ah, Mrs. Dobbs,� Ambrose said with a formal bow which nearly threw him off balance before he managed to right himself. �This is my partner, Sam Willard.�
She barely glanced at me. �What in heaven�s name are you doing here?�
�Reporting mission accomplished. We have the evidence in the car.�
She came out on the porch and looked from me to Ambrose. �That�s impossible.�
�Look in the back of our car,� Ambrose said, making a grand gesture in that direction.
�What are you talking about?� she asked crossly. �Everett phoned me from the club. He loaned his car to Herman and stayed there all night.�
She went down the steps and peered into the back seat. Her eyes grew saucer size.
�Herman!� she said. �What�s the matter with him?� We had followed her down the steps.
Ambrose said, �Herman?�
She swung on him. �That�s Everett�s younger brother, you fool! The man I intend to marry. What have you done to him?�
One thing about Ambrose: even snookered to the eyebrows he could always think on his feet. He said soothingly, �He�s merely drunk, madam. We�ll see that he gets home safely. Sorry we erred. He was getting into your husband�s car and he said his name was Dobbs, so naturally we assumed he was your husband.�
�Why did you bring him here anyway?� she snapped.
Ambrose was still thinking on his feet. He said, �We meant to undress him, put on his swim trunks and drown him in the pool.�
�Shut up!� she hissed. �Herman doesn�t know anything about my plans! Or at least he didn�t.�
�He can�t hear you,� Ambrose assured her. �He�s passed out.�
He gave her another formal bow, rounded the car and slid under the wheel. I scrambled in next to him. Ambrose backed the car, turned and drove back down the driveway. Gazing back, I saw Cornelia Dobbs still glaring after us.
Ambrose pulled over to the curb as soon as we hit the street, cut the engine and lights.
�What now, genius?� I asked.
�We wait until her lights go out again.�
All but the night light went out a few minutes later. �Okay,� Ambrose said. �Lift him out.�
I got out, reached in back and lifted the stiff body into my arms. Ambrose led the way up the driveway and over to the swimming pool. There were a couple of canvas lawn chairs next to it. Ambrose had me set Herman Dobbs in one.
He had brought along the Scotch bottle. He stood contemplating Herman Dobbs� frozen smile for a moment, then poured the outstretched glass half-full.
�Cheers,� he said gloomily. �Now let�s get the hell out of here, pack our stuff and head south.�

He�ll Kill You

Originally published in Detective Tales, November 1950.

I said, �I think I�d better report Ellen missing tomorrow. If we wait any longer, the police may think it strange.�
Margot�s freckled face spread in the grin I had grown to love. She always laughed when I mentioned Ellen, and while I loved the sound of her deep, good-humored laughter, her jollity on this subject upset me. I suppose humor was the sanest attitude toward Ellen�s departure, and I for one certainly felt no regrets, but somehow Margot�s laughter indicated a lack of delicacy I would not have expected from her.
It was the laughter and the wide, unaffected grin that first drew me to Margot. When we moved to Bradford, the faculty house assigned us was next door to hers, and my study window looked directly into the broad windows of Margot�s sun room, where she kept her phone. She was fond of phone gossip, and often I would see her there, her sun-freckled face animated with laughter, and one lean, strong hand making wide gestures as she talked. When she phoned Ellen I particularly enjoyed watching her, for in the hall I could hear Ellen�s part of the conversation, and from Ellen�s words and Margot�s gestures, sometimes piece together what Margot was saying.
Almost from the first we were attracted to each other � as early as the faculty tea given in my honor as the new head of the English Department. Miss Rottell, the dean of women, introduced us, saying in her precise, inhibited drawl, �Professor Brandt, Miss Margot Spring. She�s Music,� and moving away to leave us together.
I remember bowling formally and saying, �An appropriate name, my dear. You have the look about you of nature�s fairest season.�
She laughed. �Why, Professor! I do believe you�re a romantic.�
It started as simply as that, and grew as the months passed into a deep but quiet love. Oh, on the surface we were merely good-natured friends, for in a college town gossip can be fatal to careers, and Margot chose to accept my compliments as laugh-provoking jokes, even when no one was nearby to hear. I too was meticulously careful to arouse no comment. Not once did I even so much as kiss her on the cheek, restraining my physical love-making to an occasional accidental touch � my fingers brushing against her hair when I held her coat as she prepared to leave after a visit with Ellen, or lightly managing to touch her hand as I passed her a cup at a faculty tea.
But the depth of understanding that springs from mature love made my innocent words and gestures as meaningful to Margot as though I held her in my arms, just as her apparently joking replies had a meaning for me that a less perceptive nature might have missed entirely. As a matter of fact, it was best that no one aside from me understood her subtlety, for she had a breathtaking flair for danger and seemed to love making me shudder at the risks she took. She had a trick of brazenly stating her true thoughts as though they were rather clumsy jokes, such as the time she lightly remarked to Ellen, when Ellen first began to plan her visit home, �You better hurry back again, or you may find I�ve stolen your romantic husband.� But Ellen only laughed, and I pretended Margot�s remark was a great joke.
I waited until two days prior to Ellen�s scheduled departure before even mentioning what opportunities her absence would leave us, and even then I brought it up to Margot casually. But she surprised me with the blunt frankness of her reply.
�It�s too bad Ellen means to stay only two weeks,� I remarked.
�Ask her to stay a month,� Margot said. �I�m sure if you explained you wanted to elope with your next-door neighbor, Ellen would be glad to cooperate.�
Margot�s habit of affixing a completely fantastic suggestion to a sensible statement was another twist her odd sense of humor sometimes took, and I knew of course she had no expectation of my explaining any such thing to Ellen.
I asked, �Would you like it if she stayed away permanently?�
�You mean bury her body in the cellar?� She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. �Is there enough insurance to finance our honeymoon?�
I said patiently, �I meant ask her to get a divorce.�
�And have a campus scandal?� Somehow she managed to grin and look horrified at the same time. �No, Theodore. The safest way is the cellar.� She closed one eye and made a cutting motion across her throat.
I said, �I�ve never even killed a chicken.�
�There�s nothing to it,� Margot said. �Read the papers. Husbands do it all the time. I�ll phone Ellen tonight and ask her to stand still.�
�Now please don�t make clever comments to Ellen,� I told her. �I know Ellen misses the double meaning of your jokes, but it�s an unnecessary risk.�
But Margot disobeyed my request when she phoned Ellen that evening. From my study I could see Margot�s wide smile and loosely gesturing hand, and in the hall behind me I could hear Ellen�s restrained laughter.
�It amazes me that you find Theodore so excruciating,� Ellen said. �I�ve never been able to detect the slightest sense of humor in him.�
I knew then that Margot was brazenly describing our conversation to Ellen, and even though Ellen was obviously enjoying it as a joke, I was irritated at Margot for indulging her bizarre sense of humor against my specific request.
It was a week after Ellen�s trip was supposed to have started that I suggested to Margot I inform the police I had not heard from her. We sat in my study sipping a Sunday afternoon cup of tea.
�You�ve never shown me where you buried the body,� Margot said, grinning across her cup like a good-natured spaniel.
I said, �I thought you�d rather not know. However, come along. I�ll show you.�
I rose and led the way through the house with Margot chattering behind me. Getting my flashlight from the kitchen, I preceded her down the cellar steps.
Holding my flash on the floor behind the furnace, I indicated the freshly laid cement. �There,� I said simply.
She turned toward me, a peculiar expression beginning to form on her face, and all at once she was so desirable my restraint fell away and I took her in my arms. She stood stiff but unresisting when I kissed her, and her lips were cool.
Immediately I realized it was a mistake to let down the barriers so soon, and the wisest course was to retain our surface amiability until the police lost interest in the case. I moved back a step, bowed and apologized.
Margot�s stiffened face gradually drained to the color of paper. It was an interesting example of delayed psychological reaction. Obviously the sight of fresh cement for the first time fully impressed on her what we had done, and that it was not a matter for laughter.
She climbed the stairs ahead of me slowly, swaying slightly from shock. When we reached the parlor, she turned to face me and her expression was a study in terror. Without a word, she took her coat and stumbled toward the door.

From my study window I can see her talking on the phone now. But her boyish face is not laughing as usual and that eloquent hand is strangely still. Her expression is one of dull horror, and I am worried that she may transmit some of her feeling to whichever of her innumerable friends she is phoning. But she loves the phone, and perhaps a little womanly gossip will help cure the delayed shock reaction.
I wish she would grin.

A Girl Must Be Practical

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, Nov. 1963.

The phone call Lydia Hartman had been awaiting all day came just as she was leaving the office. She paused in the doorway and waited to see if it was for her.
She heard her boss say, �Apex Insurance. Mr. Tremaine speaking.� Then he looked up and motioned toward her energetically.
Crossing the room, she took the phone from Tremaine�s hand and said into it, �Mrs. Hartman speaking.�
�This is Jules,� a deep masculine voice said in her ear. �I�m calling from Buffalo.�
�Buffalo!� she said abruptly.
�You told me to stick with him no matter where he went,� Jules Weygand said a trifle resentfully. �When he caught a bus to Buffalo, I drove my car up and was waiting at the depot here when he arrived.�
Lydia glanced toward her boss, who had moved across the room and was lifting his hat from a clothes tree.
�Does he know you followed him?� she asked in a low voice.
�He hasn�t seen me. I feel like a private eye, tailing him around like this from one city to the next.�
From the doorway Mr. Tremaine said, �Night, Lydia. Lock the door when you leave, will you?� Placing her hand over the mouth piece, Lydia said, �All right, Mr. Tremaine. Good-night.�
Then, as the door closed behind her boss, she said into the phone, �Is he all right?�
�Of course he�s all right,� Weygand said with a shade more resentment. �He�s registered at the Redmill Hotel, and since noon he�s had two pints of bourbon delivered.�
�I might prevent him from doing something desperate, Jules.�
�Like killing himself? Drunks don�t commit suicide.�
�Jim�s hardly a drunk,� she said sharply. �You can�t blame him for going off the deep end after losing everything he had.�
�He lost it for me too,� Weygand said dryly. �I was his partner, remember?�
�I know,� she said on a note of contrition. �You�ve been like the Rock of Gibralter in this, Jules. You could have prosecuted.�
�I told you he wasn�t planning anything but a drunk.�
�Oh, my!� she said. �If he�s drunk, he might do anything. I�m coming there.�
�I thought you probably would,� he said resignedly. �So I checked train and bus schedules. The next train leaves Rochester at six P.M. and gets here at seven-thirty. There isn�t a bus leaving there until eight.�
�I�ll be on the next train.�
�What do you expect to accomplish?� he asked. �I didn�t hold off for his sake, Lydia. Only for yours. You know how I feel about you.�
�I don�t want to hear that as long as I�m married to Jim,� she said with a return of sharpness. �And I certainly can�t leave him now, when he needs me more than he ever has.�
�That sounds as though you finally plan to, once he�s straightened out,� Weygand said in a pleased voice. �It�s the first real encouragement you�ve given me.�
�Meet me at the station at seven-thirty,� she said, and hung up.

Jules Weygand was waiting when Lydia Hartman got off the train at Buffalo. When she saw him standing, tall and lean and handsome, at the top of the inclined ramp leading up from the trains, it occurred to her that a month ago the sight would have made her heart skip a beat. But then he had been a successful businessman; now he was a bankrupt. She might have traded one successful businessman for another, but she had no desire to trade a bankrupt for a bankrupt. At thirty-two a girl had to start being practical.
He stood smiling down at her as she moved upward toward him, openly admiring the rounded slimness of her body. When she paused before him and he took the small overnight bag from her hand, she tossed her blond head pettishly.
�You shouldn�t look at me like that,� she said.
�You shouldn�t be so beautiful,� he countered, taking her elbow to steer her toward the main exit.
His car was parked on the lot only a few yards from the exit. Dropping the overnight bag in back, he held the door for her, then rounded the car to slide under the wheel.
Without turning on the ignition, he said, �Now that you�re here, what are your plans?�
�To talk to him. If he won�t come home, I�ll stay here with him.�
�And watch him drink himself into a stupor? He may stay on this a week.�
�Then I�ll stay a week.�
�You�ll lose your job.�
�I can phone in the morning. Mr. Tremaine is understanding.�
�But you�ve only been there three weeks, Lydia. Even an understanding boss won�t put up with you taking a week off so soon.�
�I�m not exactly a new employee,� she said. �I worked for Apex Insurance five years while Jim was getting on his feet.�
�You�ve been away five years too.�
�Apparently I haven�t been forgotten, or I wouldn�t have been taken back with a set-up to chief clerk.�
�Yeah,� he said. �That hasn�t helped Jim psychologically either, you moving back to your old employer with a promotion at the moment he�s bungled himself out of business entirely.�
�Bungled?�
�If embezzlement to play the ponies isn�t bungling, I don�t know what is. Why don�t you leave him to stew in his own juice, Lydia? A month ago you were considering it.�
�A month ago he wasn�t down. I can�t leave him now.�
�Your damned loyalty,� he said irritably. �He�ll never get back on his feet, even if you stick with him. He�s washed up.�
�So I should leave him for you?� she asked sarcastically. �You�re as bankrupt as he is.�
�But not through my own fault. I�ll spring back again, eventually. Jim won�t. Even if you managed to help him back on his feet again, he�d fritter it away a second time. He�s weak, Lydia.�
�Perhaps. But he�s my husband. And at the moment you�re no better prospect than he is. I don�t think you realize what a practical person I am, Jules. Even if I weren�t married to Jim, I wouldn�t have you at this point.�
He gave her a surprised look. �Are you serious?�
�Completely,� she assured him. �Maybe ten years ago I�d take the chance. As a matter of fact, I did with Jim. With youth, you don�t mind helping a man struggle ahead. But I�ve gone through that once. Now I�m thirty-two and you�re nearly forty. I�m not interested in any more financial struggles that can be avoided. I�m stuck with Jim, but I�m not about to jump from the frying pan into the fire. My next husband, if there is one, is going to be firmly established before we say the vows.�
�You don�t make sense,� he growled. �You�ll have a lot more financial struggle with Jim than you would with me.�
�We happen to be already married. And I�m just as loyal as I am practical. Shall we go where he�s staying?�
Wordlessly he started the engine and drove off the lot.
The Redmill Hotel was on lower Pearl Street, hardly the best section of town. However, Jules Weygand assured Lydia, it was a perfectly respectable second-class hotel. She left her overnight bag in the car when they went inside.
The building was ancient and both the furniture and carpet in the lobby were well worn, but it seemed a clean enough place. Two old men sat in the lobby reading newspapers and a middle-aged man with a bald head was behind the desk.
Going over to the desk, Weygand said to the bald man. �He still in his room swilling the booze?� The man merely nodded. Weygand led Lydia on toward the elevator.
�I slipped him a ten to keep track of Jim�s activities for me,� he said in explanation. �That�s how I knew about the bourbon he had delivered.�
�I�ll repay all your expenses,� she said.
�Don�t be silly. What�s a few more bucks when you�re fifty thousand in the hole? I have enough ready cash.�
They stepped on the elevator and Weygand said, �Seventh.�
When they got off at seven, Weygand led the way down the hall and around a corner to a door numbered 714.
�Well, here you are,� he said.
Over the door there was a transom with its glass painted white. It was open about four inches at the top, enough to show that a light burned in the room. Lydia gave the door a timid knock.
When there was no response, she rapped harder. After several moments of waiting, Weygand stepped forward and pounded several times.
A door across the hall opened and an elderly man peered out, then closed the door again.
Lydia said, �He must be asleep.�
�More likely passed out drunk,� Weygand growled. �I�ll go down and have Baldy bring up a pass key.�
Lydia waited in front of the door while Weygand went down stairs. In a few minutes he reappeared with the clerk.
�This is Mr. Simms, Lydia,� Weygand said. �I�ve explained that you�re Jim�s wife. Mrs. Hartman, Mr. Simms.�
�Pleased to meet you,� the desk man said a little dubiously. �There isn�t going to be any trouble here, is there?�
Lydia said, �I�m just concerned about my husband, Mr. Simms. We haven�t been having any marital discord, if that�s what you mean. I assure you he�ll be glad to see me if you let us in.�
�Well, I guess it�ll be all right,� Simms said reluctantly.
He fitted a pass key in the door, turned it and pushed on the knob. Nothing happened.
�He�s got it bolted!� Simms said. He pounded on the door until several doors along the hall opened and tenants peered out.
�Just a sound sleeper, folks,� Simms announced generally. �Excuse the noise.�
The tenants withdrew and their doors closed. The three in front of 714 listened for some sound within the room, but there was none. Lydia said worriedly, �He usually snores, particularly when he�s been drinking.�
This made Simms look worried. He tried the pass key again, with no more result than before.
�Is there a fire escape?� Lydia asked.
Shaking his head, Simms pointed to a fire-exit sign up the hall. �Just fire stairs in each hallway. Maybe we can see something through the transom. I�ll get a ladder.�
He went away and was gone some ten minutes before he returned carrying a six-foot stepladder and a small, stubby screwdriver.
As he set the stepladder before the door, he said, �I know I won�t be able to reach the release, because it�s too far down. But I may be able to unscrew the sideplate and get the transom open that way.�
Climbing the ladder, he attempted to peer into the room through the V-shaped crack left by the partially open transom.
�Can�t see anything but a piece of the ceiling,� he announced.
Holding the screwdriver, he thrust his right hand through the very top of the aperture and groped around for a moment. Then he withdrew it and climbed down the ladder.
�The metal plate holding the rod that opens and closes the transom is on the right edge about halfway down,� he said. �My wrist�s too thick to get my hand down thru far. You want to try it, lady?�
�All right,� Lydia said in a steady voice.
Taking the screwdriver, she climbed the ladder. Holding the screwdriver in her left hand, she inserted her right in the crack and felt for the metal plate. As Simms had said, it was attached to the edge of the transom about halfway down. Her hand and wrist were small enough to reach it easily. She couldn�t see it, but with her fingers she could feel that it was held by two screws.
Withdrawing her hand, she transferred the screwdriver to it and pushed it through the aperture again. Even though she couldn�t see what she was doing, the screwdriver was short enough so that with its butt end nested in her palm, she could still touch the screws with her fingertips. Guiding the blade into the slot of the lower screwhead, she unscrewed it, pulled her hand back out and handed the screw down to Simms.
�Better hold the top of the transom with your other hand when you unscrew the second one,� Simms cautioned. �Otherwise it�ll bang down against the door and maybe break the glass.�
Lydia put her hand through the crack again, located the upper screw by feel and seated the blade of the screwdriver. Before unscrewing it, she grasped the top of the transom with her left hand. When the screw came all the way out, the transom was suddenly released from its rigid position. Handing down both the screw and the screwdriver, Lydia cautiously let the transom move forward and swing down, climbing higher as she did and thrusting her arm further into the room until the transom finally hung vertically downward against the door below it.
Only then did she peer through the oblong frame at the motionless figure lying on the bed. She stared at it silently for a long time.
�Is he all right?� Weygand asked.
The question roused Lydia to action. Kicking off her shoes and letting them fall to the floor, she climbed clear to the top of the ladder, steadied herself by grasping the upper part of the transom frame with both hands and slid her legs inside.
As she lowered herself to a seated position, Weygand said, �What do you think you�re doing?�
�Going in to open the door,� she said calmly.
Reversing herself to roll over on her stomach and transfer her grip to the bottom sill, she slid backwards into the room and dropped to the floor. Quickly she crossed to the bed and bent over the still figure there.
Outside in the hall, Jules Weygand tired of waiting for the door to open and climbed the ladder to peer in. His face appeared just as she turned away from the bed and began to move woodenly towards the door.
�What is it?� he asked worriedly when he saw her numb expression. He couldn�t clearly see the figure on the bed because her body partially blocked the view.
Without answer she went to the door, drew back the bolt and pulled the door open. Weygand came down off the ladder, set it to one side and followed the bald-headed Simms into the room. Lydia quietly stepped out into the hall and put her shoes back on. Then she leaned against the door jamb and closed her eyes.
Inside the room the two men stared down at the figure on the bed. It was that of a man, about thirty-five, good-looking in a weak sort of way, but beginning to go to fat. He wore nothing but socks and trousers, his shoes lying in one corner and the rest of his clothing wadded on top of a chair. An empty pint bottle lay next to him on the bed and another lay on the floor beside the bed. His hands were crossed on his stomach just below a thin, horizontal slit of a wound on the left side of his chest, as though he had been reaching for the wound when he died, and hadn�t quite had the strength to raise his hands that high.
Simms tentatively touched the dead man�s cheek, then hurriedly withdrew his hand. �Cold,� he said, �Must have been dead for a while.�
�And I told her drunks never commit suicide,� Jules Weygand said softly.
Simms gave him a sharp look. �Suicide? Where�s the knife?�
Lydia�s eyes popped open. Weygand�s expression turned startled. After glancing about the room, he fell on hands and knees to peer under the bed. When he rose, he stared at the desk clerk strangely.
�The door was bolted from inside,� he said.
�Yeah,� Simms said slowly. He glanced at the window, which was unscreened and wide open from the bottom.
�It�s the seventh floor,� Weygand reminded him. �And you said there�s no fire escape.�
He walked over to look out, then turned and stared at the closed bathroom door from narrowed eyes. Lydia�s breath caught in her throat. The desk clerk gulped.
�You think the killer is still in there?� Simms whispered.
Without answering, Weygand returned to the bed, stopped and picked up the empty bottle lying next to it. Holding it by the neck he quietly approached the bathroom door and suddenly flung it open. He stepped in with the bottle raised high as a club.
Lowering it again, he came out, his expression puzzled. Simms�s gaze strayed to the door of the closet.
Striding over to it, Weygand jerked it open, the bottle again held high. The closet was empty.
With a snort of disgust Weygand set the bottle atop the dresser. Returning to the open window, he peered out a second time.
�There�s a ledge about a foot wide just below the window,� he announced. �Who has the rooms on either side of this one?�
�I�d have to check the register,� Simms said faintly. �We�d better get out of here and let the police handle this.�
�Yeah, I guess,� Weygand said. He moved toward the door. Lydia stepped back out of the way, swaying on her feet. Grasping her arm to steady her, Weygand gave her a sympathetic smile.
�I�ll be all right,� she said in a low voice.
Setting the spring lock, Simms pulled the door closed behind him and led the way to the elevator. Weygand steered Lydia after the desk clerk, still holding her arm. She moved stiffly, leaning against him for support.
Downstairs the two old men still sat in the lobby. Simms moved behind the desk and lifted the phone. Weygand led Lydia over to a sofa.
�I�ll be all right now,� she said, pulling her arm from his grip. �I don�t want to sit down.�
He gazed down at her speculatively. �You�re sure?�
�I�m not the fainting type,� she said straightening her shoulders. �I don�t suppose we�ll be able to go back to Rochester tonight, will we?�
�I hardly think so. The police will want to talk to us. And of course you�ll have to arrange for a local funeral director to ship Jim home.�
�Are you registered here?�
He shook his head. �I�m not registered anywhere. For all I knew, you meant to have me load Jim in my car and drive back to Rochester tonight. I didn�t even bring a toothbrush.�
�We may as well stay here, don�t you think?�
�The place seems clean enough,� he said with a shrug. �I�ll see if I can get us a couple of rooms.� He walked over to the desk just as Simms hung up the phone.
�They�ll be right over,� the desk clerk said. �You and Mrs. Hartman better stick around.�
�We plan to,� Weygand said. �Do you have a couple of rooms on the same floor, or perhaps adjoining?�
As Simms was checking his room chart, Lydia quietly walked to the door and outside. When Weygand finished registering, he turned to find her standing behind him with her overnight bag in her hand.
�You should have let me get that,� he said, taking it from her.
�It isn�t heavy,� she said. �Did you get rooms?�
�Two right across the hall from each other on five. We may as well wait here until the police arrive, though. Mr. Simms says they�ll be right along.�
Lydia walked over to seat herself on the couch she had previously refused. Setting the bag next to the desk, Weygand went over to sit beside her.
A homicide team arrived five minutes later. It consisted of a burly middle-aged man who introduced himself as Sergeant Charles Carter and a lean, younger man named Harry Nicholson. Carter had a puffy, red-veined face and heavy-lidded eyes which gave a first impression of stupidity until you noted the shrewd glint in the eyes behind the drooping lids.
The first thing he asked was if Simms had phoned for a doctor.
�Yes, sir,� the desk clerk said. �Before I called you. We have an arrangement with a man just up the street to be on call. He should be here any minute.�
�Then let�s take a look at the body,� Carter said. �Harry, you stay here with these folks and send the doc up when he comes.�
The sergeant and Simms moved off toward the elevator.
Harry Nicholson seemed to have no intention of asking any questions about the murder, for after making a comment about the pleasant weather Buffalo was having, he lapsed into silence. Five minutes passed before a thin, elderly man carrying a medical bag came in. Nicholson walked over to meet him at the door, and after a moment�s conversation the elderly man proceeded to the elevator.
Lydia glanced at her watch and was surprised to see it was only eight forty-five, just an hour and a quarter since she had gotten off the train.
Silence resumed when Nicholson returned to his seat. Apparently any questioning to be done was to be conducted by Sergeant Carter. Twenty more minutes passed before Simms, the sergeant and the doctor all got off the elevator together. The elderly doctor went out the front door. Simms and Carter came over to where Lydia, Weygand, and the other detective were seated.
�It�s homicide all right,� Carter informed his partner. �Somebody slid a knife between a couple of his ribs into his heart. He died so quick, he didn�t even bleed. Funny thing, though.�
�What�s that?� Nicholson asked.
�Simms here says the door was bolted from inside and the transom open only a sin.� He pushed a thumb toward Lydia. �She unscrewed some gadget to get the transom open and climbed through to unbolt the door.�
Nicholson looked at Lydia. She said, �I was the only one with small enough hands to get a screwdriver through the crack.
Nicholson looked back at his partner. �The guy left by the fire escape?�
�There isn�t any,� Carter informed him.
�Hmm. Then he must have still been there when they found the body. Maybe hiding in the bathroom. He must have sneaked out when they left the room to call us.� Carter shook his head. �Simms says they had the same thought, and checked both the bathroom and closet.� He looked at Weygand. �That right, mister?�
Weygand nodded. �I even looked under the bed.�
�You mean we got a locked room mystery?� Nicholson asked in a querulous voice.
�Nope,� Carter said. �It just narrows down to only one possible means of exit. There�s a foot-wide ledge that runs clear around the building just below the window. A guy who didn�t get dizzy could work his way along it to another room.�
�Who�s in the rooms either side of Hartman�s?� Nicholson asked.
Simms said, �They�re both vacant.�
�I looked at them,� Carter said. �The windows of both are closed, but unlocked. The guy could have pushed either up, then closed it again after he was inside. The doors have spring locks, so once he stepped out in the hall and pulled the door closed behind him, there�d be no sign of anybody ever being in the room.�
Nicholson asked, �What�s the doc say?�
�Dead three to five hours, which would make it three-thirty to five-thirty this afternoon. Probably closer to five-thirty.�
�How do you figure that?�
�Simms delivered the guy a pint of bourbon at noon, a second one at two-thirty. If it took him two and a half hours to kill the first, it probably took at least as long to kill the second, which would take him to five o�clock. And both are empty.�
Nicholson nodded. �That�s logical. Where do we go from here?�
�You can call the ice wagon and the fingerprint boys and stand by here to show them around. Have the fingerprint guys catch the windows in the rooms both sides of 714 too. I�ll take these people down to headquarters to get their stories�� Jules Weygand stood up. �I�d better move my car then, Sergeant. It�s parked in the hotel loading zone.�
Simms said, �I�ll move it for you, Mr. Weygand, and you can pick up the keys at the desk when you come back. I�ll put it on the hotel lot.�
Weygand handed over the keys and Simms said, �I�ll put Mrs. Hartman�s bag in her room too. It�s 521, Mrs. Hartman.�
�Thank you,� Lydia said.
�Okay, folks,� Sergeant Carter said. �Let�s take a ride over to headquarters.�

Police headquarters was only two blocks away, also on lower Pearl Street. Sergeant Carter ushered them into an elevator, and when they got off upstairs, led them to a door lettered: HOMICIDE AND ARSON. Beyond the door was a large squad-room with several desks in it. The only person in the room was a man in shirtsleeves talking on a phone at one of the desks. Carter seated himself behind another desk on the opposite side of the room and waved Lydia and Weygand to a pair of nearby chairs.
�Smoke?� he asked, extending a pack of cigarettes.
Both Weygand and Lydia shook their heads. Carter lit one for himself, leaned back in his chair and regarded Lydia from beneath his drooping lids.
�I understand the dead man was your husband, Mrs. Hartman. That right?�
Lydia nodded.
�And you�re here from Rochester?�
�That�s right. Jules here too.�
�Uh-huh. What was your husband doing here?�
�Just getting drunk,� she said, flushing slightly. �He�s been doing that recently. But up until this time he�s always holed up in some Rochester hotel.�
�This is just something recent? His drinking, I mean.�
�The last few weeks. He�s been depressed over business matters.�
�Oh? What was his business?�
�Jim and Jules, here, were partners in the Weygand and Hartman Realty Company. They filed for bankruptcy three weeks ago and the company is in receivership. It was all Jim�s fault, really.�
�How�s that?� Carter asked.
�He... he misappropriated some funds. Jules found it out too late to save the business. He�s been wonderful about it. He could have had him prosecuted and imprisoned.�
�That wouldn�t have saved anything,� Weygand said dryly. �It would just have sent Jim to jail.�
Carter turned his attention to Weygand. �Weren�t you a little sore at your partner?�
�That�s an understatement,� Weygand said in the same dry tone. �I would have sent him to jail if it weren�t for Lydia. I didn�t want to hurt her.�
�Oh? Why so considerate?�
�She hadn�t done anything,� Weygand said reasonably. �And I happen to like her.�
After studying him for a moment, Carter turned back to Lydia. �How�d you know your husband was here in Buffalo?�
�Jules phoned me about five P.M. I had asked him to keep an eye on my husband, because Jim�s been so depressed, I feared he might do something desperate. When Jules said my husband had registered here at the Redmill Hotel, and was having whisky delivered to his room, I took the six P.M. train here. I got in at seven-thirty and Jules met me at the train��
�Hmm. If you were in Rochester at five P.M., I guess you�re cleared as a suspect.� He swung his gaze back to Weygand. �You verify her story?�
�Of course,� Weygand said in surprise. �You didn�t actually suspect her of doing this thing, did you?�
�The wife is always a routine suspect when a man�s murdered. Now about you. You tailed him here from Rochester, huh?�
�Not exactly. I watched him buy a bus ticket to Buffalo, drove here and picked him up at the bus depot again. When he checked in at the Redmill, I arranged with the desk clerk to let me know if he had any orders sent to his room. When I learned he was having whisky delivered, I phoned Lydia.�
�I see. Seems to me you went to an awful lot of trouble for a guy who�d made you bankrupt.�
Weygand flushed. �I wasn�t doing it for him. It was a favor for Lydia��
�Kind of fond of her, huh?�
Weygand�s flush deepened. �What are you getting at, Sergeant?�
�I�ll spell it out for you,� Carter said. �Hartman�s wallet was in his hip pocket with sixty-three dollars in it, so the motive wasn�t robbery. He was a stranger here, so it isn�t likely he had any local enemies. You admit you had a grudge against him and you�re fond of his wife. You married, Mr. Weygand?�
After staring at him for a time, Weygand said hotly, �No. But if you�re accusing me��
�I�m not accusing anybody, just yet,� the sergeant interrupted. �I�m just pointing out that you seem to have a couple of good motives, and you tailed him here all the way from Rochester.�
�But that was at my request,� Lydia protested, her face paling. �I was afraid Jim might try to kill himself.�
�Maybe your boyfriend was afraid he wouldn�t,� Carter said cynically. �Until we turn up a better suspect, guess we�ll have to hold you a while for investigation, Weygand.�
Jules Weygand puffed up with indignation. But before he could open his mouth, the squad-room door opened and Harry Nicholson walked in. He was carrying a small paper bag in his hand.
As Nicholson approached the, desk, Sergeant Carter said, �Get anything?�
�The lab boys are still lifting prints. The guys from the morgue have been and gone.� He set the paper bag on the desk. �You can handle this. It�s already been checked for prints, and there aren�t any.�
Sergeant Carter peered into the bag, then reached in and drew out an open, thin-bladed clasp knife with a blade about five inches long. The blade was darkly stained.
Laying it on his desk blotter, Carter asked, �Anyone recognize this?�
Lydia managed to overcome her revulsion at the dark stain and leaned forward to examine the knife more closely. In its tan-colored bone handle the initials �J.H.� were inset in silver.
�It�s my husband�s,� she said in a whisper. �He always carried it.�
Carter looked up at Nicholson. �So he was killed with his own knife, huh? Probably he was passed out on the bed when the killer entered his room.�
�What I figured,� Nicholson said. �Of course we�ll have to get the lab to run a check of the blood type on the knife against Hartman�s, but I�ll bet a beer they match.�
�No bet,� Carter said, �Where�d you turn it up?�
�I was making a routine check of Weygand�s car,� Nicholson said casually. �It was in the glove compartment.�

It was nearly midnight when Lydia got back to her hotel room. She had stood by to protest Jules� innocence to the two unbelieving homicide officers, then had phoned a lawyer, waited until he arrived, and had outlined the whole situation to him. None of it had done any good. There was no bail in first-degree homicide cases, so Jules Weygand was in jail.
Her performance had helped her own ease, she knew, even if it hadn�t helped Jules�. It would have been inconvenient if the police had suspected collusion between her and Jules, even though there had been none. As it was, they had seemed rather admiring that she had stood by her husband in his trouble to the extent that she had sent a friend to watch over him in case Jules attempted suicide.
Of course nobody, including Jules, suspected the real reason for her worry over Jim was that he might commit suicide before she could arrange a suitable accident.
Slipping off her dress and slip, she hung them neatly in the closet. As she peeled off her left stocking, she frowned at the small bloodstain on the inside of her thigh. Then she saw that a run had started where the point of the knife had punctured the nylon when she thrust it down inside the stocking.
Before removing the other stocking, she went into the bathroom and washed away the tiny bloodstain. Reaching down into the other stocking, she drew out a folded slip of paper, opened it and read it for the first time. There hadn�t been time to read it in Jim�s room, of course; only time to get it out of sight.
The note was almost illegible, obviously written in the last stages of drunkenness. But amid the erratic scrawling she could make out the phrase: �Sorry I have to take this way out, Lydia, but�� Nothing more was decipherable, but that was enough to indicate it was a suicide note.
Tearing it into small pieces, she flushed it away.
It was a good thing she worked for the insurance company where Jim was insured, she thought. Otherwise, she might have been unaware that his fifty-thousand-dollar policy contained a suicide clause which voided it in the event he took his own life.
It was only right that she should salvage something from a marriage to which she had devoted ten years, Lydia thought. And if she hadn�t removed the knife from Jim�s chest and the note from his hand, she would have nothing to show for the ten years.

Acting Job

Originally published in Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine, January 1961.

The man was tall and pale, with a wooden expression and hooded eyes. He would have been perfect in the movie role of Jack-the-Ripper. Myrna Calvert hesitated before letting him in, then seemed to decide it was silly to let his appearance bother her.
�Come in, Mr. Moore,� she said coolly, stepping aside to let him go past her into the apartment and closing the door behind him.
He glanced around the actress� front room, approving its tasteful furnishings. When she invited him to sit, he gave his head a nearly imperceptible shake.
�I won�t be here that long,� he said, barely moving his lips. �I�ll just say what I have to say and leave. But first, I didn�t quite tell you the truth over the phone.�
The woman�s green eyes narrowed. �You don�t really have any life-or-death information for me?�
�Oh, that part was the truth. Only my name isn�t Moore. I�m not going to tell you my real name.�
Myrna�s lovely features were marred by a frown. She studied him suspiciously.
He said, �Before I explain just what this is all about, I want you to know why I�m telling you. I�ve seen every play you�ve ever been in, Miss Calvert. I think you�re the finest actress and the loveliest woman who ever walked on a stage.�
Myrna�s back stiffened. �If this is just some trick to get an autograph��
�It isn�t,� he interrupted. �I just don�t want you to be scared of me. You would be if I told you why I�m here before letting you know how I feel about you. I want you to know I wouldn�t harm you for anything.�
The actress looked surprised. �Why should you harm me?�
�It�s my business,� he said dryly. �I belong to an organization which disposes of people for a handsome fee.�
Myrna�s eyes gradually widened until they were enormous. In an incredulous tone she said, �You mean you�ve been hired to kill me?�
�My organization has. I�ve been assigned the job. I don�t intend to do it.�
After a period of shocked silence, she asked faintly, �Who wants me dead?�
The man raised his eyebrows. �I figured you�d know that. I was just given the job, not the reason.�
Myrna paced to a sideboard, took a cigarette from a box and lit it. �Why have you risked telling me this, Mr. whatever-your-name-is? Won�t your organization be angry with you?�
�I don�t plan on them finding it out.�
�Suppose I called the police and asked for protection? Wouldn�t they know then?�
He shrugged. �You could probably get me killed, if you�re that ungrateful. Are you?�
She studied him with an undecided expression on her face. �You�re taking this risk just because you�re a fan of mine?�
�A little more than that, Miss Calvert.�
�Oh? What?�
�I�ve been in love with you for five years,� he said quietly. �Don�t let it upset you. It�s from a distance and I never expected to meet you. I don�t plan to bother you. When I walk out of here you�ll never see me again. I just don�t want you dead.�
After contemplating him for a time, she said, �I�m flattered. And very lucky too, I suspect. You look like an efficient killer.�
�I am,� he said dryly.
She took a quick, nervous puff on her cigarette and stubbed it out. �You don�t know any details of this plot?�
�There was a condition attached,� he said. �I�m supposed to tail you. If you caught a plane for Europe tonight, I was supposed to forget it. If you didn�t, I was supposed to move in and do the job.�
Her nostrils flared. �Max Fenner!� she said.
�The theatrical producer?� he inquired.
She gave a jerky nod. �I knew he hated me, but I didn�t think he�d go this far. He must be mad.�
�What�s his beef?�
�He�s over a barrel,� she said viciously. �I want the lead in his new play. He�s already signed Lynn Jordan, and he knows she�ll sue his pants off if he reneges on the contract. But I�m in a position to cause him even more trouble if he doesn�t play ball.�
He said, �I thought I read you were supposed to make some picture in France.�
Myrna made an impatient gesture. �That�s peanuts compared to the lead in Make Believe. Max knows I have no intention of catching that plane. I told him yesterday if he didn�t bring around a contract by this evening, I�d talk to his wife.�
He examined her curiously. �You�re blackmailing him into giving you the part?�
�This is a cutthroat business, mister. You get to the top any way you can. Lynn Jordan signed her contract on Max�s casting couch. I�m in a position to wreck his marriage if he doesn�t break the contract and sign me. There isn�t an actress on Broadway who wouldn�t use that position in the same way I am. It isn�t amoral, because there aren�t any morals in the theatrical business.�
He shrugged. �It�s nothing to me. You ought to know something, though.�
�What?�
�You�re not off the hook just because I�m turning down the job. The organization will assign somebody else. And maybe he won�t be a secret admirer.�
Myrna paled a little. �They won�t just forget it when you back out?�
He shook his head. �Not a chance.�
�And if I ask for police protection, they might kill you?�
�Uh-huh. It wouldn�t save you anyway. You�d get by tonight, maybe, but the cops can�t guard you forever. They�d get to you eventually. I doubt that the cops would believe you anyway. They�d think it was a publicity stunt. And I�m not about to back up your story. Tipping you off is as far as I can afford to go.�
Nervously she lit another cigarette, immediately punched it out again. �What do you think I ought to do?�
�You could save everybody trouble by catching that plane. I wouldn�t even have to turn down the job if you did that. I could just report that you caught it.�
�And miss the best part I ever had a chance at?�
He shrugged again. �My outfit is pretty efficient. You won�t star in anything if you�re in the morgue.�
Myrna paced back and forth. �Suppose I hired you as a bodyguard?�
He gave her a bleak smile. �I might as well commit suicide. They�d just get both of us.�
She stopped pacing, lifted another cigarette from the box, then dropped it back again without lighting it. �You don�t think I have a chance?�
He gave his head a slow shake.
Biting her lip, she considered. �But if I catch that plane, nothing at all will happen?�
�That�s right,� he said tonelessly. �You make your picture in France without a care in the world.�
�All right,� she decided. �Tell your people I�m on my way to France.�
His wooden expression momentarily relaxed into the barest suggestion of a relieved smile. �Thanks, Miss Calvert. That will keep both of us out of bad trouble.�

When the tall, pale man entered Max Fenner�s office, the fat, bald-headed producer eyed him worriedly.
�How�d it go, John?� he asked.
�Like shooting fish in a barrel,� the pale man said, sinking into a chair. �She�s catching the plane.�
�She didn�t suspect you were a phony?�
The pale man looked pained. �I told you I do the best gangster act in the business.�
�Yeah, but are you sure she didn�t recognize you?�
�Where would she see me? I�ve been ten years with the Cleveland Players. She doesn�t even catch off-Broadway shows, let alone out-of-towners. I tell you she swallowed it hook, line, and sinker.�
Max Fenner breathed a sigh of relief. �That�s a load off my mind. If she�d ever played those tape recordings for my wife�� He paused to shudder. �John, if you ever carry on an affair with an ambitious actress, make sure her apartment isn�t wired for sound.�
�How could anybody blackmail me?� the character actor inquired. �I can�t hand out parts in Broadway plays.�
�I guess you wouldn�t have the same problem,� the producer agreed. �You�re going to follow up by being at the airport to make sure she doesn�t change her mind, aren�t you?�
�Sure. You can phone me at my rooming house about nine p.m. I�ll be back from the airport by then.�
Max Fenner nodded. �I won�t forget this, John. The minute you tell me she�s on that plane, you�ve got a part in Make Believe.�
When the character actor came to the phone, Fenner asked, �Did she make it?�
�Yeah.� Blake said. �She�s gone. I told you there was nothing to worry about.�
�Good job,� Fenner said with relief. �Drop by tomorrow and we�ll draw up your contract.�

�What sort of message is it?� Fenner asked dubiously.
�I told you it has to be delivered personally,� the man said in a patient tone. �May I come up?�
�All right,� Fenner agreed. �You know the apartment?�
�Uh-huh. See you in five minutes, Mr. Fenner.�
When the doorbell rang five minutes later, Fenner found a plump, middle-aged man standing in the hall. The man had a round, pleasant face and a deferential manner.
�Mr. Fenner?� he inquired.
�Yes. You�re Howard Smith?�
The man nodded. Letting him in, Fenner closed the door behind him. Howard Smith glanced around the front room.
�You�re alone?� he asked.
�Yes. What is this message?�
The plump man smiled. �Miss Calvert resented what you did to her today, Mr. Fenner. She was really quite frightened.�
Fenner said coldly, �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Hiring a professional killer to work on her, Mr. Fenner. She wasn�t sure whether the man actually was sincere when he said he couldn�t kill her because he admired her so, or was merely subtly warning her that he would kill her if she didn�t catch that plane. But she was too frightened to risk not catching it. I suppose you know she�s on her way to France.�
�You�re saying nothing which makes sense to me, Mr. Smith,� Fenner said in the same cold voice. �I haven�t hired any professional killer.�
�Of course you did, Mr. Fenner. But I won�t press the point. What Miss Calvert wanted me to tell you was that she has contacts too. You�ve heard of Vince Pigoletti, I suppose?�
�The racketeer?�
Howard Smith nodded. �He�s a great admirer of Miss Calvert. He is one of the numerous men with whom she has had � ah � romantic alliances, I understand. Mr. Pigoletti was kind enough to put her in touch with the organization I represent.�
Fenner frowned. �What organization is that.�
�We don�t advertise its name, Mr. Fenner. But it�s a competitor of the one you engaged. Miss Calvert resented your action so much that she decided to retaliate in kind. Ordinarily we don�t explain things like this, but she stipulated that she wanted you to understand exactly what was happening.�
Fenner�s face gradually paled. �I don�t think I follow you,� he said faintly.
�I think you do,� the plump man said.
He drew a silenced revolver from beneath his coat. Staring at him in fascination, Max Fenner realized that this was no character actor.
Myrna Calvert had hired the real thing.

Black Belt

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, November 1972.

Deputy Inspector Maurice Ireland was thumb-tacking a new duty roster to the bulletin board when the well-dressed man walked into the station house. The man�s dapper appearance, combined with his cultured tone when he spoke to the desk sergeant, caused the precinct commander to turn and examine him. Neither dapperness nor culture were often encountered in the 41st Precinct.
�I wish to report a crime,� the man said.
�All right,� Sergeant Block said agreeably.
The complainant was somewhere in his mid-thirties, rather slight of build and with delicate, almost effeminate features. It crossed Ireland�s mind that he must have driven to the station house, because he couldn�t have walked through Hunts Point from a subway stop without being mugged.
When the man spoke again, Ireland realized he had been.
�It happened on 163rd Street, in front of St. Athanasius Church. This mugger chap exhibited a switchblade knife and demanded my money. In broad daylight, mind you, within sight of several pedestrians.�
Sergeant Block showed no astonishment. The 41st Precinct received between ninety and a hundred assault and robbery complaints a month, and a good number of them occurred in broad daylight before witnesses. The only thing that could have astonished the sergeant would have been for one of the witnesses to accompany the complainant to the station house. Hunts Point residents never admitted witnessing crimes.
Poising a ball-point pen over a squeal form, the desk sergeant asked, �Can you describe this man?�
�Oh, that won�t be necessary. You may just send someone over to look at him. He�s lying on the sidewalk.�
Sergeant Block stared up at the dapper little man without understanding.
�I�m afraid I killed him,� the man said apologetically. �In disarming him, I flipped him over my shoulder and his head hit the sidewalk. It rather thoroughly dashed his brains out.�
Sergeant Block continued to stare up at him, his pen still poised over the complaint form. Ireland walked over to the desk.
�I�m Inspector Ireland, the precinct commander,� he announced.
The smaller man thrust out his hand and the inspector found himself accepting a cordial handshake. �How do you do, Inspector? My name is Rollin Singer.�
The desk sergeant recovered enough to lay down his pen, pick up the dispatch mike and order a radio car to the intersection of 163rd and Tiffany. Then he picked up the pen again and entered the name Rollin Singer on the complaint form.
�Address?� he asked.
�One-thousand-nine-and-a-half Simpson.�
The sergeant stared up at him again. �You live there?�
�That�s correct.�
Sergeant Block�s expression approached disbelief, but he wrote the address.
Ireland asked, �How long have you lived there, Mr. Singer?�
�I just moved in last evening. I was on my way to work when this mugger chap accosted me.�
�You work around here?�
�Oh, no. I operate Rollin�s Beauty Salon on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. When I say I was on my way to work, I mean I was en route to the subway station at 163rd Street and Westchester Avenue.�
This time both Sergeant Block and Ireland stared. Finally, the inspector asked, �How did you happen to settle in this particular section of the Bronx, Mr. Singer?�
The dapper little man raised his eyebrows. �I�m afraid I don�t understand the question. Or your disapproving tone.�
�I didn�t mean to sound disapproving, Mr. Singer. I am merely curious. You look and act like a man of some affluence, and the 1000 block of Simpson is hardly one of Hunts Point�s better neighborhoods.�
Rollin Singer shrugged. �I find the area quaint. And the rent is certainly reasonable.�
Sergeant Block said sourly, �You won�t find it so reasonable after you�ve been mugged a few times. We estimate that nine out of ten kids in that block are on smack, which makes it a pretty dangerous place to live. During the past three weeks the block you live in has had eighteen assaults and robberies, one rape, one murder, three overdose deaths and a baby suffocation.�
�My, my,� Singer clucked. �So short a distance from the station house too, and on the same street.�
Ireland felt himself flushing. �The high crime-rate in Hunts Point stems from drug abuse and substandard living conditions, Mr. Singer, not from inadequate policing. We make plenty of arrests.�
�Oh, I�m sure you people do all you can,� Singer said with an indulgent smile. �But you really don�t have to worry about me. I�m quite adept at self-defense. I hold a black belt in jujitsu; from Japan, not one of the meaningless black belts handed out like popcorn by American schools. And in real jujitsu, not the adulterated version taught here. Do you know the difference?�
�No,� Ireland admitted.
�What is taught as jujitsu in America is merely another simple variety of self-defense similar to judo, karate and aikido. But in its original form, as devised by the samurai and secretly handed down from generation to generation, it is a whole way of life. It involves rigid mental and emotional training as well as physical skills. And it encompasses all the techniques of unarmed combat. Judo, karate and aikido are all merely simple segments of jujitsu as taught by the samurai. I could easily tie in knots any American-trained wearer of a so-called black belt in any of those three techniques.�
Inspector Ireland looked him up and down with what started out as skepticism but turned to belief when he remembered the dead mugger lying in front of St. Athanasius Church. He said, �That still doesn�t explain why you choose to live in the heart of a high-crime area.�
The smaller man looked Ireland up and down too. It took him longer because the inspector stood six-feet-four.
Eventually he said, �Are you implying that police permission is required to live in this neighborhood?�
Ireland felt himself flush again. �Of course not,� he answered shortly. Then, because the little man kept putting him on the defensive, he took it out on Sergeant Block. Glaring down at the desk sergeant, he snapped, �Make sure this matter is thoroughly investigated before you release Mr. Singer, Sergeant.�
Sergeant Block gazed up at him quizzically, his expression suggesting wonder at why the precinct commander felt it necessary to instruct him that a man who just confessed to homicide had to be held for investigation, even though presumably it was justifiable homicide. Doing an about-face, Ireland stalked into his office.
This occurred Wednesday morning. On Wednesday afternoon Sergeant Block informed Ireland that the medical examiner and the homicide team that had investigated the death of the would-be mugger in front of St. Athanasius Church had agreed it was justifiable homicide and that the circumstances didn�t merit a formal inquest. The dead man had been a twenty-five-year-old drug addict named Edwin Garth, with a long record of arrests for assaults and robberies.
Both muggings and homicides were too common in Hunts Point for the incident to interest the news media. It wasn�t even reported in the newspapers.
Inspector Ireland took Saturdays and Sundays as his days off. When he logged in Monday morning, the desk sergeant informed him that Rollin Singer had killed another mugger Saturday night, this time in the first-floor corridor of his apartment building. Again the M.E. and the investigating homicide officers had agreed it was so clearly justifiable homicide that no inquest was required. This time the assailant had been a thirty-year-old man named Harry Purvis, who had three convictions for robbery with violent assault.
�Purvis was waiting under the stairs when Singer arrived home from having dinner out,� the sergeant reported. �He jumped out and tried to brain Singer with a lead pipe. Singer gave him a karate chop between the eyes and it killed him.�
Ireland sat at his desk and thought about this for nearly an hour. Finally he got up and went out to the squeal desk.
�Did this make the papers?� he asked Sergeant Block.
Since their conversation, the sergeant had recorded complaints of five muggings, two rapes, seven burglaries and a homicide. �Did what make the papers, Inspector?� he asked.
�This Singer fellow killing another mugger,� Ireland said edgily.
�Oh. I don�t think so. Why should it?�
�No particular reason, I guess,� the inspector said in a glum voice. �Get in touch with Singer and ask him to drop by to see me.�
�He�ll be at his beauty salon in Manhattan now, Inspector.�
�Well, phone him there and find out when he can get here. If he can�t make it until evening, schedule an appointment anyway, and I�ll either stay over or come back after dinner.�
�Yes, sir,� the sergeant said.
A little later he stuck his head in Ireland�s office to report that Rollin Singer said he customarily got off the subway at 163rd and Westchester about a quarter to six, and he would come straight from there to the precinct house. The inspector decided to stay over to wait for him instead of leaving at five and coming back.
The man showed up at five minutes to six. Ireland asked him to be seated and got right to the point. �Although you�ve resided in this neighborhood less than a week, Mr. Singer, already you have been forced to kill two assailants in self-defense. Aren�t you by now convinced that Hunts Point is a pretty precarious place to live?�
�Thousands live in Hunts Point, Inspector. Do you give them all that advice?�
Ireland made an impatient gesture. �Your appearance is an invitation to attack, Mr. Singer. You look prosperous and you look easy. It�s inevitable that you�ll be subject to more attacks if you stay here.�
�I can defend myself, I assure you.�
�What if the next mugger has a gun?�
Rollin Singer smiled. �I�m not foolhardy, Inspector. Unless he made the mistake of getting too close, I would never offer resistance to a robber with a gun. Since I seldom carry more than a few dollars, it really wouldn�t be worth it.�
After gazing at him in silence for a time, Ireland said, �Even if you survive all future attacks, the police are going to look with a jaundiced eye at any more dead muggers. Are you aware that self-defense is a legally acceptable plea only when no more force than necessary is used to repel attack?�
�Oh, yes. You don�t for a moment believe I deliberately killed either mugger, do you? Both deaths were quite accidental, because my intention was merely to protect myself.�
The inspector said bluntly, �If you protect yourself so thoroughly a third time, you may find yourself on trial for murder.�
The smaller man hiked his eyebrows. �Do you really think any jury would convict me, Inspector?�
�I think one might, if we established that you were deliberately inciting these attacks.�
Rollin Singer looked astonished. �You know perfectly well I have done no such thing, Inspector. If I had been walking around deliberately flashing a roll of money, you might have some justification for such a charge. But both attacks on me occurred with absolutely no provocation on my part and in places where it seems to me I should have the right to feel safe from such attack. The first was in front of a church, in broad daylight, before witnesses; the second, in a corridor of my own apartment building. I suspect that if a jury were called upon to consider the matter, it would conclude that the real culprit is the 41st Precinct, for failure to keep residents safe from such attacks.�
Inspector Ireland examined the dapper little man sourly for a long time before heaving a resigned sigh. �All right, Mr. Singer. Just remember what I said about using only enough force to repel attack.� When the week passed with no further word of Rollin Singer, Inspector Ireland almost forgot him, but on Monday morning the inspector learned that a third would-be mugger had died and a fourth had been seriously injured during another attempt to rob Rollin Singer. The attempt had been made in mid-afternoon on Sunday at the intersection of Simpson and Westchester Avenue, a scant half block south of the police station, by two eighteen-year-old addicts, one armed with a hatchet and the other armed with a machete. Singer had spun the hatchet-carrier in front of his partner�s descending machete with the result that the youth had been nearly decapitated and had died instantly. The jujitsu expert had then flipped the machete-wielder into the path of a passing truck, putting the second teen-ager in the hospital with a number of broken bones and internal injuries.
The dead youth had been named Felipe Lopez. The one whose machete had killed him was Jesus Flores. He had been charged with homicide. Rollin Singer had not been held.
�At least he didn�t kill anyone this time,� Sergeant Block said. �It was the guy�s own buddy who did the killing.�
But it was Singer�s expertise that had placed the dead boy in precisely the right spot to get his head chopped nearly off, Ireland realized. It also was a matter of pure chance that the second youth wasn�t dead. The possibility that the truck might kill him must have occurred to the little man as he threw the boy in front of it.
�This one make the papers?� the inspector asked.
�No. The papers are so bored with Hunts Point violence that police reporters seldom drop in to check the blotter anymore. They just phone to ask if anything newsworthy has happened. I thought you might not care to have this one mentioned, so I didn�t.�
�Good,� Ireland said approvingly. �I don�t want any crime news deliberately suppressed, but I�d just as soon Mr. Singer�s exploits not be mentioned unless some reporter specifically asks about him.�
The homicide team investigating Rollin Singer�s first kill had run a check on him through the Bureau of Criminal Identification. There was no local package on him. Ireland decided it was time to be a little more thorough. He got off a wire to FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C., and the answer came back early in the afternoon. The little man had no criminal record.
The inspector decided the situation had reached the point where higher authority should be informed of it. He phoned Assistant Chief Inspector Horace Fitzer, police commander for all of the Bronx, and told him about it. Fitzer said he would consult with the D.A. and call back.
Instead, it was Bronx District Attorney Lyle Corrigan who phoned Ireland about a half hour later. He asked the precinct commander for a detailed report on all three cases involving Rollin Singer. Ireland not only gave him that, but described his meeting with the man in his office following the second mugger kill.
When he finished, Corrigan said, �This man is deliberately killing these muggers, Inspector. I know something of jujitsu in its ancient form, because I had some YMCA training in both judo and karate while I was in college. If he�s as expert as he claims, he could have subdued his attackers without killing them.�
�Maybe,� Ireland agreed. �But it would take more than a personal opinion to convince a jury he used more force than necessary to repel attack. Even if they suspected he had, can you visualize them convicting a respectable businessman for murder when all of his victims were dope-addict muggers who died in the act of attacking him with weapons when he was unarmed?�
After a period of silence the D.A. emitted a reluctant, �No.� Then he added, �You know this character is going to continue to kill muggers, don�t you?�
�I suspect it.�
�You also know some reporter is bound eventually to learn what�s going on and make a sensational story out of it.�
�Uh-huh. Which is the main reason I called Inspector Fitzer.�
�It�s going to put the 41st Precinct in a pretty poor light to have it publicized that police protection is so poor down there, a resident�s only chance of survival is to become a jujitsu expert.�
�It�s going to put the whole Bronx in a poor light,� Ireland told him. �You know how these things go. The minute interest is stirred up about the crime rate here, reporters will start gathering statistics to compare Hunts Point with other areas. And we�re not the only section of the Bronx with a crime problem.�
There was another period of silence before the DA. said slowly, �It�s also going to present me with a choice of the frying pan or the fire. If I don�t try Singer for murder, my opponent in the next election can charge me with coddling a psychopathic killer. If I do, he can hit me for persecuting an innocent man whose only crime was defending himself against criminals who never should have been on the street in the first place if I had properly done my job of prosecuting them for previous crimes.�
�What do you suggest?� Ireland asked.
�I want to talk to this Singer man. When can you get him to my office? On second thought, too many reporters drop in here at unexpected times, and one just might get curious about who he is. When can you get him to your office?�
�He made it at five of six last time. I can phone him at his beauty salon and ask him to drop by again this evening.�
�All right. Inspector Fitzer and I will be there a few minutes before six, unless you call me back that you can�t arrange it.�
Ireland didn�t have to call back, because Rollin Singer readily agreed to make the meeting.
Inspector Horace Fitzer, a burly man of sixty, arrived at the precinct house at a quarter to six. District Attorney Lyle Corrigan came in five minutes later. He was a tall, slightly stooped man who wore horn-rimmed glasses and somewhat resembled Henry Kissinger. Rollin Singer showed up five minutes after the Bronx D.A.
After introductions, and after everyone was seated, Lyle Corrigan said, �I�m not going to beat about the bush, Mr. Singer. I�m familiar enough with the original art of jujitsu as you practice it to know you wouldn�t have had to kill any of your attackers in order to subdue them. Or at least not three of them. I�m convinced you are deliberately killing.�
Singer examined him quizzically and quite calmly. �I think you would have considerable difficulty establishing that in court, Mr. Corrigan. I will go on record right now, under oath if you desire, that my sole intent was to protect myself against attack in all three instances. I assure you all three deaths were quite accidental.�
Burly Horace Fitzer said in a surly voice, �You�re wasting your time, Lyle. This guy is obviously a psychopathic killer who thinks he has cleverly figured out a legal way to get his kicks. You ought to disabuse him of that notion fast by dragging him before a grand jury.�
The little man gazed at the Bronx police commander without resentment. In a pleasant tone he said, �Mr. Corrigan knows he could never get an indictment, let alone a conviction, Inspector.�
The district attorney said, �Let�s try a little reason in place of name-calling. If you do not enjoy killing, Mr. Singer, may I assume you prefer to avoid any more of it?�
�Of course.�
�Well, as long as you continue to reside in Hunts Point, it is probably inevitable that you will be subject to further attacks. It would solve the whole problem if you simply moved elsewhere.�
Rollin Singer gave him a disapproving look. �I understand that in Moscow you have to live where you are told. I wasn�t aware that as yet we had such police-state restrictions in the United States.�
�I�m not telling you where to live,� the district attorney said with patience. �I am merely asking your cooperation.�
�Don�t you think a fairer solution would be for the police to make the streets of Hunts Point safe to walk upon, at least during daylight hours? A couple of years back, one of your medical examiners issued a report with which you may be familiar, based on an evaluation of the nearly forty deaths that had occurred in my immediate neighborhood over a ten-month period. Only two of the deaths were from natural causes, which means the residents of that section have only a one-in-twenty chance of dying a natural death. I consider that a disgrace to the police department.�
�They weren�t all violent deaths,� Inspector Ireland growled. �I read that report. Over half were from alcoholism and drug overdoses.�
�True,� the little man agreed. �But fifteen were violent deaths, which amounts to one-out-of-four. That compares to a figure of ninety-three percent of all deaths throughout New York City being from natural causes. There is no way you can make Hunts Point sound as though it were adequately policed, Inspector.�
With a touch of exasperation the D.A. said, �Then why do you persist in living here, Mr. Singer? You know you are going to continue to be attacked.�
�Quite possibly.�
�You also must know that eventually some reporter is going to stumble on the story and blow it wide open.�
�The thought has occurred to me,� Singer admitted.
�What do you think will happen then?� the D.A. asked sharply.
�Two things,� the little man said promptly. �First, I imagine the publicity will bring an abrupt end to attacks on me, because word will circulate among the local addicts that I am not very safe prey.�
Corrigan grunted. �What�s the second thing?�
The little man smiled at him. �Why, I think my beauty salon will become the most popular in Manhattan. Women will fall all over themselves to have their hair dressed by a genuine, certified killer.�
Silence in the room grew to a crescendo. The dapper little man rose to his feet.
�Is that all you wanted with me, gentlemen?� he asked politely.
Neither police officer made any answer, merely continuing to gaze at the man in silence. District Attorney Corrigan didn�t say anything either, but he finally gave a bare nod.
Singer walked out of the room. Silence continued for a considerable time. Presently, Corrigan emitted a deep sigh and got out of his chair and strode to the door.
�I�ve been considering retiring to private practice for some time anyway,� he commented, and walked out also.
The assistant chief inspector and the deputy inspector looked at each other. Horace Fitzer stood up.
�I could have retired six months ago if I had wanted to,� he remarked en route to the door.
Ireland sat at his desk for a while before rising heavily and plodding over to look out at the complaint desk. Sergeant Block was no longer on duty, of course, having been relieved by the night-duty man some time ago.
The man on duty, a Sergeant Smithers, was a recent transferee about whom the inspector knew very little. Ireland knew he wouldn�t really be able to put his heart into blasting out an inferior he knew so casually. To bring about a real emotional catharsis it had to be an underling of long and close association.
He decided he would just have to wait until morning to vent his feelings.

A Putting Away of Toys

Originally published Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, April 1974.

My friends at Columbia University always thought it a little weird that my mother was a nightclub entertainer while my father was a psychiatrist, but actually she would never have developed her act if he hadn�t been a psychiatrist. He taught her hypnotism before they broke up, you see. I doubt that he would have if he had suspected the eventual use she would make of it, because even after the divorce it must have been an embarrassment for a shrink with his exclusive clientele, who routinely used hypnosis on his own celebrity-patients, to have an ex-wife whose nightclub act involved putting people under hypnosis to make them quack like ducks and hop like frogs.
He never mentioned being embarrassed, at least to me. I never heard him say anything critical about Mother except the rather mild objection that she tried to keep me tied too close to her apron strings.
I grew up listening to a steady stream of complaints about Dad, though. Although the divorce had been Mother�s idea and neither ever remarried, she never quite forgave him for his failure as a husband. One of her favorite themes was that she couldn�t understand how a man who lost his own wife through total lack of understanding could charge such exorbitant fees to advise others on how to deal with their interpersonal relationships.
Except for Mother�s complaints to me, their post-divorce relationship was amiable enough because she never mentioned his shortcomings to Dad himself. She was pleasant enough to him when he picked me up on weekends, and when they sometimes discussed such things as my schoolwork or what summer camp I should attend, they sounded quite friendly.
I can�t recall her ever saying anything nice about him to me, however.
It was years after the breakup before Mother started her nightclub act. I was only two at the time of the divorce, and Mother didn�t go into show business until I was a freshman at Columbia.
At least she didn�t go into professional show business until then. As long as I can remember, her act was part of the annual Amateur Variety Show for Charity at the Los Angeles Music Center, she was the star of the annual children�s party at the Beverly Hills Country Club, and she performed at most of the private parties she attended. She really had professional stature for years before she finally turned pro.
She claimed it was her friends� urgings to which she finally gave in. Certainly it wasn�t the money, because Grandfather left her something like four million dollars, she received additional income as administratrix of the million-dollar trust fund left to me, and Dad had been paying her a phenomenal amount of child support until I reached eighteen.
I suspect her real reason was simply that it gave her an excuse to spend a lot of time within visiting distance of me. Uprooting herself from Beverly Hills to follow me to the East Coast would have been hard to explain to her friends, or even to me, but show business gave her a legitimate excuse to be anywhere in the country her bookings took her.
Coincidentally, they seemed always to take her within no more than an hour�s flight from New York City, so that she got to see me often. Although Las Vegas and Los Angeles were top markets for nightclub acts, she never seemed to have bookings there. I rather suspect that all of her bookings would have been in New York City if she could have arranged it but, by its very nature, a hypnotism act has to be short run, so she had to branch out from there.
Also coincidentally, she never seemed to have bookings when I was home in Beverly Hills during Easter, Christmas or summer vacations.
Another thing that makes me feel I was the real motive for her going into show business was the fuss she raised about my going to Columbia instead of to UCLA. She couldn�t understand why I insisted on traveling clear across the country when there was a perfectly good school near home. The fact that New York City was the center of the legitimate theater, and my interest was in eventually writing, directing and producing plays, didn�t strike her as a reasonable argument. Why couldn�t I study medicine and psychology and become a psychiatrist like my father? Or if I insisted on a show business career, why couldn�t I settle for film-making, in which UCLA had an excellent course?
Dad resolved the argument by becoming stern with her. The only times I can recall him being stern with Mother were occasions when they disagreed about what was best for me. Dad rather witheringly told her she was behaving like a Philip Wylie mom, and if she didn�t soon cut the umbilical cord, people would start laughing behind her back. She gave in then, because she would rather have died than have discovered that people were laughing at her.
Despite being such a high-priced solver of emotional problems, Dad never quite understood the relationship between Mother and me. I was never in much danger of becoming a mama�s boy. I think I was about eight when I first became aware of her mommish desire to devour me. Most boys would either have given in or rebelled. I couldn�t rebel because I sincerely loved Mother and couldn�t possibly have done anything to hurt her feelings, but I couldn�t give in either. So I worked out my own adroit method to avoid being devoured. It required considerable acting talent, and may be the origin of my interest in the theater.
I�d say, �Yes, ma�am,� when Mother cautioned me against going near the ocean, but I could hang ten on a surfboard by the time I was twelve. Fortunately Dad always gave me a lot of extra spending money that Mother never knew about, so obtaining equipment was no problem. I kept my surfboards, wet suits and, later on, scuba-diving equipment, at the homes of various friends. They were conditioned never to mention in Mother�s presence any activity we had engaged in that Mother might consider either dangerous or ungentlemanly. Insofar as I was concerned, the umbilical cord had been cut long before Dad mentioned the matter.
Apparently Mother wasn�t aware of it, though. She continued to watch over me protectively all the time I was at Columbia U.
There was the matter of my two previous engagements before Ellen, for instance. Mother hired the Flynn Detective Agency to investigate both girls.
I have to admit that in each case the investigation prevented me from making a disastrous mistake. The news that Mary Jane Potter had undergone three abortions before graduating from high school nearly destroyed me at the time but, as Mother pointed out, it was certainly better to find out how promiscuous she was before marriage than to catch her in bed with one of my friends afterward; and hearing the tape of Susan Harmon bragging to her roommate how she had hooked the richest jerk in college was hardly good for my ego, but it was better than ending up with that calculating little wench.
In my senior year, when I found Ellen Whittier, I couldn�t stand the thought of another investigation. I knew it would be impossible to convince Mother that none was necessary in this case so, after brooding about it for a while, I finally decided the only honest thing to do was warn Ellen of what was coming, even at the risk of having her indignantly break off our engagement. I made it clear to Ellen that I heartily disapproved of Mother�s investigations, but was helpless to stop them. I also made it clear that I was quite fond of Mother despite her over-protectiveness and that I hoped Ellen eventually would learn to love her too. I said I realized that might be difficult in view of what her initial impression of Mother must be.
Ellen surprised me by laughing.
�I think the whole thing is charming,� she said. �She�s merely trying to watch over her little boy.�
�But you certainly must resent the thought of being investigated,� I said.
She shrugged. �My life is an open book. The only emotion your mother is likely to experience while reading the report is boredom.� Then she had a sudden thought which brought a delighted grin to her face. �Let�s beat her to the punch. You hire the agency to investigate me and hand her the report at the same time you tell her we�re going to be married.�
�Don�t be ridiculous,� I said. �I�m not going to insult you by hiring a detective agency to investigate your suitability as a wife.�
�I�m going to be investigated in any event,� she pointed out. �I should think the fee would be a lot lower if I cooperate. Besides, even though I won�t see it, I am already contemplating with enjoyment the surprised look that is bound to appear on your mother�s face when you hand her the report.�
Against my better judgment Ellen eventually talked me into accepting her suggestion. We went together to the New York City office of the Flynn Detective Agency, where we explained to a man named Morrison what we wanted.
When we finished, Morrison said, �Now let me understand this, Mr. Loudan. You want to forestall your mother�s engaging us to do an investigation in depth by having us make a cursory investigation that will turn up nothing derogatory about the young lady?�
�Wrong,� Ellen told him. �He wants the same sort of investigation you would have made for his mother. Anything derogatory you learn is to be included in the report. If it will help, I will list all of my bad habits before you start.�
After examining her curiously, Morrison said in a polite tone, �That won�t be necessary, Miss Whittier. We prefer to come to our own conclusions about our subjects� habits.�
In due course I received a thick report. Mother had shown me only the pertinent parts of previous reports, and I hadn�t realized how� comprehensive they were. Every phase of Ellen�s life from birth on was covered. Scores of people who knew her, ranging from relatives and close friends to mere acquaintances, had been interviewed.
Her choice of boyfriends prior to me had been impeccable, I noted. The investigators had unearthed only three regular ones. The earliest, when she was fourteen, had been an Eagle Scout. The second, a summer romance when she was seventeen, had been the son of a New England senator. During her first two years at Columbia she had gone with a philosophy student who had since transferred to a Presbyterian seminary, where he was studying for the ministry.
According to the report, she was in excellent physical health except for an occasional touch of insomnia. The note about her insomnia impressed me with the Flynn Detective Agency�s thoroughness, because until then I had been unaware of it.
The only blemishes the investigators had been able to uncover on an otherwise spotless record were that Ellen had once played hooky in the sixth grade and that at seventeen she had been arrested for speeding.
When Ellen read the report, her main reaction, like mine, was awe at its thoroughness. �They even dug up my criminal record,� she said. �Do you think your mother will decide it makes me ineligible?�
�She couldn�t without being hypocritical,� I told her. �I have often heard Mother relate with relish how she and a high-school girlfriend alternately cut English class for a whole term by answering roll calls for each other. And at last count she had fourteen speeding tickets.�
Mother was currently playing the Town Casino in Buffalo, and was staying at the Statler Hotel there. The weekend after receiving the report, Ellen and I flew to Buffalo together. I phoned to let Mother know I was coming, but didn�t mention that I was bringing a girl.
We checked into adjoining rooms at the Statler about six p.m. on Saturday. As Mother had an eight p.m. dinner show, I knew she would be resting up for it in her suite. As soon as we were settled, I went to see her alone.
Mother, as always, was delighted to see me. She gave me a hug and a smack on the cheek, then laughed and ran to the bathroom for some facial tissue to wipe the lipstick off my cheek.
�You�re looking wonderful, Francis,� she said as she rubbed away. �You�ve certainly grown into a handsome young man.�
�Thank you, Mother,� I said. �You�re looking wonderful, as usual, too.�
I wasn�t just offering flattery. Mother was an extraordinarily attractive woman in a regal sort of way.
Bunching the tissue into a ball and tossing it into a wastebasket, Mother waved me to a chair and gracefully sank into another. �Sit down and tell me everything you�ve been doing, dear. Are you keeping your grades up? Whatever is that you�re carrying?� She referred to the thick manila envelope under my right arm.
�My grades are fine,� I said. �It�s a report from the Flynn Detective Agency on a girl named Ellen Whittier � the girl I�m going to marry.�
Mother�s eyebrows peaked in mild astonishment. �You had her investigated?�
�I thought I would save you the trouble.�
I removed the report from its envelope, walked over and laid it in her lap. She glanced down at it, then looked up at me with a bemused expression.
�Do I sense a touch of belligerence in your tone, dear?�
�Not at all. Mother. It�s simply that I knew you would have her investigated, and decided to expedite matters. Ellen knows about it. As a matter of fact, it was her suggestion.�
�How quaint,� Mother said somewhat dryly. �You mean you explained to her that I would have her investigated if you didn�t?�
�Well, yes. Yes, I told her.�
�That must have given her a fine impression of me.�
�It seemed to amuse her more than offend her. Actually she has no impression of you as yet. She is reserving opinion until she meets you.�
�Decent of her,� Mother remarked in the same dry tone.
�Incidentally, that is not a whitewash report designed to discourage you from having one of your own made. We stipulated to the agency representative that absolutely nothing be left out.�
�I see. Will you get my purse from the bedroom, dear? The black one on the dresser. It has my reading glasses in it.�
I got the purse, Mother put on her glasses and began to read the report. I took a chair opposite her.
�Twenty years old, I see,� Mother commented. �Just right for you. I think it�s nice for a man to be at least a year older.�
As this comment seemed to require no reply, I remained silent.
A moment later she said, �Oh, she�s that Whittier family. The congressman�s daughter. You didn�t mention she was from down our way.�
�She isn�t, exactly. Her father is a cattleman as well as a congressman, you know, and the ranch is in the mountains up near the Los Padres National Forest. Ellen says you get to it by a narrow unpaved road called Sulphur Mountain Road, which is up somewhere around Ojai. And Ojai must be close to a hundred miles from Beverly Hills.�
Mother read on. Her next remark was, �She can hardly be a fortune hunter, like that Harmon girl. Hugh Whittier must be quite well off.�
�His assets are listed on the next page, Mother. They total around fourteen million.�
�How nice. I note that the family is also Presbyterian.�
�I thought that would please you.�
She continued to read, making no further comments until she had finished the report. Then she laid it on an end table next to her chair, replaced her reading glasses in her purse and gave me a warm smile.
�She sounds like an eminently suitable young lady, dear. When do you plan the wedding?�
�This June, after graduation. Ellen still has another year of school, but that will be no problem, because we plan to live in New York City. I hope to have a stage manager�s job by next fall.�
Mother raised her eyebrows. �I thought you planned to produce and direct your own plays, dear.�
�I do, eventually. I want to accumulate some experience first.�
�I see. When do I get to meet Ellen?�
�Right now, if you wish,� I said. �I brought her along.�
Mother looked pleasantly surprised. �How nice. Where did you leave her?�
�We have adjoining rooms on the sixth floor.�
Glancing at her watch, Mother said, �I like to get to the club about a half hour before show time, but I can spare about fifteen minutes.�
Mother�s suite was on the fourth floor. We went upstairs to the sixth and I knocked on Ellen�s door. It opened immediately.
For a brief moment the two women regarded each other with the estimating, calculating expressions common to potential in-laws on first meeting. Then both smiled warmly, I made introductions, and Ellen invited us in.
As I closed the door behind us, Mother said, �You�re quite pretty, Ellen. I�m glad, because I�ve always hoped for handsome grandchildren.�
�Thank you,� Ellen said. �Will you sit down?�
�I haven�t time, because I have an eight o�clock show and I like to get to the club a half hour early. I just stopped by long enough to meet you and welcome you into the family.�
�Well, thank you again.�
�I understand Francis explained to you my habit of having his fianc�es investigated. I won�t apologize for it, because you wouldn�t be the lucky girl to get him if it were not for that habit. He would already be unhappily married.�
Ellen�s eyes twinkled. �I know about both previous engagements. No apology is necessary, Mrs. Loudan. I am in your debt.�
�Please call me Miriam,� Mother said.
�All right, Miriam,� Ellen agreed.
When Mother left a few moments later and I had closed the door behind her, I said to Ellen, �Well, what do you think?�
�I rather like her,� Ellen told me. �I got the impression she approves of me.�
�What mother wouldn�t?� I asked, going over to kiss her on the nose.
We decided to catch Mother�s early show. I phoned her suite, caught her before she left for the Town Casino, and also arranged to have a late dinner with her after the show.
Mother had a ringside table reserved for us when we arrived at the nightclub. I could tell by the way Ellen squeezed my hand that she was deeply impressed by Mother�s entrance. I was impressed myself. Mother possessed such remarkable stage presence that she established instant rapport with her audiences. Tonight, before ever opening her mouth, she drew enthusiastic applause merely by throwing the audience a welcoming smile.
I think a good part of her appeal was that she had none of the brittle professionalism common to nightclub performers. Instead, she gave the impression of being a relaxed, aristocratic but gracious hostess who was performing for her invited guests only because she loved to entertain.
As usual, Mother picked six volunteers from the audience, put them into hypnotic trances, then ordered them to do various ridiculous things, such as bark like dogs, quack like ducks and honk like geese. One couple, informed by her that they were Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, did a waltz creditable enough to draw heavy applause after they had admitted being only average dancers. She told another pair they were in a snowstorm, and the manner in which they huddled together, shivering and blinking imaginary snowflakes from their eyes, made the audience howl.
After the show, during dinner, Mother asked Ellen if she had yet informed her parents of our engagement.
�No, Ellen said. �I plan to tell them over Easter vacation. That�s only two weeks off.�
When Mother learned that Ellen and I would be flying from New York to Los Angeles together, she seemed delighted.
�I�ll be back home even before you two get there,� Mother said. �My engagement here ends next Saturday, and I�ve informed my agent I don�t want another booking until after Easter. Can you spend some time with us, Ellen?�
�Not until the last couple of days of Easter vacation, I�m afraid,� Ellen said apologetically. �Francis and I won�t be arriving in Los Angeles until about noon Saturday, and of course I want to get to the ranch before Easter. I plan to rent a car at the airport and drive straight there. Dad and Mom are returning to Washington a couple of days before I have to fly back, though, so I can visit you then.�
Mother gave me a worried look. �You�re not planning to spend your vacation at the ranch too, are you, dear?�
�Just one day,� I assured her. �I�ll spend Easter with you, then drive up on Monday to meet Ellen s parents, and return the next day.�
�Oh,� she said in a relieved tone.
I said to Ellen, �Why do you have to leave for the ranch directly from the airport? It can�t be much more than about an hour and a half drive, so you would get there early in the evening even if you stayed over for dinner. I would like you to meet Dad.�
�Oh, yes,� Mother said with an air of resignation. �You must meet Francis� dear father.�
�I want to,� Ellen said. �I suppose I could wait over a few hours.�
Two weeks later Ellen and I landed at Los Angeles International Airport at ten minutes before noon. Since Ellen had arranged to have a rental car waiting for her, there was no one at the airport to meet us. There was a message awaiting us at the call desk, however. It was from Mother; we were to meet her and my father for lunch at the Beverly Hilton Hotel at twelve-thirty.
That didn�t give us a great deal of leeway, as the airport is a considerable distance from Beverly Hills. Nevertheless we managed to arrive a few minutes early.
Exactly at twelve-thirty the two of them came in together. I could tell by Ellen�s expression that she was impressed by Dad the moment she saw him moving across the lobby toward us. He was as handsome a man as Mother was a woman, and just as aristocratic-looking. Tall and lean and as erect as a career soldier, he had the man-of-distinction�s gray at the temples, yet gave an instant impression of warmth and friendliness. Mother always said it was a false front designed to conceal from his hundred-dollar-an-hour patients that he was as neurotic as they were, but I always felt that he was warm and friendly.
Dad didn�t wait for introductions. Smiling broadly, he said, �Hi, future daughter,� took Ellen by the shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. At the same moment Mother planted a kiss on my cheek.
Looking flustered but pleased, Ellen said, �Hi, future father.� Then Dad was thrusting his hand at me and saying, �Good to see you, son.�
�Good to see you too, Dad,� I said sincerely.
We had the smorgasbord lunch in the Starlight Room. Dad was obviously delighted with my choice of a wife, and Ellen was equally delighted with him. They had little time to get acquainted, though, because Dad had to eat and run to make a one-thirty group therapy session at the local Veterans Administration Hospital, where he donated his time on Saturdays. Mother had invited him to dinner, however, so Ellen would see him again before she left.
Mother had driven to the hotel in her little roadster. After lunch Ellen and I followed her home in the rented car.
Our house was only a few blocks from the Beverly Hilton. We still lived in the mansion my maternal grandfather had built when he was head of one of Hollywood�s major studios. To friends who asked Mother why she continued to hang onto such a huge place, particularly since in recent years she was away so much of the time, she defensively pointed out that modern tract houses were jerry-built and that she hated apartment living. This was no real answer to the question, of course, but Mother seemed to regard it as adequate.
I think Ellen was more nonplussed than impressed by the three stories and twenty-four rooms, particularly when she learned that the only servants were a cleaning woman who came in twice a week when we were in residence and a handyman who took care of the gardening. I explained that Mother hung onto it because she had grown up there and she had a tendency to resist change.
Mother had a roast with potatoes and carrots all ready to cook, so the only meal preparation she had to do after we got home was to turn on the oven. The three of us spent the afternoon just sitting in the oversized front room before the empty fireplace, talking.
Ordinarily, I imagine prospective mothers-in-law ask lots of polite questions about the backgrounds of prospective daughters-in-law, but the Flynn Detective Agency had made that unnecessary in this case. The conversation remained largely impersonal except for one question on Mother�s part. She was curious about the mention of insomnia that had appeared in the agency�s report.
�It�s nothing serious,� Ellen told her. �It�s what our family doctor calls �situational insomnia.� That is, I only suffer it from some immediate cause, such as the night Francis asked me to marry him. I couldn�t sleep a wink.�
�That�s understandable,� Mother said. �I couldn�t sleep the night I got the news either.�
�Then I always have trouble when there is a change in environment. I won�t be able to sleep tonight, and when I get back to school I�ll be awake all the first night too.� She laughed softly.
Mother started to say something, but stopped as a thought occurred to her, and looked at Ellen thoughtfully. �I can make you sleep tonight, dear. By post-hypnotic suggestion. It�s more effective than a sleeping pill.�
�Really?� Ellen said, interested. �How does it work?�
�While you are in a hypnotic trance I will tell you that at such-and-such a time tonight you will fall asleep. When I wake you, you will have no recollection of the order, but your subconscious will. Tonight you will fall asleep at the precise time I ordered you to. A word of caution, though: you must be in bed, prepared to go to sleep, at least fifteen minutes beforehand, because you will fall asleep when the time comes, no matter what you are doing � even taking a shower.�
�Eleven p.m. would be a safe time,� Ellen said. �That�s my normal bedtime, and I know there is no party or anything scheduled at the ranch tonight that might keep me up later.�
�All right,� Mother said. �Want me to do it?�
�I�d love it. I didn�t get much sleep last night either, anticipating the trip.�
Mother went to get the star sapphire pendant she always uses in her act, dangled it in front of Ellen�s face and told her to concentrate on it. Ellen proved to be an easy subject, and within minutes was in a deep hypnotic trance. Mother gave her the posthypnotic order to fall asleep at exactly eleven that night, then clapped her hands and woke her.
�Now I have implanted an order in your subconscious to go to sleep exactly at eleven,� Mother told her. �Please remember that you must be in bed at that time. If for some reason you haven�t reached home by that time � because of engine trouble, for instance � you will have to rent a motel room and get to bed. Understand?�
�I understand,� Ellen said.
At five o�clock Mother told me to go make a pitcher of martinis and put them in the freezer, as she had told Dad to be there at five-fifteen. She wanted to serve dinner no later than six, she said, so that Ellen could he on the road by seven.
Dad arrived on time, and Mother managed to get dinner on the table at a quarter to six. We finished in sufficient time for Ellen to help clear the table, which she insisted on doing. It was only five of seven when I walked out to the car with Ellen.
When I leaned in the window to kiss her good-bye, she said, �You have the ranch phone number, in case something happens that you can�t drive up Monday?�
�I have it, but nothing will happen.�
�I hope you like my parents as much as I like yours.�
�I�m sure I will.�
�Do you love me?�
�I�m nuts about you.�
�Then I�ll see you Monday,� she said, smiling at me and shifting into drive.
When I got back inside I found Dad seated in what had been his favorite chair in the front room, smoking his pipe. Mother said they were going to have a second cup of coffee, and asked if I wanted one too. When I said yes, she asked me to pour brandy for all of us while she was getting the coffee.
It was perhaps fifteen minutes later, as we were finishing our brandy and coffee, that Dad remarked contentedly, �Ellen seems like a fine girl, son. You�re very lucky.�
�She�s faultless,� I said. �Except for situational insomnia.�
�And how do you know that?� he asked with raised brows.
I grinned at him. �Not the way your evil mind is surmising. It�s only an occasional thing, anyway. She�ll sleep tonight because Mother put her under and gave her the posthypnotic order to fall asleep at eleven.�
Dad gave Mother a quizzical glance, reached for his nearly empty brandy glass, then suddenly stiffened. His gaze shot at Mother. �Just exactly how did you phrase your posthypnotic order, Miriam?�
She looked surprised at his tone. �Why, I just told her to fall asleep at exactly eleven tonight.� Coming to his feet, Dad asked in a flat tone, �Haven�t you ever heard of circadian rhythm?�
For a moment I missed the urgency in his voice. With amiable fatuousness I said, Circadian rhythm: the inner clock that tells, us when we need to sleep and when we need to awake. Physiology II, in my junior year.�
Ignoring me, Dad said to Mother, �Didn�t it occur to you that when she woke up this morning, she was on the East Coast? Her body may not adjust for days. She�ll go to sleep when it�s eleven p.m. in New York, which is roughly forty minutes from now.�
It registered on me then that his calm tone concealed a desperation approaching panic. I looked at Mother and saw that she was staring at him with enormous eyes. All at once I became almost dizzy with fear for Ellen. In forty minutes she would still be traveling on the freeway at high speed. If in her eagerness to get home she exceeded the speed limit by ten miles an hour, she might even be on Sulphur Mountain Road, which she had described as a narrow, winding road with sheer drop-offs at some points.
In either event she couldn�t possibly get home by eight p.m.
Dad swung toward me. �What route did she take?� he asked quietly.
I gave my head a helpless shake. �We didn�t discuss it. The San Diego Freeway, I imagine. That would be closer than driving clear over to catch the Hollywood Freeway. She might have taken the Coast Highway, though.�
Dad looked at Mother. �Did she mention to you which route she was taking?�
Mother numbly shook her head. Dad strode to the phone, dialed the operator and crisply told her to get him the highway patrol. After a short wait he said in the same crisp tone, �This is Dr. Philip Loudan. I am a local psychiatrist. With whom am I speaking, did you say?�
After a pause he resumed, �A young lady named Ellen Whittier is at this moment en route from Beverly Hills to a ranch on Sulphur Mountain Road, which comes off Route thirty-three this side of Ojai. Do you know where that is, Sergeant?�
After another pause, he said, �Right, beyond Casitas Springs. She left here about five of seven and we believe she is traveling on the San Diego Freeway, although we aren�t sure. I haven�t time to explain how and why this happened, but she was placed under hypnosis just before she left and was given the posthypnotic order to fall asleep at eight p.m. She will fall asleep at precisely that time, and if she isn�t stopped first, the probability is that she will be driving at high speed at the time.�
There was a short silence, then, �Yes, I am quite sure. I haven�t time to give a lecture on hypnotism over the phone, so I am afraid you will just have to take it on faith.�
He listened again, then said, �I don�t know, hut my son is here and he can tell you. Just a moment.�
Handing the phone to me, he said, �The man�s name is Sergeant Johnson. He wants a description of Ellen�s car.�
I said into the phone, �This is Francis Loudan, Sergeant. The car is a brand-new blue-and-white two-door Ford sedan. It�s a rental car and I don�t know the license number.�
�That�s all right,� a pleasant voice said in my ear. �We�ll just stop every car headed that way that answers the description. You reasonably certain she took the San Diego Freeway?�
�No, she could have taken the Coast Highway. But the freeway is faster, because you don�t have to slow down for all those towns. I don�t think she would have picked the Hollywood Freeway, because we�re in the far west end of Beverly Hills.�
�Seems unlikely,� the sergeant agreed. �I wouldn�t rule out the Coast Highway, though. Be a lot of holiday traffic tonight, and she may have figured it would be faster in the long run than the freeway. It would be if the freeway gets really jammed.�
�Well, can you check both routes?�
�We�ll check all three, just in case she took the Hollywood Freeway for some reason. Give me your phone number and I�ll call you back as soon as there�s news.�
I gave him the number.
After I hung up, I started pacing the room. Mother and Dad sat silently watching me for a time, then Mother went to make more coffee. Dad relit his pipe.
At five of eight I stopped pacing to stare at the phone. At eight I gave a little shudder and went over to the bar to pour myself another shot of brandy. I had a third brandy at eight-fifteen and a fourth at eight-thirty.
The phone rang at a quarter to nine. I caught it in the middle of the first ring.
�Sergeant Johnson here,� the pleasant voice said. �This the doctor or the son?�
�Francis,� I said. �The son. �Well, we found her, and you can stop worrying. Just in the nick of time, though.�
I let out a relieved sigh. Cupping my hand over the phone, I said, �She�s all right.� Then into the phone I said, �Where was she?�
�On the Coast Highway, just pulling into Oxnard. There�s no road divider there, so she could have crashed head-on into somebody if she had fallen asleep driving. It�s blind luck we caught her at the exact moment we did, because it was almost eight when a patrol car pulled her over. The officer was just asking her if she was Ellen Whittier when she fell sound asleep.�
I felt my stomach constrict at the closeness of it. �Where is she?� I asked.
�At St. John�s Hospital in Oxnard.�
�In the hospital!� I said sharply. �I thought you said she was all right.�
�She�s just asleep. Nobody knew whether or not it would be dangerous to wake her, because hypnotism can be pretty tricky stuff. So they just put her in the hospital and let her sleep. Her car is at the Oxnard Police Station.�
�Oh,� I said. �Have her parents been informed?�
�We don�t know who her parents are.�
They wouldn�t, I realized, because all their information about Ellen had come from Dad and me. I said, �I�ll take care of it, then. Thanks a lot, Sergeant.�
�Just a minute,� he said. �I want to talk to your father.�
It developed that what he wanted from Dad was an explanation of just how Ellen�s predicament had come about. Dad gave a detailed account of what had happened. When he hung up, he said with a grin that apparently Sergeant Johnson wanted to make sure it hadn�t been some kind of exotic murder attempt.
I phoned Ellen�s parents to let them know she wouldn�t be there that night. They knew who I was, because Ellen had written about me, even though they were not yet aware that we planned to marry. It took a considerable amount of explaining to convince Ellen�s father that she was unhurt, even though she was in a hospital, but I finally got across to him what had happened. Then I let him talk to Dad, who elaborated on my explanation.
Apparently in answer to a question by Congressman Whittier as to whether Dad thought he and his wife should drive to the hospital, Dad said, �It would be pretty pointless. She�ll wake up as soon as her body has had its normal requirement of sleep. If that is eight hours, she�ll be rising about four in the morning. She has her own car, so she can just drive on. If I were you, I would just sit tight until she arrives, instead of making a useless twenty or thirty-mile trip.�
When he hung up, I said, �Useless or not, I�m driving up to Oxnard.�
Dad regarded me curiously. �Why?�
�So that I can explain to her what happened as soon as she wakes up. I feel responsible for letting Mother hypnotize her.�
A trifle dryly Dad said, �Why don�t you just phone St. John�s Hospital and leave a message asking Ellen to call back as soon as she awakens?�
I felt myself redden slightly. That easy alternative hadn�t even occurred to me. I took the suggestion.
When I hung up after leaving the message, Mother said, �You shouldn�t feel responsibility for what happened, Francis. It was my error. The factor of circadian rhythm should have occurred to me.�
�Yes, I think it should have,� Dad agreed. �We covered it when I taught you hypnotism.�
�That was over twenty years ago,� she protested with a frown. Then she passed a hand over her eyes. �The excitement has me exhausted. Please go home, Philip, because I want to go to bed.�
As soon as Dad left, we both went to bed. Although it was only about ten p.m. in Beverly Hills, according to my circadian rhythm it was one in the morning.
Ellen�s call came at four a.m. local time. As I put the phone to my ear, I heard a click and knew that Mother had lifted her bedside extension phone too.
�Hello?� I said.
�Hi,� Ellen�s voice said in my ear. �You must still be up, you answered so fast.�
�It�s a bedside phone. Are you all right?�
�Just fine. Pretty weird, wasn�t it? The nurses here told me what happened, but I don�t quite understand why it happened.�
�Your body is still on East Coast time. Eleven o�clock there is only eight here.�
�Oh,� she said. �I would never have thought of that.�
�We didn�t either. Mother and I, I mean. Dad did, though, the moment we mentioned it to him. That�s why we set the cops on you. I nearly had heart failure waiting for news. We didn�t even know which route you had taken.�
Ellen said in a surprised voice, �Your mother knew. I told her while we were scraping dishes and putting them in the dishwasher.
I let several seconds tick by in silence before I said, �She must have forgotten. I think she�s listening in. Did you, Mother?�
Several more seconds passed before Mother said apologetically, �I don�t remember it, Ellen. I have an unfortunate habit of sometimes not listening because I�m thinking of something else. Probably I was plotting how to get Francis to take me to church in the morning.�
I am sure Ellen noticed nothing unusual about Mother�s voice, but I could detect the slightest change of inflection in it, and I knew that beneath her forced naturalness she was quaking with terror. She could detect the slightest change of inflection in my voice too, you see.
When Ellen rang off a few moments later, I got up, put on my robe and went down the hall to Mother�s room. When I knocked, she called for me to come in.
She had expected me, because she was seated on the edge of her bed with a robe over her nightgown. Halting in the doorway, I gazed at her steadily. She turned a brittle smile in my direction, but her gaze went past me to the door pushed back against the wall.
I said quietly, �I would hate to lose either my mother or the woman I love. But if I had lost the one, I would have lost both.� Her smile became even more brittle as she concentrated on the door with increased intensity.
�I love you, Mother,� I said. �But in a different way I love Ellen just as much. A man shouldn�t be forced to choose between the two types of love.�
The fixed smile faded and her eyes misted. �Yes, a man,� she said, nearly inaudibly. �No longer a boy.� Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to look at me. �May I have another chance?�
�I told you I love you.�
She nodded. �Thank you, dear. You are very understanding.�
�Yes,� I agreed. �Good night.� Actually I was more understanding than she imagined. I could easily have killed her simply by telling her she had lost my love. I am quite sure I would have found her dead in the morning.

Dan and the Death-Cell Bluff


Originally published in New Detective Magazine, October 1952.

The little sad-faced man in the worn seersucker suit arrived in Lake City on the nine-thirty a.m. train. He shook his head at the redcap who tried to relieve him of his bag, shook it again at the ring of eager taxi drivers, found his way to the waiting room and hunched his meager frame onto a bench in the farthest corner. For an hour and a half he sat there quietly, staring sadly at his folded hands, and he was such an insignificant little man, no one gave him a second glance.
The big, heavy-shouldered man with the perennial lopsided grin arrived in Lake City on the eleven A.M. train. He, too, shook his head at the redcap, but he grinned when he did it, as though amused at the thought of hiring a youngster half his size to carry his heavy bag. He grinned again at the eager taxi drivers, said, �Later, maybe,� and went on to the waiting room.
He was an enormous man, probably six feet four and two hundred and seventy pounds, but he moved with the controlled grace of a ballet dancer. His square, craggy face, lined by weather and seamed with laughter lines, looked forty; his iron-gray hair looked fifty. Actually he was thirty-six.
The little man barely glanced up when the big man entered, then returned his sad eyes to his hands. But suddenly the hands were clenched tautly together.
With his huge suitcase hanging as easily at his side as though it were a bag of cream puffs, the big man scanned the benches of the waiting room. His eyes touched the little man without interest, moved over the assorted dozen other people in the room and settled on a black-haired girl reading a magazine. She looked up at the same moment.
He grinned his lopsided grin, waited expectantly, and after studying him a moment, the girl rose and approached him.
�Mr. Fancy?� she asked tentatively.
He nodded, widening his grin and examining her with rank appreciation of her beauty, for she was as trim and flawless as a cut cameo. And not much bigger, the big man added mentally.
�Mr. Dan Fancy?� she persisted.
�How many people named Fancy do you think you�d find in one waiting room?� he asked quizzically. His voice was a husky, almost rasping bass.
She grinned, then, too. �I�m Adele Hudson. Mr. Robinson wired me to meet you and explain about the town.�
�I know. Can it wait till I settle in a hotel and catch a shower? Trains make me feel gritty all over.�
She was looking beyond him, through the waiting room door, and her face was suddenly pale. �I�m afraid it will have to wait,� she said.
Dan turned so effortlessly, the movement seemed deliberate, but he was facing the door before the girl�s sentence was finished. Two men in expensive gabardine suits entered the waiting room and stopped in front of him. One was a wide, barrel-chested man nearly as broad as he was tall, with a flat, swarthy face and a low forehead. The other was tall and lean, and carried himself with a sort of rawhide tenseness. He had a thin, cruel face and eyes containing no expression whatever. The tall man did the talking.
�Your name Fancy?�
Dan merely nodded.
Both men flashed badges, then slipped them back in their pockets.
�We got a tip you were arriving,� the tall man said. �I�m Lieutenant Hart of Homicide and this is Sergeant Bull.�
Dan examined the swarthy sergeant with interest. �Haven�t I seen your picture on a reward poster somewhere?� he asked mildly.
Sergeant Bull�s face reddened and his lips drew back in a snarl, but the tall lieutenant waved him aside and said quietly, �We don�t like gunmen in Lake City, Fancy.�
�So?� Dan asked.
�So let�s start by turning over your gun.� Swinging his huge suitcase slightly forward, Dan let it drop with a crash. The barrel-chested sergeant jerked his toes out of the way just in time, turned brick red and stepped toward the big man with one hand raised to deliver a back-hand slap.
Dan regarded the sergeant�s jaw with calm calculation, his lips grinning but his eyes narrowed ever so slightly. The barrel-chested sergeant hesitated, let his hand drop and contented himself with snarling, �You heard the lieutenant. Let�s see your heater.�
�Sure,� Dan said obligingly. His right hand flickered under his coat and reappeared with a forty-five automatic, which cocked with a distinct click. �Take a good look.�
For a moment the bore centered directly in the sergeant�s stomach, then Dan�s thumb dropped the hammer to quarter-cock and the gun disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared.
�For the information of you lads and any other hoods around here who wear badges,� Dan said huskily, �my permit to carry a gun is signed by the governor. So is my appointment as special investigator to find out what in hell�s going on down here.�
Unexpectedly both his big hands lashed out and grabbed a double handful of shirt-front. Jerking the two men off balance, he brought his fists together in front of his own chest so that one shoulder of each was clamped against one shoulder of his partner as they half-faced each other, and their other shoulders were crammed against Dan�s chest, a position which effectively immobilized their arms. Nor in their side-wise position was either able to bring a knee into play.
They hung helpless in the big man�s powerful grip, glaring up at him murderously as he grinned at them.
�Tell Big Jim Calhoun the war is on,� Dan said huskily. �And next time not to send boys to do a man�s job.�
A sudden thrust sent both men reeling backward to sprawl either side of the doorway. Sweeping up his suitcase, Dan took the girl�s arm and piloted her through the door. Without a backward glance he made for the group of taxi drivers, extended his suitcase to one by holding it with two sausage-like fingers through the strap, and grinned when the man was nearly jerked off center by its weight.
�You shouldn�t have done that to Morgan Hart and Larry Bull,� Adele Hudson said breathlessly. �They�re Big Jim Calhoun�s foremost hired killers.�
�Nice type to have on a police force,� Dan grunted.
As they followed the loping cab driver, Adele�s legs moved like twin pistons in her attempt to keep up with the big man�s long strides. �I wonder how they knew you were arriving,� she said.
Dan Fancy�s grin became even wider than usual. �I sent Big Jim Calhoun an anonymous wire from Pittsburgh saying a private dick named Daniel Fancy had been engaged by Martin Robinson to get young Robinson out of death row, and that Fancy would arrive on the eleven A.M. train today. I signed it �A Friend�.�
The girl stopped in her tracks. �Whatever did you do a thing like that for? Are you trying to get killed?�
�No. Trying to get framed,� Dan said cryptically.
Back in the waiting room, as the two plainclothesmen picked themselves up and began brushing themselves off, the sad-faced little man in the corner rose to his feet and unobtrusively left by the same door Dan and Adele had used. When he reached the group of taxi drivers, he surrendered his grip to one, nodded his head toward the retreating back of Dan Fancy, and said in a thin, reedy voice, �Five bucks if you keep the big fellow in sight without him catching on.�

�What�s the hotel?� Dan asked Adele Hudson as he helped her into the cab.
�The Lakeview, but its rates are tremendous. We�re in the middle of the tourist season, you know.�
�With a millionaire paying expenses, I should quibble?� he inquired. To the driver he said, �Lakeview Hotel.�
On the street Dan Fancy merely looked big, for his breadth was in proper proportion to his height except across the shoulders, and their width tended to make him seem shorter than he was. But in the close confines of a taxi his size was hard to conceal. He was not built for taxis. His heavy shoulders spanned half the back seat, crowding the girl against the far window, where she sat like a toy doll, the top of her head barely even with Dan�s collarbone.
�Tell me about the town,� Dan said.
�Well�� the girl started uncertainly. �I�m not sure how much Mr. Robinson told you. If I knew that��
�Nothing about the town, except it�s as crooked as a Scotch walking stick. Just that his son was in the death house on a fake murder rap and I�m supposed to get him out. Also that you�re the kid�s fianc�e, so presumably are trustworthy, and can give me the whole story.�
�I see.� She paused, frowning over her thoughts, then asked, �What was that you said to those detectives about being a special investigator for the governor? Mr. Robinson�s wire said you were a private detective.�
�The old man had an afterthought subsequent to wiring you. Seems another private dick he sent down here was arrested for vagrancy, beat up and kicked out of town two hours after he arrived. The governor is a personal pal of old man Robinson, so he armed me with enough authority to hit back in case any local cops start swinging. Makes it tough for the locals to work a vagrancy charge. Get on with your story.�
�It�s a rather long story,� she said doubtfully, looking at the back of the taxi driver�s head and then giving Dan a warning glance.
�Even the walls have ears, eh?� he said amusedly. �Look, Adele, there�s nothing subtle about me. All I know how to do is wade in slugging with both hands. I�ve got no secrets from anybody, so talk up.�
She glanced again at the driver, then said reluctantly, �The town is about fifty thousand population and it�s ruled completely by Big Jim Calhoun. He owns a good part of it. Literally, I mean. Property deeds and mortgages. Not any of the better part, or much of the main business district, but most of the property over east of the tracks is his. Saloons, amusement places, gambling houses. That sort of thing. He also owns the mayor, the city council, the police commissioner, the sheriff � this is the county seat, you know � the district attorney, the coroner and both city judges.�
�How about newspapers?�
�There are two. The Star and the Post. Big Jim owns controlling interest in both, and since the Star owns our only local radio station, he controls that, too.�
�In short, he�s got the town sewed up tight,� Dan said. �How does he use all this power?�
�To suck the lifeblood out of Lake City,� Adele said savagely. �To protect his crooked gambling houses, to allow everything to run wide open. To peddle dope to school children, to extort money from merchants. And to kill anyone who gets in his way.�
�H-m-m�� Dan remarked. �This is all general knowledge?��
�Everybody in Lake City knows the town is rotten to the core and that Big Jim Calhoun makes it that way.�
Dan said thoughtfully, �You mentioned the population is fifty thousand. That�s a lot of people to take a kicking around. Just figuring the adult males, you�d have the equivalent of at least one full infantry division, if somebody organized them. How come no honest citizen has tried?�
�Gene Robinson tried,� the girl said dully. �And so did George Saunders, the man he was convicted of murdering. Others have tried and have ended up dead, or in the penitentiary on framed evidence. The civic leaders in the community are paralyzed with fear.�
The taxi pulled up before the marquee of a large white-stone hotel. Without getting out, the driver reached over the seat to unlatch the door. Helping the girl to the sidewalk, Dan opened the front door, swung his suitcase out and slammed the door again.
Then the driver slipped the car into low. �Aren�t you going to wait for your fare?� Dan asked huskily.
Throwing him a startled glance, the cabbie wet his lips and mumbled, �One-fifty.�
Dan gave him the exact change. �Your tip is the fifty bucks you�ll get for phoning Big Jim our conversation.�
�Huh?� the driver said.
�Tell him your passenger was Dan Fancy and he may make it seventy-five.�
He picked up his suitcase and escorted Adele Hudson into the hotel.
�Why do you keep doing things like that?� she asked.
�Like what?�
�Sending Big Jim messages. Letting him know every move you make.�
Dan stopped and looked down at the girl. �Look,� he said gently. �Apparently both Mr. Robinson and you expected me to come down here and quietly nose around until I uncovered evidence that Gene Robinson is innocent. But in a setup like this there won�t be any evidence. And we�ve got just seventeen days to get the kid out of death row. Our only possible chance is to stir up Big Jim to the point where he sticks his neck out, and then try to step on it. I intend to start a war that will tear this town apart. Want to back out, or come along for the ride?�
The girl looked up at him with slightly frightened eyes. �I�ll come along,� she said in a small voice. �But you underestimate Big Jim. You don�t know him.�
�What makes you think I don�t?�
�Do you?� she asked in surprise.
�He was raised in Pittsburgh. As kids, we beat each other up and as teen-agers we worked in the same steel mill. Being a year and a half older than me, he could always lick me. I�m anxious to see if I�ve caught up to him yet.�
After registering, Dan said to the girl �I�m going to catch a shower before I do anything else. Want to wait in the cocktail lounge or come up and wait?�
�I�ll come up,� she decided.
As they entered the elevator, the little sad-faced man carried his grip through the front door. From the desk he watched the elevator indicator until it stopped at five. Then he turned his attention to the clerk, noted he was copying data from a registration card into a ledger, and read the room number of the card upside down. It was 512.
�I�d like a room with bath facing the lake on the fifth floor,� he said. �I had five hundred and fourteen once before.�
The clerk consulted a chart. �Five-fourteen is occupied, and so are the two rooms either side of it.�
�How about five-ten?�
Superciliously, the clerk examined the little man�s shabby seersucker suit. �That�s vacant, sir, but it�s a suite.�
�I�ll take it,� the little man said.
As the bellhop, a slim, towheaded boy with a pug nose and a cocky grin, laid the big suitcase on its stand, Dan asked, �What�s your name?�
�Billie.�
Dan slipped him a five dollar bill. �When I ask for room service, I want you, Billie. Take care of me right and you may get an extra dime when I leave. You can start by getting a shaker of Tom Collinses up here in ten minutes.�
�Yes sir, Mr. Fancy.�
The boy left the room with alacrity.
Tossing his coat on the bed, Dan followed it with his tie, shoulder holster, shirt and undershirt. Adele, seated on a chair near the window, watched him with startled, uneasy eyes. Happening to catch her expression, the big man grinned in amusement, then ignored her completely as he opened his bag and drew out some fresh clothing.
Stripped to the waist, Dan Fancy was a throwback to the Neanderthal man. From great shoulders like wedges of concrete to his fleshless waist, iron-hard muscle girded his frame. A light matting of black hair, covered his chest and arms like a sweater, and his deceptively deliberate movements, which could not quite conceal a catlike grace, added to the impression that he was a primeval being who would be more at home in a cave than a modern hotel room.
From nowhere the absurd vision of Dan Fancy dragging her into a cave by the hair popped into Adele�s mind. Angrily she shook it out.
Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Adele rose to answer it, then hesitated as she remembered the byplay with the taxi driver. Suppose instead of room service, it was one of Big Jim�s badged killers?
Glancing at the bed, she saw with surprise Dan�s holster with its heavy forty-five was gone, and realized he had taken it into the bath with him. Apparently the big man was capable of caution in spite of his tendency to ask for trouble. Relieved, she opened the door.
�The Collinses, ma�am,� Billie said, carrying in a tray containing a shaker and two frosted glasses.
The bellboy had hardly departed when Dan Fancy came out of the bathroom fully dressed. Over cool Tom Collinses she told him the story of Gene Robinson�s conviction for murder.
�Gene was relatively new in Lake City, you know,� she said. �About two years ago he came to town, and I guess I must have been the first person he talked to. I�m the owner and proprietor of Del�s Beauty Salon, and he asked me for a job. I gave it to him. I suppose you knew he was a hairdresser?�
�Yeah.� Dan grunted. �One of the reasons he never got along with the old man. His father thought he was a sissy.�
�He isn�t!� Adele said hotly. �Lots of men are in the beauty business. It�s a perfectly honorable profession.�
�All right,� Dan said mildly.
For a moment the girl looked at him suspiciously, then went on with the story. �I knew, of course, that Gene was the son of Martin Robinson, the millionaire steel man, but I doubt that anyone else in town did. Gene was bitter about their break and never mentioned his father. Mr. Robinson disowned him, you know, when he refused to enter the steel business.�
�I know,� Dan said.
�Until the trial it never came out who Gene was, or I don�t think they would have tried to frame him. It�s one thing to push around citizens of a town you own, but quite another to pick on the son of a nationally known figure. I imagine Big Jim Calhoun had a few uneasy moments when those big-time defense lawyers from Pittsburgh began to arrive in town. I think probably they would simply have killed Gene and made it look like an accident, had they known who he really was.�
�The advantage of having a big-shot parent,� Dan said dryly. �You get killed instead of framed.�
�Of course as it turned out it didn�t matter anyway, because Gene refused to accept any help from his father and wouldn�t even talk to the lawyers he sent down. The court finally had to appoint a defense lawyer, and that ended Gene�s chances, for the lawyer he appointed was just another tool of Big Jim�s.�
�Tell me about the killing,� Dan said.
�It happened about a month ago. George Saunders, the man who was killed, was a tavern owner in the same block where I have my beauty salon. He was a fiery, soapbox type of man, and I never liked him particularly. I don�t believe Gene did either, but he worked with him on the citizens� committee because he believed in what Mr. Saunders was doing.�
�What was the citizens� committee?�
�It was something George Saunders got up. A sort of vigilante outfit composed of merchants who wanted to break Jim Calhoun�s power. It was supposed to be secret, but George Saunders was constitutionally incapable of keeping his mouth shut, and practically everyone in town knew he was the leader and Gene was second in command.�
Dan looked interested. �So the chief of the citizens� committee gets killed, and his first lieutenant takes the rap for it? Convenient for Big Jim. What happened to the committee?�
�It collapsed.� Adele said bitterly. �All the light went out of it and the members scampered for their holes like frightened rats.�
The big man said, with a strange air of tolerance, �Don�t be bitter at them, Adele. Even brave men sometimes rout without leadership. How was the frame worked?�
�With Big Jim�s usual efficiency,� Adele said in a weary voice. �At the trial a half dozen witnesses testified George Saunders made a practice of teasing Gene about being a hairdresser. That wasn�t true, incidentally. The same witnesses testified the two had come to blows over it the day before the murder, and Gene threatened to kill George. A pawnbroker testified Gene bought the gun identified as the murder weapon. Five witnesses testified they were customers in Saunders� saloon when Gene entered and fired five shots into Saunders� body. The arresting officers, who happened to be the same two you met at the station, said they heard the shots, rushed into the tavern while Gene was still firing, and overpowered him. What could the jury do? They convicted him.�
�The kid have any defense?�
�None anyone would believe. I was off that day and Gene was responsible for closing the shop. He said he had just locked the front door when two masked men entered the back way, covered him with pistols and kept him there for three hours. About eight p.m., just as it began to get dark, they forced him out the back door and down the alley to the rear of Saunders� tavern, where they all entered through the kitchen. The two masked men told him to walk straight ahead into the barroom, but they themselves stayed back in the kitchen out of sight, and presumably left again by the back door as soon as Gene obeyed them. Gene said several men were in the tavern, apparently awaiting him, and two of them were Lieutenant Morgan Hart and Sergeant Larry Bull. At the time George Saunders was lying dead behind the bar, but Gene didn�t know this. Lieutenant Hart thrust a gun at Gene by the barrel and said. �Here. Take this.� When Gene refused, the lieutenant slapped him twice, so Gene took the gun. Then he was arrested for murder.�
Dan grinned. �Bet the prosecution had a circus with that.�
�It was terrible. Even the judge obviously thought it was a lie. When he summed up, he told the jury it was up to them to weigh the statements of eleven reputable citizens and two officers of the law against the unsupported testimony of the defendant.�
�Was the judge in on the frame?�
The girl shook her head. �I don�t think so. It was Judge Anderson of the circuit court. I think he comes out of Mayville. Big Jim�s power doesn�t reach up into the state courts.�
Dan rose and stretched. �Let�s go down and have lunch. Afterward you can go back to your shop, if you like, while I sit in my room and wait for Big Jim to make a move.�
Adele said hesitantly, �I�d like to stay with you, if I may.�
The big man shrugged indifferently. �All right, if you wish.�

Chapter Two
Death Row Stooge

As the elevator swallowed Dan and Adele, the door to suite 510 opened cautiously. The little man, wearing a fresh seersucker suit as worn as the first, stepped out in the hall with his suitcase in his hand. Quickly he approached room 512, for a moment fiddled at the lock with a piece of wire, pushed open the door and shut it behind himself again.
Rolling the bed away from the wall, he spread his handkerchief on the floor, removed a small brace and bit from his bag, and drilled a hole through the baseboard, allowing the sawdust to fall on his handkerchief. When he felt the bit break through on the other side, he carefully folded the handkerchief and put it in his pocket.
Then he pushed two wires attached to a small microphone through the hole, screwed the mike to the baseboard, rolled the bed back in place and repacked his bag. The whole operation took no more than fifteen minutes.
Dan and Adele had been back from lunch barely a half hour, and were desultorily smoking cigarettes when a knock came at the door. Adele, in her chair by the window, stopped her cigarette halfway to her lips and gave Dan a frightened look. Dan, flat on his back on the bed, came erect lazily and swung his feet over the side.
�Come in!� he called.
The man who opened the door was a giant, towering above Dan Fancy a good three inches and outweighing him thirty pounds. He was blond and chubby-faced and had the slightest suggestion of a paunch, but most of his weight consisted of muscle as solid as Dan�s. His pink face, with its upturned nose, was that of a cherub, but his small bright eyes spoiled the effect. They were the eyes of a hawk, and they glittered coldly when his lips smiled.
Dan gave him a lopsided grin. �Never stopped growing, did you, Jim? Thought I�d have passed you by now.�
�You�re a long way from Pittsburgh, Dan,� Big Jim Calhoun said quietly. He glanced at Adele, jerked his head toward the open door and said, �Outside, honey.�
The girl made no move.
�Better do like the man says, Adele,� Dan told her huskily.
Her face pale, Adele rose and walked to the door. There she paused and gave Dan an appealing look.
Fancy chuckled amusedly. �He won�t eat me, Adele. Wait in the hall.�
When the door had closed behind her, Big Jim Calhoun walked over to the bed and smiled without humor at the seated man.
Dan rested his right ankle on his left knee and leaned back on his elbows.
�You didn�t used to be so careless, Dan,� Big Jim said softly. �I could be all over you before you moved.�
Without taking his eyes from the other man�s, Dan shook his head. �If you move an inch closer, my heel will break your kneecap.�
Momentarily the giant�s eyes clouded. Then he stepped back and walked around the bed.
Effortlessly Dan came to his feet and turned to keep his face toward Big Jim.
�What do you want, Dan?� the giant abruptly asked.
�I want to get a kid named Gene Robinson out of death row over at the state pen.�
Big Jim said impatiently, �He�s a convicted murderer. He had a fair trial.�
Dan said carefully, �I don�t give a hoot in Hades about your rackets down here, Jim. All I�m interested in is the kid.� He paused and examined the other�s cherubic face estimatingly. �I�ll give you a choice, Jim. Throw the real killer to the wolves so the kid can go free, and I�ll leave you alone.�
�What�s the other half of the choice?�
�Fight me and I�ll bust your organization wide open.�
Big Jim shrugged with apparent indifference. �That�s a big order for one man. Even a guy with your reputation.� His tone turned sardonic. �How many crooks have you killed now? Five or six? It�s been in the papers, but I lost count.�
�Let�s stick to the subject,� Dan suggested.
Big Jim�s, smile widened without affecting the coldness of his eyes a single degree. �You don�t worry me a bit, Dan. The only reason I dropped in is for old time�s sake. To pass a friendly warning. Be out of town by six tonight.�
�Or?� Dan asked.
�Or you get the works. You can�t buck me, Dan. Not here, you can�t. I own this town, lock, stock and barrel. I can get away with anything. I could kill you right now, and the cover-up would be so complete, I�d never be touched.�
Dan�s lopsided grin grew in dimension. �Wrong. Jim. Passing over the certainty that you�d have a hole in your head before you got your gun out, you couldn�t afford to bump me off. You may be the big frog in your own little puddle, but you�re not big enough to cover the murder of a special investigator for the governor. You�re worried silly, or you wouldn�t be here. Get smart and make it easy for both of us by turning in Saunders� real killer.�
Big Jim shook his head. �Sorry, Dan. No chance.� He studied the big man and said in a tentative voice, �Don�t suppose it would be worth-while to offer you money?�
�You got a million dollars?�
Big Jim�s grin was a trifle crooked. �Same price as always, eh? I remember when we were kids you used to say you wouldn�t be crooked for less than a million dollars. That�s why you�re still working for peanuts, and I own a city.�
�Only till today, Jim. Tomorrow you lose the city, but I�ll still have my peanuts. I�ve got a little paper signed by the governor, Jim. Tomorrow morning early I�ll be at the courthouse. I�m confiscating all city and county records.�
The giant chuckled. �You�ll run into a battery of lawyers and a squad of cops.�
�They�ll be dead lawyers and dead cops if they get in my way. My paper authorizes me to call on militia.�
Jim�s smile faded. �The governor wouldn�t go that far. You can�t invade an incorporated community with militia against the consent of the local authorities.�
�Read your state constitution. In the public interest the governor can order militia anywhere in the state where local authority has broken down or is incompetent. The governor seems to think yours is incompetent.�
�He wouldn�t dare!�
Dan laughed aloud. �He dared to sign the paper, Jim. And I�ll damn well dare to use it.�
�Let�s see the paper.�
Dan shook his head. �Phone the governor if you want verification. I like my hands free when we�re in the same room.�
Big Jim�s bright eyes became narrow. �Then I guess it�s war, Dan. Don�t say I didn�t warn you.� He rounded the bed and held out a hand the size of a pancake griddle. �No hard feelings, though, no matter how it comes out.�
�Of course not, Jim.�
Dan stuck a hand only slightly smaller into that of Big Jim. A slight smile touched the giant�s lips as he suddenly jerked Dan toward him and started a vicious left cross.
The blow never landed. Expecting the maneuver, Dan added his own impetus to Big Jim�s powerful pull, and smashed his left elbow into the other�s jaw. Big Jim reeled backward, recovered his balance and surged forward again.
At the same moment the door behind Dan opened. With a catlike shift, he sidestepped the giant�s rush and half turned to meet the new adversary. That was as far as He got when a sap caught him behind the ear.
He managed the rest of the turn with a great ringing in his ears. Through the wrong end of a telescope he saw thin-faced Lieutenant Hart in the room. Then the contorted face of Big Jim Calhoun appeared before him and a huge fist started toward his jaw.
His mind willed a left-hand parry, but his arm refused to obey the command.

Dan awakened with his head in a lap and with soft arms around his neck. He looked up blearily at Adele Hudson�s face just as a drop of warm salt water landed on his nose.
�What are you crying about?� he asked thickly. �I�m the one who got belted.�
Her arms tightened convulsively. �Oh, Dan! I thought you were dead.�
The big man disengaged her arms and rose to his feet. She too rose from her seated position on the floor.
�You�re a nice kid, Adele,� he said gently.
Her face flaming, she turned abruptly and walked to the window.
Gingerly he fingered the lump behind his ear, then prodded one linger along the base of his jaw. �What happened to my guest?� With her back still to him, she said, �Big Jim? He and that lieutenant he owns left right after they knocked you out. Big Jim had a paper in his hand and seemed pleased about something.�
Quickly Dan�s hand darted to his inside coat pocket and came out empty. �Now he knows what a liar I am,� he said ruefully. �That paper was signed by the governor, but all it said was that I was authorized to reinvestigate the circumstances of George Saunders� death, and requested the local police to cooperate.�
The girl turned to face him. �What are you going to do now?�
The big man ignored her question. He was thoughtfully regarding the baseboard near his bed, against which he had apparently fallen when slugged by Big Jim, for the bed was pushed to one side. Dropping to his hands and knees, he studied the small microphone curiously. Then, placing his lips close to it, he suddenly emitted an ear-splitting shriek.
Through the wall to the room next door, they could distinctly hear a startled curse.
Grinning, Dan moved the bed back in place while the girl regarded him open-mouthed. �Just mark it up that I�m crazy,� he said. �Got a car?�
She shook her head.
�Then we�ll rent one. It�s twenty miles to the state prison, and I want to visit Gene Robinson.�
Crossing to the phone, he called the state capitol and arranged for permission to visit the prisoner in death row. The assistant state�s attorney said he would phone the warden immediately, so that Dan and Adele would be expected when they arrived.
The red tape disposed of, they walked three blocks to the nearest car rental, where Dan managed to obtain a 1948 Buick that seemed to be in excellent condition.
As they pulled away from the garage, Dan said casually, �Don�t look around, but we�re being followed.�
Adele caught her breath. In spite of the warning, she half turned, but settled front again when the big man frowned at her. �Big Jim?� she asked.
�Not personally. Probably a stooge. A short, heavy-set man in a plaid suit. Bald-headed. Looks like a salesman. I thought I noticed him watching us when we crossed the hotel lobby. He rented a Lincoln and pulled out right behind us.�
�What are you going to do?�
�Nothing,� Dan said. �Let him follow.� During the twenty mile trip to the state prison, Dan made no attempt to shake the Lincoln, but kept his car at an even fifty-five most of the way, and dropping to forty over the short stretch of mountain road marking the halfway point. In the rearview mirror he could see the other car maintained an even hundred yard interval. But when they stopped before the prison gates, the Lincoln rolled on past without slackening speed. Seconds later a battered sedan driven by a little man in a worn seersucker suit flashed by in the wake of the Lincoln.
As the assistant state�s attorney had promised, the warden was expecting them. Greeting them courteously, he turned them over to the assistant warden, who in turn left them with the chief guard in that section of the prison containing the death house. Here Dan was relieved of his gun before he and Adele were led back to the somber death row.
The long corridor leading to the execution chamber contained four cells, but only one was occupied. Gene Robinson lay on a bunk reading the Saturday Review of Literature, while immediately outside his cell a yawning suicide guard sat on a straight-backed chair trying to keep awake.
Robinson was a slim, graceful man with even, almost pretty features and a pencil-line mustache. He had the longest eyelashes Dan Fancy had ever seen on a man.
When he saw Adele, he smiled a dazzling white smile, rose from his bunk and said, �Hello, dear. It was good of you to come.�
Like welcoming her to a tea, Fancy thought. He waited while Adele offered a dutiful kiss through the bars, and frowned slightly when the condemned man accepted the offer with a reserved reluctance indicating he considered it not quite in good taste to demonstrate affection in front of strangers.
Gene Robinson was a curious man. He seemed not in the slightest degree worried, and his manners were impeccably correct.
�My name is Dan Fancy,� the big man rumbled. �I�m a private investigator, and I�ve been engaged to get you out of this spot.�
Robinson raised one eyebrow. �By whom, please?�
�Your father.�
The young man�s teeth continued to glitter, but the welcome was gone from his smile. �I don�t accept help from my father, Mr. Fancy. I�m afraid I can�t use you.�
Dan moved one big hand impatiently. �Your old man told me all about that. He doesn�t expect any thanks.�
�Then he didn�t tell you enough. I�m sorry you�ve been troubled, Mr. Fancy, but you�re wasting your time.�
Turning his attention back to Adele, Robinson ignored the big man. For a moment Dan watched him broodingly.
�Your old man told me enough,� he said finally. �You�ve been a poet by profession, and before that you were an artist, and before that a musical composer. Only you never made a dime at any of those professions, so you took up hairdressing as a sort of substitute art. You like to associate with people who work with their minds.
�You never had any respect for your old man because the money he educated you in Europe on was made in the disgusting business of manufacturing steel. You never let him forget he started out as a day laborer. He was a peasant and you were an aristocrat. Finally when your snobbery got too far under his skin, he kicked you out. When he got over his mad, he asked you back again, with you writing the ticket. But aristocrats don�t accept largess from peasants.�
The big man paused, then went on huskily, �You�re living in a dream world, kid. Aristocrats are mortal, just like people. In seventeen days they�ll strap you in the electric chair. You�ve got your old man crazy enough now with your martyr act. Come awake and start cooperating. I want some questions answered.�
�I�m afraid I don�t like you, Mr. Fancy,� Robinson said frigidly. �Please inform my father I�m quite capable of taking care of myself.�
�Sure you are. Want to bet when they strap you in the chair, you won�t break wide open and start screaming for your father? But then it�ll be too late.�
�Guard!� the condemned man said crisply. �Please take Mr. Fancy away. I don�t wish to talk to him.�
Without waiting for the guard�s reaction, Dan turned and strode toward the barred and locked door of the cell block.
As he walked away, he heard Adele say, �Please, Gene. Don�t make things so difficult. All that Mr. Fancy is trying to do is help.�
During the first mile of the ride back the girl was so quiet, Dan realized she was making an effort not to cry.
Finally he said irritably, �The guy is a psycho, you know.� Startled, she glanced sidewise at him. �Delusions of grandeur,� Dan said. �Nothing can touch him. A miracle will happen to get him out of his jam at the last minute, and then he won�t owe his dad a thing.� He glowered at the road ahead. �He doesn�t know it, but the miracle is that his old man even bothered to try to help him. I�d let him fry.�
�Don�t say that!� Adele said passionately. �Gene is a fine man. He�s just too proud and stubborn for his own good.�
Dan glanced at her curiously. �How�d he happen to condescend to become engaged to you? You read all the correct books?�
A slow blush diffused her face. �I thought you were so particular about taking advantage of a man in death row.�
�Sorry,� he said tersely, and lapsed into silence.
A mile farther on he remarked, �Our shadow is with us again.�
The girl tensed, but did not look around. �The same man?�
Dan nodded. �Don�t worry about it. Apparently all he wants is to see where we go.�
But when they reached the short stretch of mountain road Dan began to wonder if the Lincoln was solely interested in tailing them, for in the rear-view mirror he could see the gap between the two cars was slowly being closed. When it had decreased from a hundred yards to a hundred feet, he glanced reflectively at the guard rails flashing by at their right, thin wooden rails which in places edged a sheer hundred foot drop.
The next curve, Dan remembered, formed a narrow horseshoe and the bank fell away nearly vertically over a deep chasm. His lips thinned as the Lincoln edged nearer and suddenly started to pass just short of the curve.
Aside from his tightened mouth the big man gave no indication that he even noticed the other car until it came fully abreast. Then suddenly he slammed on the brakes.
The Lincoln cut in viciously at the same moment, nearly touching the rail a mere car length ahead of the point where the Buick slid to a screeching halt. Careening around the curve, it disappeared in a burst of power.
�He tried to kill us!� Adele gasped, pushing herself back in her seat.
�He would have,� Dan said grimly, �if I hadn�t braked a split second ahead of his swing.�
Shifting into low, he lifted the speed to forty again, but made no attempt to catch the Lincoln.
It was just before five when Dan dropped Adele in front of her beauty shop. Returning the car to its rental garage, he walked moodily back to his hotel, not even bothering to ask the garage attendant for the name of the renter of the Lincoln. In front of the hotel his moodiness increased when he discovered the thin, sharp-nosed man who had been staring vacantly into a dry-cleaning window next door to the garage when he returned the car, was now staring just as vacantly into a jewelry window fifteen feet from the hotel entrance.
Momentarily he toyed with the idea of pitching the shadow into the gutter by the seat of the pants, but decided against it. Just the thought, however, somewhat relieved his feelings.
As he crossed the lobby, Dan saw Billie, the bellhop, standing near the front desk, and crooked a finger at the boy. Billie scampered over like an eager dog, a wide grin splitting his features.
�Yes sir, Mr. Fancy?�
�What does the hotel do with old newspapers, Billie? Sell them to a junkman?�
The boy looked puzzled. �Yes sir. I believe so.�
�Probably stores them somewhere in the basement until they get a big enough pile to sell, eh?�
�I guess so, sir. Did you want a particular back issue?�
�Thirty of them,� Dan said. �See if you can find me every issue for the past month. Either local paper. I�ll be in my room.�
It did not take Billie long. Within twenty minutes he delivered a thick stack of the Lake City Star. Piling them on the floor in front of the window chair, the big man went through them unhurriedly, reading every item he found on the killing of George Saunders and the subsequent trial and conviction of Eugene Robinson.
It was nearly seven when he finished the pile, and the only new information he had gained was the names of the witnesses who had testified against Robinson. Picking up the phone, he ordered dinner, went up to his room, and while waiting for it, methodically went through the phone book and listed on a sheet of paper the phone numbers of all those witnesses he found listed. All, peculiarly enough, were men. Of the five who had testified to bad blood between the deceased and the defendant, three were listed in the book. Of the six who were actual witnesses to the shooting according to their testimony, four possessed phones. The pawnbroker who had testified to Gene Robinson�s purchase of the murder gun had a business phone, but none listed for a residence.
Dinner arrived and the big man wolfed it hurriedly, eager to get on with his work. As soon as he finished gulping the last of his coffee, he pushed the dining cart aside, lit a cigarette and seated himself on the bed by the telephone.
The first number he called was that of a man named Adolph Striker, one of the witnesses to the alleged teasing of Robinson by the murdered man. A woman answered the phone, peremptorily announced that Mr. Striker was �on vacation� and could not be reached for two months. She hung up before Dan could ask any questions.
In chronological order he went down the list, and every number got him a variation of the first reaction. Some of the men had moved and left no forwarding addresses, some were �out of town for a while,� and the informants had no idea how they could be reached. Some simply bluntly denied ever hearing of the person asked for.
The operator answered when he called the last number on the list � that of the pawnbroker.
�That number has been disconnected, sir,� she told him.
Slowly the big man crumpled to a ball the list of names he had made and dropped the ball in a wastebasket. For a long time he sat in the window-side chair, his feet cocked on the sill and his hands locked behind his head. He smoked two cigarettes, arced the butts out the window, and stared glumly at nothing.
Suddenly a startled expression crossed his face, lingered and developed into a pleased grin. Rising to his feet, he thumbed the phone book once more until he came to the name: Bull, Lawrence. He copied the address on a card which he put in his wallet. Then whistling noiselessly, he left the hotel and hailed a passing cab.
�Seventeen-eleven Fairview Avenue,� he said loudly for the benefit of the thin, sharp-nosed man who had trailed him out of the hotel lobby and now stood idly in the entrance.
As he expected, a second taxi pulled out from the curb a few moments after his.
1711 Fairview Avenue was a white frame house in one of the nicer sections of town. A stupid looking but pretty blonde in a tight-fitting red dress answered Dan�s ring.
�Looking for Sergeant Larry Bull,� the big man said.
The woman�s expression as she examined his huge frame was that of a cattle buyer judging a steer, and a flicker of animal interest appeared in her eyes.
�Come in,� she said, stretching the �in� to an open invitation.
She led him through a hallway into an elaborately furnished living room where the police sergeant sat watching television. Dan estimated that the furnishings of the living room� would have cost two years of an honest policeman�s salary.
When Sergeant Bull looked up at his visitor, his eyes hardened. Rising, he cut the television switch and said to the blonde in a flat voice. �Scram.�
The woman�s mouth turned sullen and her eyes flicked sidewise once more at Dan, but she turned obediently and left the room, slamming the door behind her.
�Well?� Bull asked.
�Just remembered where I saw your picture,� Dan said easily. �Armed robbery and murder in St. Louis about nineteen forty-six. Can�t remember the name, but it wasn�t Bull.�

Chapter Three
Hide-and-Seek With Death

Sergeant Larry Bull�s flat face turned the color of paper, but his eyes remained expressionless and hard. For a long time his gaze remained unwaveringly fixed on the big man�s grin. �What do you want?� he asked finally.
�Nothing,� Dan said. �Absolutely nothing. I�m not going to turn you in. Just wanted you to know I recognized you.�
�Why?� Bull asked flatly, but the big man only grinned at him.
Puzzlement and wariness mixed with the fear in the sergeant�s face. �You know you�re giving me a damn good reason to knock you off. You�re not that dumb, Fancy. What�s the angle?�
�No angle. Does Big Jim know you�re wanted for murder in Missouri?�
Bull licked his lips. �No.�
�Want him to?�
�No.� The man watched Dan�s face, a waiting expression on his own.
�Might give him a toe hold on you, eh?� Dan asked. �You don�t mind working for Jim Calhoun, but you wouldn�t want to be in a spot where you couldn�t quit, would you?�
�What do you want?� Bull demanded.
The big man simulated surprise. �Nothing, I told you. Nothing at all. I�m not going to inform the Missouri cops, and I�m not going to tell Big Jim. You can depend on it.�
�You must want something,� the sergeant insisted worriedly. �If you�re working up a deal where you expect me to cross Big Jim, forget it. I�d rather face Missouri.�
Dan shook his head and grinned hugely. �You�re an untrusting soul, Sergeant.� Opening the door by reaching behind himself and turning the knob, he backed out of the room.
He was still grinning when he pushed the door shut again.
Back at the hotel the big man put in a long-distance call to Martin Robinson.
�Fancy!� the old man said sharply. �I�ve been going crazy waiting to hear from you. Have you seen Gene?�
�Yes,� Dan said shortly. �He�s bearing up. Think I have a lead.�
�Yes?� The old man�s voice was eager. �For five thousand bucks and a guarantee of immunity one of the arresting officers will repudiate his original story and sign a full confession to the whole frame.�
�Five thousand?� Martin Robinson�s tone made it sound like five cents. �Well, for goodness sakes, Fancy, promise it to him. I�ll wire it immediately.�
�Good. I�m in room five-twelve of the Lakeview Hotel.�
He hung up before the old man could ask any questions.

The short, burly man with the bald head rapped quietly on the bar at the Downtown Athletic Club, bringing the bartender from his dreams of a chicken farm.
�Hello, Stub,� the barman said.
�Big Jim in?� The burly man�s voice was as soft as his manner. Everything about him was soft, except his eyes, which could have chipped sparks from a piece of flint.
�Yeah. He�s expecting you. Go on up.� Stub approached a door at the side of the bar and waited. The bartender�s foot touched a concealed button, a low buzz sounded, and Stub pushed open the door. He followed a narrow hallway to the open door of a self-service elevator, pushed the button marked 2 and rose silently to the second floor. When the elevator door slid back, another steel-grilled door barred his exit from the car.
Facing him from behind a desk across the room sat Big Jim Calhoun.
�It�s Stub, Mr. Calhoun,� the baldheaded man called.
Another buzz sounded. Stub pushed open the steel door and let it swing shut behind him. His eyes flicked briefly at Lieutenant Morgan Hart, who sat with his back against one wall, then returned to Big Jim.
�I kept Fancy in sight all day,� Stub reported in his soft voice. �Gyp Fleming relieved me at five.�
�You didn�t make a special trip over here, just for that?� the blond giant asked.
�No.� The burly man glanced at Lieutenant Hart. �He rented a car and drove up to the prison to visit Gene Robinson. He took Adele Hudson along with him. Following your orders to take advantage of any situation where it would look like an � ah � accident, I cut him off on the mountain road so short it should have pushed him over a hundred-foot bank. He was expecting it and he crossed me up.�
�You still haven�t said anything that couldn�t have waited till tomorrow,� Big Jim said irritably.
�No,� Stub agreed. �It�s coming now. I left word for Gyp to phone me if anything special developed, and he just phoned me at home.� His eyes again flicked at Lieutenant Hart, then moved back to Big Jim. �I want to report this privately.�
A frown disturbed the cherubic blandness of Big Jim�s expression. �You can talk in front of Morg. You know that.�
�Yes, sir. Generally. I�d prefer to report this privately.�
Big Jim�s eyes narrowed and swung to Morgan Hart. The homicide officer rose with a mixture of puzzlement and suspicion tingeing his expression.
�What you getting at, Stub?� he asked belligerently.
�Speak up,� Big Jim commanded, his voice nearly as soft as Stub�s. �If Morg doesn�t like it he can learn to.�
The baldheaded man shrugged. �I�ll give you the full report in order, including what we got from the phone tap. About a half hour after you left his room, Fancy put in a call to the state justice department and arranged to sec Gene Robinson at the prison. Like I told you, he rented a car and took the girl with him. They were at the prison about forty-five minutes. When they got back to town, he dropped off the girt, returned the car and went back to the hotel. That�s when I dropped out and Gyp Fleming took over.
�Fancy had a bellhop find him a month�s back issues of the Star, and stayed in his room with them about an hour and a half. At seven he had dinner sent up. At seven-fifteen he started making phone calls. He made eight, and these are the numbers.� He laid a half-sheet of paper on Big Jim�s desk. �From the names he asked for whenever he got an answer, I guess he was calling all the witnesses in the Robinson trial.� Stub smiled briefly. �He didn�t have any luck.�
�He wouldn�t,� Big Jim said without interest.
�About eight he left the room and grabbed a cab to Larry Bull�s house. He was inside about fifteen minutes. Then he returned to the hotel and phoned Martin Robinson in Pittsburgh.�
Stub paused and for the third time his eyes moved to Lieutenant Morgan Hart. �This is where I wanted it to be private. Bull is a pal of the lieutenant�s.�
Hart�s eyes narrowed to slits. �What about Larry?�
�Go on,� Big Jim ordered.
The baldheaded man shrugged. �Fancy told Robinson he had a lead. He said one of the arresting officers in the Saunders murder was willing to repudiate his testimony for a guarantee of immunity and five thousand bucks. Robinson promised to wire the money.�
�I don�t believe it,� Morgan Hart said, flatly.
Stub raised brows over eyes as hard as steel knives. �You mean I made it up?� he asked softly.
The homicide officer took a step toward the bald man, both of his fists clenched.
�Cut it!� Big Jim said. His eyes moved with displeasure from one to the other of his men. �Get Bull over here,� he ordered Morgan Hart. �Don�t tell him why. Just get him here.�
Without a word the lieutenant strode into the elevator. The steel door clanged and the elevator door slid shut.
�Think that�s wise?� Stub asked. �Sending Hart, I mean.�
Big Jim glared at him irritably. �Morgan would kill his mother if I told him to. And when I need punks to advise me, I�ll let you know. Sit down and shut up.�
The bald man blinked rapidly and a film settled over his eyes. He took the chair Morgan Hart had deserted and sat looking straight ahead. Big Jim opened a ledger and began adding figures.
Twenty minutes later Morgan Hart returned with Sergeant Larry Bull. He left the sergeant standing in front of Big Jim�s desk, and retired to a corner himself. Bull�s flat face wore a faintly worried expression. �Dan Fancy called on you tonight,� Big Jim said without preamble. �What did he want?�
The sergeant flushed. �I don�t know. He just asked some silly questions.�
�Like what?�
�Like � I don�t know. I don�t remember exactly.�
�You mean you don�t want to remember?� Big Jim asked softly.
The sergeant looked alarmed. �No, sir. It wasn�t anything important. Nothing about the Saunders murder.�
Big Jim�s cherubic face became even more cherubic. �Now why would you mention the Saunders murder if he didn�t talk about it?�
Bull�s alarm visibly increased. �That�s why he�s down here, isn�t it? I mean, I thought it was funny he didn�t mention it.�
Big Jim nodded agreement. �Very funny. My sides practically ache.� He dropped his eyes to the ledger again. �That�s all I wanted, Bull,� he said quietly. �Go on home.�
An expression of incredulous relief flooded the sergeant�s flat face. �Sure, boss,� he said hurriedly, backing into the elevator.
When the elevator door had closed, Big Jim looked up at the two remaining men. �Arrange it as soon as you possibly can,� he said casually. �Dan Fancy will be the sucker, of course. And make it fool-proof. We�ll probably have the best defense lawyers in the country defending Fancy, and I want it so tight nothing can upset the apple-cart.�

Dan rose at eight, had breakfast in his room, and phoned Adele Hudson about nine. She was cool over the phone, apparently having not entirely forgiven him for his frank comments about her fianc�, but she agreed to have lunch with him. He arranged to meet her in the hotel cocktail lounge at eleven.
Over a Manhattan her coolness melted a trifle, particularly after Dan made a point of apologizing for his frankness. It was a somewhat oblique apology, however.
�I shouldn�t have sounded off the way I did about young Robinson,� he said. �It�s none of my business whether the guy you love has all of his marbles or not.�
�You just don�t understand Gene,� she told him. �You�re like his father. Gene has the soul of a poet.�
Fancy grunted and changed the subject, not trusting himself to comment on Gene Robinson�s poetic soul without starting the argument all over again.
�The witnesses at the trial have all been pulled into cover,� he said. �There isn�t a chance in the world of breaking open the Saunders killing again, so I�m trying something else.�
�What?�
�You�ll be better off not knowing. But the wheels are in motion. At least I think they are. I�m banking on Big Jim�s having had my phone tapped. If he did, I expect to be neck deep in trouble by tomorrow at the latest. And I want to be left in it. Don�t try to help me out by hiring lawyers or any such thing. Just sit tight and watch.�
She frowned puzzledly. �Why, Dan? I�m not afraid. You said I could go along for the ride.�
�The ride just ended. From here on all you could do is foul things up. Be a nice girl and stay away from me awhile, eh?�
�If that�s what you want,� she said slowly. �Is that all you asked me here for?�
�Not entirely. I was bored. There isn�t a thing I can do until Big Jim makes the next move, and I figured I might as well kill time with a beautiful girl as on my back in a hotel room.�
She made a face at him, but her facial muscles got out of control and reduced it to a grin.
From the cocktail lounge they moved into the dining room for lunch, where by tacit consent they kept conversation away from both Big Jim Calhoun and Gene Robinson. At twelve forty-five she left him to return to her beauty shop.
�Good luck, Dan,� she said softly, putting her small hand in his enormous one.
He grinned down at her. �Thanks. But I�m banking on a little more than just luck.�
As he re-crossed the lobby after escorting Adele to the street and putting her into a taxi, he was stopped by Billie, the bellhop.
�There�s two plainclothes cops waiting in your room, Mr. Fancy,� the boy whispered.
�Thanks, kid.�
As he neared the door of 512, Dan began whistling. Making an unnecessary amount of noise when he inserted the key in his lock, he pushed open the door and stepped in. His eyes widened in simulated surprise when he saw the two men in the room.
Lieutenant Morgan Hart sat in the chair by the window with a snub-nosed thirty-eight leveled at Dan�s stomach. The thin, sharp-nosed man who had tailed Dan to Larry Bull�s house leaned negligently against the wall with both hands in his pockets.
�Drop your gun gentle, Fancy,� Lieutenant Hart said quietly.
�Sure,� Dan said.
Carefully he drew the weapon from under his arm, using only an index finger and thumb. With exaggerated daintiness he laid it on the carpet.
�This an arrest, or just a killing?� he asked.
�An arrest. But we�d be glad to make it a killing, if you want to resist.�
�No thanks. What�s the charge?�
�Homicide.�
�Anyone I know?�
The thin lieutenant scowled at him. Rising, he dropped his Panama hat over his gun and urged the big man out of the room. At the doorway he stooped and pocketed Dan�s.45 automatic. The hat-covered gun never varied from its bearing on the big man�s nose as the trio rode down the elevator, crossed the lobby and entered a squad car at the curb. The skinny, sharp-nosed man drove, while Lieutenant Hart sat in the back with Dan.
�You don�t really need that gun,� Dan remarked. �I wouldn�t make a break because I�m curious to find out your intentions.�
The lieutenant said nothing, but he did not put away the gun. The grim manner in which he continued to eye Dan caused a tremor of uneasiness to run through the big man, for Morgan Hart�s expression resembled nothing so much as that of a hired killer about to practice his profession. Fleetingly Dan wondered if perhaps he had misestimated Big Jim, and instead of being framed he was simply going to be murdered.
Then he decided that Big Jim would be guilty of nothing so crude, and settled back to await developments.
They were not long in coming. Swiftly the car drove toward the center of town. Near the hub of the shopping district it slowed to cruising speed and drifted with the traffic. Repeatedly the sharp-nosed driver glanced in the rear-view mirror, apparently awaiting some sign from the lieutenant. Finally, in the center of a block in which traffic whizzed in both directions and the sidewalks were crammed with pedestrians, Morgan Hart gave a slight nod.
Immediately the driver slammed on his brakes, and almost before the car stopped moving he had flung open the right-hand door and thrown himself to the sidewalk amidst startled pedestrians. Standing in a crouch, he drew a gun and fired over the top of the car.
Simultaneously Lieutenant Hart flung himself out of the back door and winged a bullet into the upholstery immediately beneath Dan.
Grasping the door handle on his own side, Dan threw his shoulder against the door and sprawled headlong into the street. Two more shots crashed, one nicking the asphalt on either side of the car.
Traffic from both directions screamed to a halt, leaving a wide path between Dan and the mouth of an alley across the street.
Like a harbor of safety the alley beckoned, but to reach it Dan would have to traverse; a wide street while two men with pistols potted at his back. Even as he hit the street on all fours, his mind was racing, and he found time to be amazed at Big Jim�s audacity. Picking the center of town with a hundred witnesses to stage a killed-while-escaping act was a stroke of genius, for even the governor would be impotent in the face of the testimony of so many disinterested witnesses.
That he would never make the mouth of the alley across the street was a certainty. With split-second decision he bounced erect, slammed shut the car door through which he had just tumbled, jerked open the driver�s door and slid under the wheel.
Racing around either side of the car toward the point �\they expected to find Dan, and not expecting the maneuver, the two detectives were caught off balance. The motor was still running, and when Dan threw the car into low and gunned it, Morgan Hart was behind the car and the thin-nosed man was in front of it. The latter leaped backward in terror as the hood shot toward him, stumbled over the curb and fell flat. Then Dan was racing through a red light and was cut off from possible fire by the stream of traffic which immediately began to flow in the cross street behind him.
Dan estimated he had at least five minutes before Lieutenant Hart could get a general alarm on the air, and he resolved to make the most of each minute. The shipping dock area along the lake front would be his best bet, he decided, for there he could probably find a cheap hotel which made a point of not asking its guests questions. Opening the siren wide, he headed in the general direction of the dock area at seventy-five miles an hour. At the same time he switched on the radio so that he would know the exact moment his squad car ceased to be a haven and became a target.
His guess was optimistic by two minutes. He had roared a little over three miles across town, and was passing through what seemed to be a second-class residential district when the radio suddenly intoned: �Calling all cars. Calling all cars. Be on lookout for squad car number two seventy-six. Repeat car two seventy-six. Last seen at Fourth and Locust heading at high speed toward lakefront. This car has been stolen by Daniel Fancy, who is wanted for murder. Fancy may have abandoned car and may now be on foot. He is six feet four inches, two hundred and seventy pounds, suntanned, has blue eyes and iron-gray hair. He is wearing a gray suit and no hat. This man is a cop-killer and may be armed. Take no chances with him.�
That fixed him but good, Dan thought. Labeling him a cop-killer. Every cop in town, even the honest ones, if any, would now shoot first and call �halt� after Dan dropped. He cut his siren, slowed to a crawl and began looking for a parking place, so that he could proceed more inconspicuously on foot.
A quarter-block later he found it, a lone vacancy in front of a neighborhood tavern. Pulling alongside the car in front of the vacancy, he started to back in.
The rear end of his squad car was halfway in when another police car drifted from the side street immediately in front of him, crossed the intersection and stopped with a jerk. As it slammed into reverse, Dan gunned out of his parking place, whipped into a U-turn which made his tires scream in agony, and headed back the way he had come with the accelerator to the floor.
At the first corner he swung left at fifty-five miles an hour. A block farther on he made a dirt-track left turn by skidding around the corner sidewise at sixty. He was two blocks ahead and his speedometer needle wavered at eighty by the time the pursuing car rounded the second turn. When he reached ninety-two, his heart leaping to his throat every time a side street flashed by, he had increased his lead to three blocks.
But by then the radio was chattering his location and sirens began to whine from all directions. Ahead he caught a flashing glimpse of the sun reflected on water, gritted his teeth-and roared on. What he would do or could do, when he reached the lake was something he had to decide within seconds.
Off to his left the screech of a siren grew to a crescendo. He caught a glimpse of a gray squad car flashing at him from a side street, its tires screaming as the horrified driver locked brakes to prevent crashing head-on into Dan�s side. There was a sharp metallic click as a hub cap scraped his rear bumper, and in the rear-view mirror he could see the police car stalled diagonally across the street. A moment later another set of brakes squealed as the car which had originally given chase came to a frustrated stop, its way blocked by the stalled vehicle.
Dan realized his respite would amount only to seconds, however. He also realized the chase was nearly over, for a bare two blocks ahead he could make out the shipping dock, and there was nowhere left for him to go except into the lake. The distance shrank to a block before he made his decision.
Without slackening speed he flashed onto the wooden dock, slammed on his brakes fifty feet from its edge and skidded the rest of the way.
Considering he was driving an unfamiliar car, his timing was perfect. The squad car came almost to a full stop, maintaining just enough momentum to slide off the end of the pier in slow motion, loiter in the air for a fraction of a second and then drop vertically. During that fraction of a second Dan managed to shoulder open the door, part company with the squad car and enter the water in a shallow dive.
The car disappeared with an enormous splash. Underwater, Dan allowed himself to shoot forward until the force of his dive was nearly spent, then twisted and with two powerful underwater strokes was under the dock. He continued swimming underwater until his lungs would no longer sustain him, then broke to the surface and held on to a piling while he gulped a deep lungful of air.
He found he was some twenty feet back under the dock. There was barely two-foot clearance between the underside of the dock and the water, he was gratified to discover. It would be impossible to get a boat underneath. Leisurely, he swam deeper under the pier until his feet touched bottom.
He could not have found a better hiding place had he deliberately hunted for one, he realized. He estimated that the dock was a hundred feet deep and possibly a block long. Even a dozen swimmers would have difficulty finding him, for the place was in perpetual dusk and there were literally hundreds of pilings to play hide-and-seek behind.
Apparently the police decided the same thing, for a few minutes later several boats crowded to the edge of the dock and powerful lights were beamed under it. But they contented themselves with peering from the boat and no swimmers ventured back to seek for him. Dan merely stood quietly behind a piling until the police gave up and went away.
Walking back into shallower water, he soon found his chest and shoulders above the surface, but his head scraping the underside of the dock. Sinking to a crouch, he continued back until he was able to sit on the hard sand bottom with his head and shoulders above water. He was not uncomfortable, for while the water was cool, it was clear lake water and probably clean enough to drink. However, he realized he might have to stay under the pier until dark, which was at least six hours off, and he would certainly grow uncomfortable if he had to stay immersed.
It occurred to him that if he crawled back far enough he might find a strip of dry sand where the pier joined the shore. Investigating, he did find sand, though it could hardly be called dry. Lying sidewise, he was able to wedge himself almost entirely out of the water, so that it merely lapped against one arm and shoulder. He lay there until dark, and though he became cramped and chilled through, he was not nearly as uncomfortable as he would have been if he had been forced to remain seated in water for six hours.
At dark he swam to the edge of the pier a half block from the point where the squad car had sunk, listened five minutes for any sign of police patrol, then cautiously drew himself out of the water. Ten minutes later he was wringing out his wet clothes in a deserted warehouse. When he redressed he looked as if he had slept outside during a shower, but at least he did not squish when he walked.
He found a pay phone in a waterfront tavern where his appearance excited no comment, since all the customers looked as if they had slept in their clothes. Locating Adele Hudson�s home phone number in the book, he dropped a nickel and dialed. She answered so promptly that he got the impression she had been waiting by the phone.
�Dan!� she breathed. �I�ve been worried to death ever since I heard it on the radio. Are you all right?�
�A little damp,� he said huskily. �What was on the radio?�
�About your being arrested for murder, and escaping right in the heart of town and then drowning. I knew you didn�t.�
�Didn�t what? Kill somebody or drown�?�
�Either,� she said breathlessly. �I had a feeling I�d hear from you, and I�ve been practically sitting on the phone.�
�Who was I supposed to have killed?� he asked curiously. �Larry Bull?�
�Yes. You didn�t, did you?�
�Not that I remember. But I have been expecting him to show up dead. When was I supposed to have done it?�
�Last night. A little after eight.�
�Humm...� he said thoughtfully. �I was at his house about then. No doubt Big Jim has witnesses to the shooting, ballistic tests to prove it was my gun and all the other necessary proof. Should make an interesting trial.�
�What are you going to do, Dan?�
�Nothing. But you are. Get a pencil and paper. I want you to make a couple of long-distance calls for me.�

Chapter Four
Tough Town Justice

District Attorney Edward Ossening was a round, sleek man with a calm manner and horn-rimmed glasses which gave him the appearance of a benevolent owl. During the first few days after the murder of Homicide Detective Lawrence Bull, a series of secret conferences took place between Big Jim Calhoun and District Attorney Ossening. They were not very satisfactory conferences, and Big Jim�s temper grew more ragged after each one. The D.A. managed to maintain his benevolent air, but beneath it his calmness disintegrated and his nerves became as ragged as Big Jim�s temper.
The first conference took place the day after Dan Fancy, accompanied by Broadway columnist Henry Drew, turned himself in at the Lake City police headquarters.
�You said Fancy would never come up for trial,� Ed Ossening complained nervously. �You said he�d be killed resisting arrest, or attempting to escape, and no one but the coroner would have to pass on the evidence against him.�
�That was before Drew entered the picture,� Big Jim snapped. �How the hell can I have him bumped when a nationally syndicated columnist sits outside his cell all day?�
�I don�t understand how Drew got down here, or what his interest in it is.�
�I do,� Big Jim said grimly. �He flew down. He�s a pal of Dan Fancy�s, and Fancy is using him as life insurance. But with the evidence we�ve got rigged, he�ll need more than a newspaper columnist, to beat this rap.�
The second conference took place the following afternoon.
�I don�t like this lawyer, Farraday, who�s defending Fancy,� the D.A. said. �He�s one of the top criminal lawyers in the country.�
�It takes more than a legal rep to beat the kind of evidence you�ve got,� Big Jim growled at him. �What�s eating you?�
�He hadn�t been in town ten minutes when he had a writ of habeas corpus,� Ossening said nervously.
�So what? The hearing went all right, didn�t it? Fancy�s bound over for the grand jury without bail.�
�That�s what worries me. Farraday didn�t even ask for bail.�
�Relax,� Big Jim advised. �At least Fancy is where he can�t make any trouble over the Saunders killing. In two more weeks young Robinson takes the final jolt, and Fancy won�t even be up before the grand jury by then.�
That same evening the third conference took place.
�Listen,� Ed Ossening said plaintively. �I�m getting scared. Somebody�s pulling strings.�
�What now?� Big Jim inquired irritably. �Fancy has been moved way up on the grand jury�s calendar. He goes before it tomorrow morning.�
Big Jim pulled a blank mask over the expression of surprise which started to grow on his face. �So what?� he asked with studied indifference.
�Well, we don�t have any fix in with the grand jury, do we?�
�We don�t need one,� Big Jim said. �What can they do in the face of the evidence but remand him until trial?�
The fourth conference occurred the morning after the grand jury decided Fancy should be tried for first degree homicide.
�I thought somebody big was pulling strings in the Fancy case,� Ed Ossening said breathlessly. �Circuit Judge Anderson has Fancy�s trial scheduled to start this afternoon!�
�Well, you�re ready, aren�t you?� Big Jim asked irritably.
�Yes, of course. But who ever heard of such quick action in a murder case?�
�You lawyers make me sick,� Big Jim told him. �You get all upset if there isn�t a lot of legal delay. I read of a case in Alabama where a guy was arrested for murder, legally tried and hanged in twenty-four hours.�
�This isn�t Alabama,� the D.A. muttered.
The fifth conference took place the evening of the first day of Dan Fancy�s trial.
�I can�t understand this lawyer, Farraday,� Ed Ossening said worriedly. �He didn�t challenge a single juror. Didn�t even question them. Who ever heard of a jury in a murder trial being seated in one day?�
�You got the jury you wanted, didn�t you?� Big Jim said. �I own every one of those guys. With that jury, you couldn�t lose the case even without evidence.�
�I�m scared,� the district attorney said simply. �Let�s withdraw charges.�
�Are you crazy?� Big Jim roared. But his next words were a tacit admission that the same thought had at least occurred to him. �We can�t withdraw charges without admitting the whole thing is a frame. Get in there and prosecute, or there�ll be a new district attorney in this county next election.�
�Yes, sir,� said the D. A.

The case of the People versus Daniel Fancy started out rather dully. The prosecutor, though a man of unquestioned legal ability, and seemingly in possession of an airtight case, did not have an inspiring courtroom manner. Though he presented a bland, unruffled visage to the jury, there was an indefinable air of unease surrounding him, and it seemed to increase as he paraded witness after witness before the jury. There was no obvious reason for his unease, for little by little he was weaving what appeared to be an indestructible case.
From the spectator�s standpoint the defense contributed little more to the interest of the trial. The famous John Farraday, who most of the spectators had come to see in action, disappointed them by apparently going to sleep in his chair. His sharp chin rested upon his chest during the entire presentation of the state�s case, and his eyes seemed to be closed. But periodic indication that he was conscious came each time Prosecuting Attorney Edward Ossening finished with a witness and Judge Anderson inquired if the defense wished to cross-examine. Then the theatrically long white hair of the famous lawyer would flutter briefly as his head gave an impatient shake, after which he again seemed to sink into a coma.
As the trial moved on, Judge Anderson�s expression became more and more disapproving and his voice grew grimmer each time he asked the defense if it wished to cross-examine. Twice he brought the prosecution up short when the scope of Ed Ossening�s questions went beyond the latitude the judge felt should be allowed in his court, and both times he glared at John Farraday, obviously feeling objection should have come from the defense.
During the entire trial the defendant slouched back in his chair, his fingers laced together across his lean stomach, and grinned a lopsided grin. Part of the time the grin was directed at Adele Hudson, who sat in the front row of the spectators� seats, and part of the time it was turned on the prosecuting attorney. It seemed to increase the unease of the latter.
As is usual in trials for murder, the first witness called by the prosecution was the arresting officer � in this case Lieutenant Morgan Hart. In a straightforward manner the lieutenant recounted that on the evening of the fourteenth at about eight-guilty o�clock, a call had come into the Homicide Bureau from the fianc�e of Defective Sergeant Lawrence Bull. The girl had been hysterical, but he gathered that Sergeant Bull was hurt.
Immediately he repaired to the home of Sergeant Bull at 1711 Fairview Avenue, the lieutenant continued, where he found the sergeant dead in his living room with a bullet hole in his back. On the basis of information furnished by the sergeant�s fianc�e, a Miss Ella Spodiak, he had located the cab driver who had brought the murderer to the scene of the crime, and through him traced the murderer to the Lakeview Hotel. It was the next day before he was able to accomplish the latter, however, and at about one p.m. he and a Detective Fleming had arrested the defendant in his hotel room. Lieutenant Mart went on to describe the defendant�s daring break for freedom in the very center of town.
Ossening had the lieutenant examine a forty-five automatic and asked if he recognized it.
�Yes, sir,� said Lieutenant Hart. �I took it from the defendant at the time of the arrest. I memorized the serial number so I could be sure of identifying it again.�
The prosecution submitted the gun as exhibit A.
The second witness was Detective Fleming, who merely corroborated Lieutenant Hart�s testimony of the arrest and subsequent escape of the defendant.
The next witness was the taxi driver who had driven Dan Fancy to the home of the deceased. He was a lean, shifty-eyed man who licked his lips frequently during the testimony. He stated that he had picked up the defendant in front of the Lakeview Hotel about eight P.M. on the fourteenth and had driven him to 1711 Fairview Avenue. He said the defendant was inside only a few minutes, at the end of which time he heard a sound like a shot. Immediately afterward the defendant rushed out of the house, jumped into the cab and ordered him to speed off. The driver said he took the defendant back to the Lakeview Hotel and did not see him again until he was asked to pick him out of a police lineup.
When Ed Ossening said, �Your witness,� Judge Anderson frowned at John Farraday, obviously expecting him to ask why the driver had failed to report to the police the peculiar actions of his customer, and had waited for the police to come to him before he told his story. But when Farraday only gave his head a mild shake, the judge�s lips� drew into a thin line and he said to the witness, �That�s all. You may step down.�
The prosecution�s key witness was Ella Spodiak, who described herself as the fianc�e of the deceased. She turned out to be the well-built but stupid-looking blonde who had admitted Dan to Larry Bull�s house. For her courtroom appearance she had discarded her red, tight-fitting dress in favor of a sedate black suit and a hat with a black veil. The effect of mourning was somewhat spoiled, however, by open-toed pumps which exposed toenails of flaming crimson.
She gave her testimony in a sullen singsong, her eyes carefully averted from the grinning Dan Fancy. She told how she had been visiting Sergeant Bull on the evening of the murder, and had gone to open the door when the defendant rang the bell.
�He pushed right inside,� she recited mechanically, wrinkling her brow in what might have been a continued effort to remember her lines. �He drew a gun and twisted my arm up behind my back and told me if I said a word, he�d shoot me. So I didn�t say nothing � I mean anything. Then he asked if Larry was in the living room, and when I said yes, he pushed me ahead of him and made me open the door. Larry was watching television, and he jumped up when he saw Dan Fancy. �Turn around�, Fancy ordered him, �and put up your hands.� And when Larry did, he shot him right in the back. Then he ran out of the house.�
This time John Farraday�s expression was pained when he shook his head.
The rest of the prosecution�s witnesses were more or less routine. A medical examiner testified to the time of death, fixing it at approximately eight p.m. on the day of the fourteenth, and in medical terms declared that death had been caused by a bullet in the back. A ballistic expert said that the bullet removed from the body of Larry Bull matched a similar bullet fired from the gun taken from Dan Fancy. To clinch the matter the prosecution entered in evidence a pistol permit showing the gun belonged to Dan Fancy.
As the last witness stepped down, Ed Ossening discovered that due to lack of interference by the defense, the case he had planned to spend at least a week presenting had somehow gotten itself presented in four hours. But for some reason he was more frightened than reassured by the smoothness with which the trial had so far run.
He glanced uncertainly around, as though hoping to spy some witness he had inadvertently overlooked, then said in a voice higher than necessary, �The prosecution rests.�
The judge glanced at his watch. �It is two p.m.,� he announced. �If the defense has no objection, we will recess until ten A.M. tomorrow.�
For the first time since the trial had started, John Farraday fully opened his eyes. �No objection, Your Honor,� he said in a caressing voice which carried to every corner of the courtroom, though he spoke in a conversational tone.

At ten the next morning, after Judge Anderson had brought the court to order and inquired if the defense were ready, John Farraday rose slowly to his feet. He was a tall man, as thin and bony as Abraham Lincoln, but with a grace of body movement Lincoln lacked. He paused theatrically to sweep brilliant blue eyes over the packed courtroom, then said in his caressing voice, �The defense has but one witness, Your Honor. Will Adrian Fact please take the stand?�
From the back row rose a little insignificant-looking man in a worn seersucker suit. He advanced diffidently, raised his hand to be sworn, and kept his eyes lowered to his lap after he had taken the witness chair.
�Your name is Adrian Fact?� Farraday inquired.
�Yes, sir.�
�Will you please look at the defendant and tell the court if you know him?�
Judge Anderson cleared his throat. �Your witness should be instructed to address his remarks to the jury rather than to the court, counselor.�
Gracefully John Farraday turned to face the judge. �Your Honor, the defense has nothing to say to this jury, for there is little likelihood it will be asked to render a verdict. I asked the witness to address the court because I am sure after Your Honor has heard his testimony, you will kick this case out of court so fast it will make the head of my esteemed colleague, the district attorney of this county, spin like a top.�
Leaping to his feet, Eel Ossening squeaked, �I object!�
�To what?� asked the judge curiously. �To � to the insulting tone of counsel for defense. And to�� The prosecuting attorney hesitated, suddenly brightened and said in a stronger tone, �If the defense has evidence which the court might consider sufficient to dismiss this trial, it should have been introduced before the prosecution even presented its case. Before the jury was seated, for that matter. If there is such evidence, and I personally doubt it very much, the defense is criminally negligent in good citizenship, if nothing else, to allow the trial to proceed to this point before bringing it out.�
Judge Anderson nodded. �A good point, counselor.� He turned to John Farraday. �You have anything to say to that?�
�If the court will be indulgent for a very few minutes,� John Farraday said, �Mr. Fact�s testimony will bring out why, it was necessary for the defense to allow the prosecution to present its full case, even though a motion to dismiss based on the same testimony you are about to hear would undoubtedly have been granted before the trial started.�
The judge frowned at the silver-haired lawyer. �I don�t understand that statement, counselor. And if this testimony you speak of is directed solely at the court, suppose I declare a recess and take it informally in my chamber?�
�That would be more proper procedure,� Farraday admitted. �However, the defense has a particular reason for handling the matter in this way, and I beg the court�s indulgence.�
�Go ahead, then,� the judge decided. �But I warn you, if it develops you have deliberately allowed this court to waste its time, not to mention the time of the jurors and the witnesses involved, I will take a serious view of the matter.�
Farraday nodded agreeably �Now, Mr. Fact,� he said, returning to the witness, �please look at the defendant and tell the court if you know him.�
The little man glanced at Dan Fancy. �Yes, sir. I know him well.�
�What is your relationship with the defendant?� the lawyer pursued.
�We�re partners in the firm of Fact and Fancy, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It�s a private detective agency.�
The silver-haired lawyer smiled at the prosecuting attorney. �Now, Mr. Fact, in your own words will you explain why you and the defendant are in Lake City?�
Ed Ossening was again on his feet. �I object, Your Honor. It is immaterial to this case why either the defendant or the witness are in Lake City.�
�On the contrary, it is highly material,� Farraday put in smoothly. �And even if it weren�t, the prosecution has no right to object to data not directed to the jury. If Mr. Ossening is afraid the jury will be unduly prejudiced, he should ask the court to retire it until this matter is finished. But I assure both Your Honor and the prosecution it will make not the slightest difference to the outcome of this trial what the jury thinks. If the prosecution intends to continue objecting every time I ask a question, I will request Your Honor to reconsider his own suggestion and receive the witness� testimony in the privacy of his chamber. However, I sincerely feel that it is in the public interest and to the interest of justice that the prosecution and the spectators in the courtroom hear what the witness has to say.�
�This is a highly irregular procedure,� said the judge, �and I am not sure I shouldn�t take your witness� testimony privately. However, in view of the peculiar manner in which this case has so far progressed, I am not inclined to stifle the first evidence of interest counsel for the defense has shown in the trial.� He glared at the prosecuting attorney. �If there are further interruptions from the prosecution, I will recess court and take this evidence privately. If you want to hear it, please keep that in mind.�
Ed Ossening opened his mouth, closed it again and sat down.
John Farraday said to the witness, �Please explain to the court why you and the defendant are in Lake City.�
�We were on a job,� the little man said. �Martin Robinson, the father of Eugene Robinson, who awhile back was sentenced to death in this same court for the murder of a man named Saunders, hired us to prove his son had been framed.�
�How did you decide to approach this case?�
�Well, from what old Mr. Robinson told us about the trial, we were convinced from the beginning that one of two things was true. The evidence against Eugene Robinson was so complete, either he actually was guilty, or the trial was crooked. We decided to work on the assumption that the trial was crooked.�
Ed Ossening jumped to his feet, but sat down again when the judge glared at him.
�Mr. Fact,� Judge Anderson interrupted in a cold voice, �the case you refer to was tried in this court. Unless you clarify that last statement immediately, you will find yourself held in contempt.�
�I didn�t mean the court was crooked,� Adrian Fact said calmly. �The governor of this state is a personal pal of Martin Robinson, and the old man had him check up on you. He was quite satisfied with your integrity.� Undisturbed by His Honor�s speechless glare, the little man went on, �I meant we decided all eleven witnesses and the two police officers involved perjured themselves.�
This time the prosecuting attorney jumped to his feet and remained there, silent but quivering.
�That�s a pretty serious charge,� Judge Anderson said, after pounding down the sudden hum in the courtroom. �For your own sake, I hope you can substantiate it.�
�I can�t directly,� the little man admitted. �But I can prove it�s a likely situation in any trial prosecuted by District Attorney Ed Ossening. I can prove all the witnesses in this trial perjured themselves.�

Chapter Five
�Good Hunting, Mr. Fancy!�

Following a deathly silence, an excited hum rose over the audience. Judge Anderson rapped for order.
John Farraday, who had quietly stepped to one side while the judge was asking questions interposed himself again.
�Mr. Fact, will you describe the exact procedure you and the defendant took in your investigation of the Robinson trial?�
�Sure,� the little man said agreeably. �We reasoned that in a local setup tight enough to run a frame like the one worked on the Robinson kid, we wouldn�t have the chance of a snowball � we wouldn�t have much chance to uncover evidence that it had been a frame. At the same time, there was a good chance the same crowd that framed Robinson would work a similar frame on us if we stepped on their toes.
�Then Fancy got the idea of coming down here and deliberately throwing his weight around until the local crowd got tired of him and framed him. He figured if he could publicly expose this bunch in the middle of a frame, it would force an impartial reinvestigation of the Robinson case. He had me tail him and keep track of every move he made.� He added modestly, �I�m pretty good at tailing people, because hardly anybody notices me.
�I planted a mike in Dan�s room and recorded every conversation that took place there. I�d be glad to play these off for Your Honor. Particularly the one where a local man known as Big Jim Calhoun bragged about the way he controlled this town, and what would happen to Dan Fancy if he didn�t drop his investigation of the Saunders murder. I also took a lot of pictures with a chest camera, which I would like Your Honor to examine.�
He paused to separate his shirt front slightly and expose the lens of a flat camera strapped to his chest.
Judge Anderson said, �You have made some amazing statements, Mr. Fact. But so far I detect no proof that the defendant was framed for the murder of Sergeant Bull.�
�I�m coming to it,� the little man assured him. �On the evening of the fourteenth, Dan Fancy visited Larry Bull about eight o�clock, just as various witnesses testified. I know, because I followed him. Or rather I followed the taxi which followed Dan�s, for he was tailed there and back by Detective Gyp Fleming, one of the officers who later arrested him.
�But from that point on, all the witnesses� testimony departs from the facts. No shot sounded inside the house. I happened to be watching through the window the whole time Dan Fancy and Larry Bull talked, and Bull was still alive when he left. When Fancy came out, he was walking, not running as that taxi driver said.
�When Dan got back to his room at the Lakeview, he phoned our client long-distance and told him one of the arresting officers in the Saunders murder was willing to talk for five thousand bucks. I knew Fancy�s phone was tapped by the local mob, because I had it tapped too, and I could always hear a second click after Fancy hung up. I figured Fancy�s conversation with our client meant a death sentence for Larry Bull, because the local mob would figure Bull was selling out. I also figured Fancy would be framed for the killing. So I dropped Dan fast and scooted back to Larry Bull�s house to keep an eye on him.�
Adrian Fact paused for breath. �This is where the proof comes in that every witness in this trial is a perjurer. Bull was supposed to have been killed around eight p.m. on the fourteenth. But at nine p.m. that evening he left his house with Lieutenant Morgan Hart, who took him to the Downtown Athletic Club, the headquarters of Big Jim Calhoun. Bull was inside with Hart not more than ten minutes, then came out alone and returned home. At midnight he was sitting in his front room watching television when Morgan Hart came back and shot him with a snub-nosed thirty-eight revolver. I�ve got a picture of the shooting.�
Pandemonium broke loose in the courtroom. The crowd shouted, news cameras flashed, and the district attorney began objecting at the top of his voice. Judge Anderson pounded until there was a momentary hush.
Taking advantage of the silent interval, the little man finished calmly, �That makes a liar of everybody, including the medical examiner who said Bull had been dead since eight p.m. and the ballistic expert who said he was killed by Dan Fancy�s forty-five.�
Disorder broke out again, and this time the judge�s gavel could not quench it. A half-dozen news men broke for the door, but slid to a halt in unison when Lieutenant Morgan Hart suddenly barred the way with a snub-nosed thirty-eight revolver.
�The first person who makes a move,� he said distinctly over the sudden hush, �gets a soft-nosed bullet right in the gizzard!�
Stepping to the lieutenant�s side, Detective Gyp Fleming emphasized the threat with his own gun. Simultaneously other gunmen rose from the crowd and covered the spectators with guns.
Quietly the door at the rear of the room opened and the neat gray arms of two state troopers passed under the chins of Morgan Hart and Gyp Fleming from behind. In unison the troopers� free hands clamped over the gunmen�s wrists, forcing the two pistols to point harmlessly in the air. In the wake of the first two, a dozen gray-uniformed men armed with riot guns filed into the court and lined up along the rear wall.
In a resonant voice the trooper with a strangle hold on Morgan Hart called, �Any other local gunnies who feel tough can step right up. You�ve got two seconds to drop your guns on the floor or get a load of buckshot.�
There was a clatter as a half dozen pistols fell to the floor.
�Carry on, Your Honor,� the spokesman for the state police called cheerfully.
But for the moment his honor was beyond carrying on, being occupied with gaping like a fish at the riot guns of the men in gray.
Quietly Dan Fancy left his seat, picked up �Exhibit A� and seated the full clip lying next to it. Working the slide once to throw a shell in the chamber, he dropped the hammer to quarter-cock and stuffed the gun in his pocket. He nodded to the judge who politely nodded back without seeing him, grinned at Adrian Fact and John Farraday, and winked at Adele Hudson as he strolled toward the door.
The trooper holding Morgan Hart pulled both himself and the lieutenant aside from the exit and said, �Good hunting, Mr. Fancy.�
�Thanks,� Dan said as he passed out of the courtroom.

As Dan expected, the news of the crash of Big Jim Calhoun�s empire had not yet penetrated to the Downtown Athletic Club. The arrival of the state police at the courthouse had effectively blocked any envoys to Big Jim from there. When he entered the barroom on the first floor, Dan found it deserted except for the bartender and the baldheaded Stub, who were quietly playing gin rummy.
The big man came in so suddenly that the gunman, Stub, barely had time to swing around on his bar stool and shoot one hand toward his shoulder when Dan was upon him. Grasping the burly man by both biceps, he lifted him bodily, and discouraged the bartender�s reach for a Billy club by tossing Stub over the counter on top of him. Both men disappeared behind the bar in a crash of bottles and glasses.
Placing one hand on the surface of the counter, Dan lightly vaulted over, grabbed the bald gunman by the seat of the pants and the collar, and heaved him headfirst back to the customers� side of the bar again. Stub traversed a short distance on his face, but stopped suddenly when his head, in cooperation with an iron chair leg, acted as a brake.
Satisfied that one antagonist was safely out of the fight, Dan turned his attention to the bartender, who alone hardly constituted competition, being a consumptive-looking man in his fifties who weighed approximately a hundred and thirty-five pounds.
Jerking the man erect by the shirt front and holding him at arm�s length with one hand, so that the bartender�s feet were six inches clear of the floor, Dan shook him gently.
�Where is Big Jim?� he asked in a husky voice.
The man�s eyes rolled upward and he said in a strangled tone, �Upstairs. Second floor.�
�Alone?�
�Yes, sir,� the bartender whispered.
The big man gave him another gentle shake. �You wouldn�t lie to me, would you?�
�Hell, no!� the barkeep said, literally horrified by the suggestion.
Satisfied that the man was too frightened to do anything but cooperate, Dan suddenly released his grip. The bartender�s feet hit the floor with a jolt which caused him to stagger against the back bar and add another bottle to the whiskey-reeking litter of broken glass on the floor. He regained his balance by embracing the cash register.
�How do you get up there?� Dan asked mildly.
The bartender stumbled all over his own feet in his eagerness to demonstrate the floor button which operated the door�s electric lock. Vaulting the bar again as gracefully as a cat, the big man waited for the buzz, then pushed open the door next to the bar.
�By the way,� he said before passing all the way through. �When your bald-headed friend wakes up, tell him to sit down and relax. The joint is surrounded by state cops.�
Which was not exactly a lie. Dan thought, for the troopers would be on their way as soon as they wound up their duties at the courthouse, and by the time Baldy regained consciousness, the place probably would be surrounded.
Following the short hallway to the elevator, Dan entered the open door and pushed the button marked 2. As the car rose, he drew his automatic and raised the hammer to full-cock.
The bartender had not mentioned the extra steel-grilled door which disclosed itself to Dan when the elevator door slid back, an oversight Dan attributed to his own hurried questioning rather than to the man�s lack of cooperation. He recognized it for what it was even before Big Jim recognized his visitor, however, and had his gun aimed through the steel latticework, the barrel steadied on one of the crossbars, before Jim could even begin to reach for a desk drawer.
�If you so much as wriggle a finger, I�ll blow off the top of your head,� Dan said with husky relish. �How do you work this contraption?�
The cherubic face of the giant behind the desk was an expressionless mask. �It�s an electric lock,� he said tonelessly. �The buzzer�s under my desk.�
�Then you can move one foot,� Dan conceded. �But move it slow.�
Through the open desk well he could see both of Big Jim�s legs, and he watched critically as the giant�s right foot cautiously slid forward under the desk. Then a buzz sounded, and a jolt of electricity passed from the steel door through Dan�s gun, hurling him back against the rear wall of the car. The automatic fell to the floor outside the elevator.
Groggily Dan picked himself up as the steel door swung open and Big Jim beckoned him in with his own gun.
�You have to wait until after the buzz before you touch it,� the giant said with a grin. �Otherwise you get one hundred and ten volts. I had it designed particularly to cover situations like this.�
Dan watched the steel door clang shut again, then turned to face Big Jim.
�The gun isn�t going to do you much good,� he said mildly. �Your frame blew up in your face, and the building is surrounded by state cops.
�I hope,� he added mentally.
Big Jim�s grin did not falter. Backing to the window, he cast a quick glance over his shoulder. Then his eyes returned to Dan�s. �How did you manage it, Dan?� Apparently the building was now surrounded.
Big Jim�s grin had faded to a moody expression. �Did you do a thorough job, Dan? Have you really got me licked?�
�You won�t be able to wriggle out, Jim.�
The giant nodded, accepting Dan�s estimate as the truth. �How bad is it? For me personally, I mean.�
�Well,� Dan said consideringly, �all your pet witnesses are going up for perjury. Morgan Hart is going to the chair for the murder of Larry Bull. You know how rats begin to squeal when they�re cornered. They�ll all shift as much as they can on to you. Only you know how much that is.�
The giant thought a moment. �Ten years maybe. Twenty at the outside. I haven�t personally killed anybody.�
�Going to start now?� Dan asked.
Big Jim glanced down at the gun. �Possibly. You meant to get me, didn�t you?�
Dan shook his head. �Not that way. I meant to make sure you weren�t armed, then finish the slugging match we started in my hotel room.�
Big Jim examined him curiously. �You�re a persistent guy, Dan. You�ve tried to take me at least ten times since the first time I beat hell out of you twenty-five years ago. And all it ever got you was more bumps.� Stepping behind his desk, Big Jim dropped the gun in a drawer, locked it and put the key in his pocket.
�All right, sucker,� he said, grinning at Dan. �Come get your bumps.�
During the short part of a minute between Dan�s last remark to the bartender and the actual arrival of the state police, the bartender took off like a jet-propelled plane, leaving Stub still unconscious. Consequently when the troopers arrived, trailed by Adrian Fact and Adele Hudson, they found no one to explain the combination of the knob-less door next to the bar. A husky trooper was just preparing to solve the combination with an axe, when the door opened from inside and Dan Fancy staggered out.
Dan�s coat was gone and the whole left side of his shirt hung from his belt in shreds, exposing half his hairy chest and one naked arm. One of his trouser legs was ripped from cuff to hip, and flopped open to disclose blood welling from a perfect set of teeth marks in the fleshy part of his calf. His left eye was tightly closed and the other was slowly swelling shut. Blood from both nostrils dribbled across his mouth and seeped from the end of his chin.
Supporting himself with one hand against the door jamb, he focused his remaining eye blearily on Adrian Fact and opened the other hand to exhibit a large yellow molar, obviously not his own.
�I finally grew up to the big bum,� he said in groggy triumph.
Then he pitched forward on his face...

Martin Robinson stood stiff and straight as his son approached the group waiting for him at the prison gate, but something yearning in the old man�s expression told Dan he would bow right down to the ground for a smile from his son.
Eugene Robinson glanced without interest at Adrian Fact, swept his gaze curiously over Dan Fancy�s bruised features, then flashed his dazzling smile as he took both Adele Hudson�s hands and gave them a light squeeze. Apparently he considered it too public a place to exhibit more affection.
Last of all the young man turned to his father. �Hello, Dad,� he said tonelessly.
The old man winced. �Are you ready to come home now Gene?� he asked.
In a careless tone Gene said, �I rather thought I�d get married instead.�
Martin Robinson smiled eagerly. �Your wife will always be as welcome as you are, son.�
Watching, Dan Fancy�s stomach sickened in sympathy for the lonely old man. He turned to Adrian Fact.
�Mr. Robinson�s check clear through yet, Ade?�
The little man glanced at him in surprise and nodded. Dan directed his next question to Adele Hudson.
�You don�t think it would be unfair to take advantage of a young man who wasn�t in death row, do you, Adele?�
Puzzled, she asked, �What do you mean?�
�Just this.�
Raising one large palm, he covered the face of Eugene Robinson with it and pushed. The young man staggered backward, tripped over a hedge and sat in the dust with a thump. Swinging Adele up in his arms like a baby, Dan strode toward the taxi which had brought him and Adrian to the prison.
�What I want with a woman stupid enough to fall for a twerp like that is beyond me,� he growled. �But maybe eventually I can train some sense into your head.�
He stopped to begin the training.
�Dan!� she squealed. �Kissing in public! What will Eugene think?�

Houseboat

Originally published (originally appeared in The Man from U.N.C.L.E. Magazine, April 1966.

Mike Faraday sensed something wrong about the two men shortly after they came aboard the houseboat. They were too well dressed for vacationing fishermen, a little too suave and their English too precise. They simply didn�t behave as New England businessmen. They impressed him as Europeans who had learned English somewhere, such as Harvard or Yale.
Mike Faraday didn�t look like a professor of theoretical mathematics. He was only thirty-two years old, wore a crew cut which made him look about twenty-five, and had the build of an Olympic swimmer. He had spent most of his life on the Mississippi, and was at home in the water as he was on land.
His wife Ellen, five years younger, had a swimmer�s body too, though hers was less muscular and more softly curved. She too had grown up on the river and knew it as well as he did.
They met the two strangers on the river bank near Vicksburg, where they had anchored the houseboat overnight in a small cove. The men were standing on the bank, casting with bass plugs, when Faraday came on deck shortly after sunup.
He wondered what in the devil they expected to catch in the Mississippi with plugs, especially so close to shore. There wouldn�t be anything but mudcat here, and they didn�t hit plugs.
Both men were dressed in well-pressed slacks, shined shoes, light cotton jackets over white sport shirts and Panama hats. Their fiberglass rods looked brand new and there were identical, shiny new tackle boxes at the feet of each.
Faraday threw them a friendly greeting and both men raised their hands in polite acknowledgment.
After breakfast Faraday planned to replenish their drinking water supply at a yacht club they had spotted the evening before about a hundred yards back up the river. He pushed the board they used as a gangplank over the river bank, which was only about six feet away. The two men reeled in their plugs, picked up their tackle boxes and came over nearer to examine the houseboat.
The taller of the two, a lean six-footer of about forty with a thin, sharp-nosed face, said, �That is an interesting boat. Where are you going?�
�New Orleans,� Faraday said. �We started from St. Louis.�
The other man, a bulky, wide-shouldered fellow of about thirty-five with a square, expressionless face, looked at the outboard motor on the stern. �That engine hardly looks powerful enough to push a boat that size.�
�Oh, we only use it for steering,� Faraday said. �We just drift with the current until we�re ready to anchor at night. The current�s only four miles an hour, so we only make about fifty miles a day, but we�re in no hurry. It�s just a leisurely fishing trip.�
�How are you going to get it back upstream?� the thin-faced man asked.
�That�s not our problem,� Faraday said with a grin. �It�s rented. The outfit that owns it will have it towed back to St. Louis at the end of the voyage.�
The two men looked at each other. The taller said, �Now there is what we should have done, Martin. Would not something like this make a wonderful vacation?�
The bulky man nodded. �What is the name of the company which rents these boats?�
�Callaway Houseboat Rentals in St. Louis. You can rent them for as short or long a trip as you wish. They charge fifty cents a mile, which works out to four hundred dollars in our case. That isn�t bad when you consider that it costs that much to rent a beach cottage for a couple of weeks.�
Both men looked the boat over with growing interest. Finally the taller said, �Mind if we come aboard to see it?�
�Sure, come ahead,� Faraday said cordially.
The two men mounted the narrow gangplank and stepped on deck. Ellen stuck her golden blonde head from the galley at that moment.
�Breakfast,� she called, then saw the strangers. �Oh, we have visitors.�
She came the rest of the way out on deck, with typical femininity looking a little self-conscious about her worn denim jeans, white cotton sweatshirt and bare feet. She needn�t have been self-conscious, Faraday thought with pride. Even in fishing clothes she was beautiful.
He said to the visitors, �My name is Mike Faraday and this is my wife Ellen.�
Both men set down their fishing gear, removed their hats and offered Ellen formal bows, which gave Faraday the first inkling that there was something strange about them. He had already noted their precise, unaccented voices, but had merely assumed they were probably graduates of some Ivy League school. Now it struck him that Americans don�t normally bow to women when introduced.
He wondered why a pair of obviously cultured Europeans would be fishing with the wrong gear from a muddy bank of the Mississippi.
Both men offered their hands to Faraday. The taller man said his name was Albert Johnson, the bulky man introduced himself as Martin Smith.
�Your name is Michael Faraday?� Smith said. �The same as the famous English scientist?�
�I was named after him,� Faraday said. �I�m supposed to be descended from him.�
Ellen said with wifely pride, �Mike is a greater scientist than his ancestor. He�s a professor of theoretical math at Washington University in St. Louis, and is internationally known for his work in that field.�
The thin-nosed Albert Johnson said, �I have read of you in the science sections of various news magazines. Have you not just developed a revolutionary new rocket fuel?�
�Not quite,� Faraday said. �Merely a new mathematical theorem which may lead to the development of a new type of fuel, among other things. I�m a theoretical scientist. I work with computers instead of test tubes.�
�We have something in common,� Johnson said with a smile. �Mr. Smith and I are partners in an electronics firm in Massachusetts.�
�Oh?� Faraday said, wondering if perhaps their accents were merely New England after all. �I�m afraid practical science is beyond me. Aside from computers, about the only scientific equipment I use is a pencil.�
�He�s just being modest,� Ellen said with a grin. �What he means is that he�s beyond the practical scientists. Only a half dozen men in his own field understand him. Have you gentlemen had breakfast?�
The bulky Martin Smith said, �We ate before dawn, but I would appreciate a cup of coffee.�
�I could use one too,� the tall man agreed.
The visitors had coffee with them in the galley while Faraday and Ellen breakfasted on bacon and eggs. Afterward Faraday showed them around the houseboat.
The men seemed impressed by the comfortable amount of room and the modern facilities. In addition to the galley, which was really a full-sized kitchen and doubled as a dining room and general lounge, there was a bathroom with a shower, two bunk rooms with four bunks each and a storage room. The kitchen was equipped with a butane stove and a butane refrigerator. There were Coleman gasoline lanterns to furnish light.
�There�s a pump with a filter which removes most of the mud from river water for the storage tank on the roof,� Faraday explained. �We can�t drink it, of course, but it�s adequate for washing. We carry bottled water for drinking. I plan to replenish our supply here; then we won�t have to stop for any sort of supplies until we reach New Orleans. Except for drinking water the boat is pretty self-sufficient.�
When they returned to the galley, where Ellen was washing the breakfast dishes, Albert Johnson said reflectively, �At fifty miles a day, it would be about sixteen days from St. Louis to New Orleans. Since you�re five hundred miles on your way, I assume you�ve been sailing about ten days.�
�That�s right,� Faraday said. �We left July tenth.�
�Then you should arrive in New Orleans in six more days?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Mr. Smith and I have only a week of our vacation left, so we hardly have time to go clear up to St. Louis and rent a houseboat,� Johnson said. �You have more than enough bunk space here, Mr. Faraday. Would you be interested in a couple of paying guests for the rest of the voyage?�
Faraday was framing a polite refusal when Ellen, who was something of a penny-pincher, said quickly, �How paying?�
The thin-nosed man threw her a pleasant smile. �We would be willing to assume the full cost of the boat rental if you threw in our food.�
�You mean all four hundred dollars?� Ellen asked, wide-eyed.
Albert Johnson shrugged. �We can write it off as a business expense. As I say, we don�t have time to run up to St. Louis and arrange our own voyage. It would be worth it to us. We have been fishing from the bank for a week without catching anything.�
A warning bell sounded in Faraday�s mind. Neither looked as though he had been fishing from a river bank for a full week. Besides, it was peculiar that fishermen would travel all the way from Massachusetts to fish the Mississippi River. New England was too full of better fishing spots. It just didn�t make sense.
If they could afford four hundred dollars for passage on the houseboat, why hadn�t they rented a boat for fishing? Remembering the buss plugs they had been using, he suddenly decided they were complete frauds.
�This is a sort of second honeymoon for us,� he said. �Your offer is very generous, but we prefer to be alone.�
�But, honey,� Ellen protested. �Four hundred dollars!�
�I have a reasonably good income,� Faraday said a trifle testily. �Let�s not change plans in midstream, Ellen.�
�We are not yet in midstream,� Johnson said with an indulgent chuckle. �We are still tied up to the bank. Mrs. Faraday obviously would like at least to discuss it. It would take us only a few minutes to run back to the hotel and get our luggage. We have a car parked at the top of the bank.�
�There�s nothing to discuss,� Faraday said firmly. �I�m not interested in your offer.�
Ellen could tell by his tone that there was no use arguing. With an apologetic smile at the two would-be passengers, she began putting dishes away.
The wide-shouldered Martin Smith went over to the galley window facing the bank and looked out.
�Picnic party gathering on the beach,� he said tonelessly.
Albert Johnson went over to look too. Then he turned with a smile.
�I guess we will run along, Mr. and Mrs. Faraday. Thank you for the coffee and the tour of the boat. If you change your minds about taking on a couple of paying passengers, we are staying at the Vicksburg Inn.�
�We won�t,� Faraday assured him. �It was nice talking to you both.�
�The same to you,� the thin-nosed man said. �Come along, Martin.�
The two men moved out into the passageway between the galley and the bunk rooms, and then out on deck. Faraday and Ellen followed.
A group of about a dozen teenagers in swim suits had gathered on a small stretch of sand at the river�s edge only a few yards downstream and were laying out blankets and picnic baskets.
The visitors picked up their fishing gear, nodded final good-bys and made their ways down the gangplank. Apparently they were through fishing, because they climbed a steep path up the bank and disappeared over its top.
Ellen said, �Why were you so set against our having a free vacation? We�re not that rich.�
Faraday was still gazing at the top of the bank. In a slow voice he said, �I have a peculiar feeling that if those kids over there hadn�t appeared, it wouldn�t have been so easy to turn them down.�
Ellen gave him a quick glance. �What do you mean?�
�Maybe I�m over imaginative, but I got the impression the big-shouldered man looked out the window to see if any witnesses were around. I know this sounds melodramatic, but if that picnic group hadn�t been there, I suspect they were planning to take over the boat.�
Ellen�s eyes grew enormous. �You�re kidding! Why would they do a thing like that? You think they�re criminals running from the law?�
�Criminals on the lam wouldn�t pick a conveyance that only travels four miles an hour,� Faraday said drily. �I don�t think they were just looking for any old boat. I think they came down here with their brand new fishing togs this morning as a deliberate excuse to meet us and get aboard this particular boat.�
�But that�s ridiculous,� she said. �How would they know we�d be here? We didn�t know ourselves we were going to anchor here until we pulled in last night.�
�Our trip was no secret, Ellen. Anyone who wanted to take the trouble could easily have found out about it. And at fifty miles a day, they could just as easily keep track of our progress from shore.�
�But why?� Ellen asked. �What on earth would be the percentage of going to all that trouble to hijack an old tub like this? They couldn�t get away with it anyway. It won�t go anywhere but downstream.�
�Did you get the impression they might be foreigners?� he asked.
�Foreigners? Of course not. They�re from Massachusetts.�
�I could say I was from the moon, but that wouldn�t make it so. Just for the sake of argument, let�s assume they�re a couple of foreign agents. Begin to make sense?�
She stared at him. �Your formula,� she breathed.
�Theorem, not formula,� he said patiently. �I don�t know what good it would do a spy, even if he got me to explain it, because they can read the theorem in any scientific journal in about a month. If they�re looking for the formula for the new rocket fuel the news magazines have been playing up, they�re chasing the wrong guy. I couldn�t tell anybody how to build a rocket fuel.�
�There�s no reason spies would know that, after all your publicity as the man who will send us beyond the stars. I think we should get in touch with the FBI.�
�My work isn�t top secret,� Faraday said reasonably. �Or at least it shouldn�t be, and probably won�t be when Max Abbott and Earl Laing get through pounding some sense into those pinheads in Washington. Besides, what would we tell the FBI? That a couple of men claiming to be electronic engineers from Massachusetts offered to buy passage on our boat?�
�It was you who suggested they were spies.�
�I�ve been reading too much Ian Fleming,� Faraday said. �But I still think there was something shady about them. I think we�ll get out of here and pick up water farther downstream.�
He went over to the gangplank, drew it aboard and started the motor. As soon as it turned over, he pulled in the anchor, engaged the prop and steered the boat out into the channel. Then he cut the motor and let the houseboat drift.
Ten miles downstream they spotted a boat livery. Faraday restarted the motor and pulled over to the dock to take on drinking water. They didn�t discuss their strange visitors any more all day, but when it began to grow dark and Faraday showed no sign of looking for a mooring, Ellen didn�t ask any questions. He knew by her silence that the two men were still as much on her mind as on his.
�I thought we�d go on a few miles after dark,� he said laconically. �I�ll set out the running lights.�
He lit four Coleman lanterns and set them fore and aft, to port and starboard, then started the outboard motor.
�We may as well make a little time,� he said. �I don�t want to run in the dark too long.�
The outboard motor was twenty-five horsepower, which would have pushed the twelve-to-fifteen-foot boat it was designed for along at a clip of from thirty to thirty-five miles an hour. But was barely enough to give the heavy houseboat headway. Against the current the boat would have stood still. With the current helping, it moved along at about eight miles an hour.
About two hours after dusk the lights of Natchez appeared ahead.
�We�ve made nearly seventy miles,� Faraday said. �Guess we�ll call it a day.�
Every night up until now he had moored on the west side of the river, because the main channel tended to hug that bank. Tonight he steered over to the Louisiana side, well out of the channel.
Without comment Ellen went to the bow and began taking soundings with a leaded line as they neared the far bank. As the flat-bottomed boat drew only three feet, there wasn�t much danger of running aground, and there wouldn�t be a serious problem even if they did, but Faraday liked to know what kind of water he was getting into.
They edged over a sandbar which showed a depth of only four feet before the water began to deepen again and they found themselves in a small, currentless cove. The Coleman lanterns threw enough light for Faraday to see the river bank. It was low and marshy and there was no sign of habitation along it. A dozen feet away from the bank he cut the motor and threw out the anchor.
Ellen came back from the bow, glanced toward the Mississippi shore and said casually, �Think they can see our lights from over there?�
�There won�t be any to see, except through our windows, in a couple of minutes,� he said. �From that distance nobody will be able to tell if the windows are in a houseboat, or just in a cottage near the bank.�
He shut the valves of all the Coleman lanterns except one, and carried that into the galley. They had a cup of coffee, then he carried the lantern into the bunk room they were using so that they could see to undress for bed.
�You think maybe we should have contacted the FBI just in case?� Ellen asked as he kissed her goodnight.
�They probably weren�t foreign agents,� he said. �They couldn�t find us here anyway. They�d be looking fifteen to twenty miles back on the other side of the river. Stop worrying and go to sleep.�

The next morning he wished he had called the FBI.
Ellen was still dressing when he entered the galley. He came to an abrupt halt in the doorway when he saw the two men seated side-by-side on the opposite side of the table, facing the door. They were dressed the same as the day before, except that their hats lay on top of the refrigerator. Two small overnight bags stood on the floor in one corner.
�How the devil did you get here?� Faraday demanded.
�We borrowed a rowboat,� the thin-nosed man said. �Since we lacked the owner�s permission, we thought it would be unwise to keep it. We set it adrift.�
The bulky man said, �Your lights made it just as easy to keep track of your boat as in the daytime. We appreciate your lighting them.�
Faraday heard a gasp of surprise and turned to find Ellen behind him. He moved on into the galley.
�Since you have no boat, I guess you�ll have to swim,� he said ominously. �Want to dive in yourselves, or be tossed overboard?�
The tall man raised his hand from his lap. There was a thirty-eight revolver in it. Ellen emitted another little gasp.
�Sit down, both of you,� the man with the gun suggested.
After staring at the gun for a moment, Faraday quietly pulled out a chair for Ellen. When she sank into it, he sat next to her, so that they faced the two men on the other side of the table.
�We don�t want any trouble,� the tall man said. �If you cooperate, we will let you enjoy the rest of the voyage. If you insist on being difficult, we will have to tie Mrs. Faraday to her bunk.�
�Why just my wife?� Faraday growled. �Why not me too?�
�We�re not very familiar with boats of this type, Mr. Faraday. We might run it aground. We need you to navigate. You will bear it in mind that unpleasant things may happen to your wife if your navigation isn�t efficient.�
After digesting this, Faraday said, �What do you want?�
�Your formula, Mr. Faraday.�
Ellen whispered, �They are spies, Mike. We should have called the FBI when we stopped for water.�
The bulky man turned his expressionless face to her. �So you actually suspected us,� he said with mild surprise. �I thought our pose was excellent. Thank you for the information that you did not phone anyone when you made your stop.� Ellen looked abashed.
Faraday said, �You men are on the wrong track. I have no formula. All I developed was a mathematical theorem, and it can no more be suppressed from the world than Einstein�s theory of relativity could have been.
�At this moment my two immediate assistants at the university, Professors Max Abbott and Earl Laing, are in Washington explaining the facts of life to a group of thick-headed bureaucrats. I�m quite certain they�ll succeed in convincing them that a mathematical theorem cannot be classified top secret. By the time we get back to St. Louis, I expect to have permission to publish my computations in detail. If you�ll wait about a month, you can read it in any scientific journal.�
The thin-nosed man gave him a smile of polite disbelief.
�You�re as thick-headed as those jerks in Washington,� Faraday said dourly. �Can�t you get it through your head that I know absolutely nothing of military value?�
�Our superiors believe you do, Mr. Faraday. It is not our function to decide the value of what you can tell them. We were merely instructed to deliver you.�
�Deliver me where?�
�To a submarine we will rendezvous with some miles out in the gulf.�
Faraday looked at him with his mouth open.
�You mean you plan to take this ark out into the gulf?�
�I think your little outboard motor will push it far enough for our purpose. It will not be required to push it back again.�
Ellen said in a high voice, �Where will the submarine take us?�
The bulky man said, �You will learn that when you arrive at your destination, Mrs. Faraday. Now, if you please, will you begin to prepare breakfast while your husband gets the boat underway?�
Rising to his feet, he drew a blue-steel automatic from beneath his arm. �All right, Faraday. Start the motor and pull up anchor. I think I had better warn you that your wife will remain here in the galley with my partner all day, while you and I will stay on deck. At the slightest sign that you are not fully cooperating with us, my partner will put a bullet through her pretty head. For example, if any boats hail us and you try to give an alarm, your wife will immediately die. Understand?�
�I understand,� Faraday growled.
The man lifted his hat from the top of the refrigerator and dropped it over his gun, completely concealing the gun. Even from close by the occupants of any passing boats would think he was merely carrying the hat in his hand, Faraday realized.
He preceded the pseudo Martin Smith out on deck, started the engine and pulled in the anchor.
Faraday had no opportunity to confer with Ellen privately all that day, but he had a lot of opportunity to think. He made and discarded a dozen plans before he finally hit on one he decided just might possibly work. It would require Ellen�s cooperation, though, and he could see no way to get instructions to her.
At noon the thin-nosed man had Ellen bring sandwiches out to the men on deck, following behind her with his hat also draped over his gun. Faraday decided to test to see if either of their captors had any nautical knowledge at all.
�If either of you are interested in fishing, you might pick up some jack salmon along here by trolling from the rear of the boat,� he said. �I believe the channel in this part of the river is charted at six fathoms.�
Ellen gave him a peculiar look. The river current shifted the silt on the bottom so often that accurate depth charts were impossible, and they had no charts anyway.
The man who called himself Albert Johnson asked without much interest, �How deep is that in feet?�
�Forty-eight. A fathom is eight feet.�
He held his breath for some reaction, but neither man commented, indicating that neither knew a fathom was actually six feet. He was conscious of Ellen�s gaze on him and knew she realized he had some plan. He was sure she would be wise enough to go along when the proper time came.
Neither of their captors showed any desire to fish. When the sandwich plates were empty, the thin-nosed man ordered Ellen back to the galley and followed after her.
Several times during the day the houseboat was hailed by other boats. Each time the bulky man called a cheery reply. Faraday, afraid that any sound at all from him might endanger Ellen, merely waved to the hailers.
About an hour before dusk Faraday spotted the sort of place he was looking for. By now they had left Mississippi and the banks on both sides of the river were in Louisiana. Up ahead, close to the east bank, was a low, reed-covered island. The reeds grew about waist high and, as there were no trees on the island, even from a distance it could be seen that it was uninhabited.
It seemed to be about a mile long and no more than fifty yards wide. The channel between it and the east bank was only about seventy-five feet wide. The river bank was also covered with waist-high reeds and there were no cottages along the bank.
The place was ideal for what Faraday had in mind. He was sure that, so far from the main channel, there would be no current the other side of the island. And the area was isolated enough to satisfy their captors as a safe place to moor overnight.
�It�ll be dark in another hour,� he said to the bulky man. �We need calm water to moor overnight, and I doubt that we�ll find another place as suitable as the channel behind that island ahead. Want to pull in there?�
The man who called himself Martin Smith scanned the island and the shoreline beyond it, and was obviously pleased to see no buildings of any sort.
�You are the navigator,� he said. �Are you sure the water is deep enough there?�
�We only draw three feet. I�ll need my wife to give me soundings.�
�Soundings?�
Faraday was surprised at the man�s abysmal ignorance of everything about river navigation.
�She has to stand at the bow and test the water depth with a leaded line,� he explained. �There may be sandbars near the island which would run us aground. Then we�d be in real trouble.�
The bulky man glanced around to make sure no other boats were in sight.
�Albert!� he called. �Bring Mrs. Faraday out.�
Ellen came out on deck, followed by the fake Albert Johnson, again holding his hat over his gun.
�We�re pulling into that channel up ahead,� Faraday said to his wife, pointing. �Give me soundings in fathoms.�
Ellen gave him a quick glance. They didn�t ordinarily bother with nautical terms, Ellen always calling out soundings in feet. She made no comment, however.
Faraday went aft to start the motor, trailed by the bulky man, while Ellen went forward accompanied by the other man.
Ellen made her first sounding a hundred feet from the entrance to the channel. �Mark three,� she called.
As they slipped into the channel entrance, Faraday could tell by the feel of the boat that there was no current here.
�Mark twain,� Ellen called.
�What�s that mean?� the bulky man asked.
�Sixteen feet,� Faraday said. �Two fathoms. We�re safe even at a half a fathom.�
He maneuvered the boat in to within about twenty feet of the island.
�Mark one,� Ellen called.
They were now a good hundred feet down the channel. The water between the island and the river-bank still stretched a good seventy-five feet across, but Faraday let the boat drift to within twelve feet of the island.
Ellen called, �One half fathom.�
�That�s our limit of tolerance,� Faraday said. �I�d better pull out a little.�
But as he turned the motor, there was a dull, grinding noise and the houseboat came to a dead stop.
�Nuts,� Faraday said, cutting the motor. �We�ve run aground.� He went forward, trailed by the bulky man. The thin-nosed man looked at him ominously.
�Was that on purpose?� he asked his partner.
�I don�t think so,� the bulky man said. �The boat only draws three feet, and we were in four feet of water. He was trying to move the boat farther out when we grounded.�
Taking the leaded line from Ellen, Faraday cast it out in several directions.
�No problem,� he announced cheerily. �We�re just on a narrow sandbar. It�ll save us throwing out the anchor, and we�ll easily be able to push it off tomorrow.�
�You had better be able to,� the tall man said coldly. �If you fail, we will proceed by other means and leave your wife here.�
His tone suggested that Ellen would be left behind dead. Faraday began to wonder if his idea had been so brilliant after all.
The bulky man said, �Well, let�s have dinner and sleep on it.�
To prevent any attempt at escape during the night, their captors hogtied Faraday and Ellen to their bunks.
They did such an excellent job that both quickly abandoned any idea of struggling loose.
In the darkness Ellen whispered, �I know you grounded us on purpose, but what did it accomplish? We won�t have any trouble getting afloat.�
�We may if we can delay things until the sun is well up,� Faraday said. �Take as much time as you can preparing breakfast.�
�All right,� she agreed. �But what do you have in mind?�
�What kind of fish do you find in the Mississippi in an isolated spot such as this where there is no current?� he asked.
After a moment of silence, she said, �Mostly gar, I suppose. Why?�
�And what happens when the sun hits the water?�
�The ugly things rise to sun themselves.�
�Uh-huh. These characters know nothing about the Mississippi. I�ll bet they never even heard of an alligator gar. Here�s what I have in mind.�
He explained his plan in detail.
In the morning their captors untied them at dawn. They took their time washing and dressing, and afterward Ellen took so long cooking breakfast that the two men began to get impatient. By the time they had all eaten and they got out on deck, the sun was well up.
The still, muddy water of the channel between the island and the shore was dotted with the long, narrow snouts of alligator gar, some of the heads as long as two feet.
�What are those things?� their two kidnapers asked simultaneously.
At the sound of the voices, the nearby heads popped out of sight beneath the surface. The gars farther away placidly continued to enjoy the sun, however.
With their sharp-toothed jaws they were ferocious looking monsters. Nothing but their heads showed in the muddy water, and since their heads constituted a full third of their total length, it was easy for anyone who had never seen a gar to imagine an enormous body extending beneath the surface behind the head.
Actually they seldom grew to an overall length of more than six feet, head and all, and possessed narrow, eel-like bodies no bigger around than a man�s wrist. They were totally inedible, but completely harmless to man.
�They�re alligators,� Faraday said. �This creates a problem. Somebody has to get into the water to get us off this sandbar. Any volunteers?�
The kidnapers were staring at the numerous-beads still on the surface some distance away. It was obvious that neither questioned Faraday�s identification of them as alligators, which wasn�t surprising, since the alligator gar gets its name from the close resemblance of its head to that of an alligator.
�The place is alive with them,� the bulky man said with a shudder. �What are we going to do?�
The tall man looked at Faraday. �What was your planned procedure to get us off this bar?�
�I planned to get out alongside the boat, between the boat and the island, and pry us free with that four-by-four,� Faraday said, pointing to where the twelve-foot beam lay on deck. �But I�ve changed my mind.�
The tall man gave Ellen a contemplative look.
�She isn�t strong enough to handle the beam,� Faraday said quickly. �Besides, she can�t swim.�
�How likely are those things to attack a person?� the tall man asked.
Faraday shrugged. �Depends on how hungry they are. I doubt that you�d have a chance swimming the channel to the mainland, but right alongside the boat you might get the boat pried free before one of the brutes grabbed your leg. Want to risk it?�
The tall man looked at his partner.
�Absolutely not,� the bulky man said definitely. �You are as expendable as I am.�
The tall man mused for a moment, then came to a decision. �I guess you are elected, Mr. Faraday.�
�We cannot risk him,� his partner objected. �Suppose they gobble him up?�
�It�s a risk we have to take,� the tall man said. �The alternative is to stay here surrounded by these monsters until we either starve to death or are rescued by someone. Do you have any better suggestions?�
The bulky man looked at Ellen, then at the twelve-foot four-by-four and dismissed her as a possibility. �I suppose we�ll have to risk it,� he said reluctantly.
The tall man turned to Faraday. In a cold voice he said, �We will give you fifteen minutes to get us afloat. If we are not off the bar by then, we will toss your wife to these monsters.�
Faraday glanced at Ellen. She was pale, but he knew she wasn�t frightened by the thought of the gars, for she was as familiar with them as he was.
He said with an air of resignation, �All right. I�ll have to change to swim trunks: Will you both stand by the rail with your guns to drive off any alligators who try to attack me?�
�We want you alive,� the tall man assured him. �We will cover you.�
The bulky man accompanied him to the bunk room while he changed into trunks. When they came back out on deck, Faraday lifted one end of the four-by-four and heaved it onto the rail. He pushed it over to let it slide into the currentless water, where it floated next to the boat. There was about twelve feet of water between the boat and the island.
Faraday took a deep breath, said, �Keep your guns ready,� and lowered himself over the side.
His feet sank a foot into silt and the water came to just above his waist. The two men on deck stood shoulder-to-shoulder, their eyes peering at the opaque water and their guns leveled at it.
The heavy beam was easy to handle in the water. Directing one end of it against the side of the boat, Faraday pushed on the other end. The prying end slid along the curve of the boat�s bottom until it was lodged in the mud beneath it. Faraday heaved upward on the other end and felt the boat shift outward slightly. He pushed the prying end of the beam back beneath it and heaved again.
This time the boat floated free.
Letting the sunken end of the beam rise to the surface, Faraday pushed it toward the rail. The bulky man bent down, lifted the end onto the rail and pulled the beam aboard.
�Now pull me aboard before one of those things gets me,� Faraday said, wading toward the boat.
Then he screamed, �My leg!� And began to thrash in the water.
He caught a quick glimpse of all three faces above him just before he let himself sink beneath the surface. The tall man was horrified. The bulky man for once had lost his expressionlessness and was looking startled. Ellen, who knew there was nothing in the water to attack him, merely looked wary.
Faraday gave a powerful thrust with his legs and shot underwater beneath the curved bow of the boat. He surfaced on the other side and pulled himself aboard all in the same motion. He stood dripping muddy water and getting his breath back, blocked from the view of those on the other side of the boat by the cabin.
He slipped into the door of the passageway between the galley and the bunk rooms and came out the other side. Not more than fifteen seconds had elapsed since he submerged, and all three people were still staring down into the water, the two men in stunned shock, Ellen because she was following instructions.
His bare feet making no sound on the deck, Faraday glided forward. One arm went about the tall man�s shoulders, the other about the bulky man�s, and he hurtled overboard, carrying both with him.
As they went beneath the surface, his legs scissored about the bulky man from behind and his hands probed for the other�s right hand. Finding it empty, he pushed the man away, wrapped his left arm about the man�s neck and groped for his gun with his right.
The man still gripped it, but in his terror at being in what he thought was alligator infested water, he offered no resistance when it was jerked from his grip. It slipped from Faraday�s hand and sank.
Faraday released his scissors grip, put a foot into the middle of the man�s back and pushed. Surfacing, he took three powerful strokes and pulled himself aboard the houseboat.
By now the boat had drifted out about twenty feet into the channel. The two men, in water to their waists, were floundering in panic for the island. They clambered ashore and stood with clothes dripping, staring at the boat.
�We�ll send the FBI to rescue you,� Faraday called. �Unless you don�t want to wait. You can probably get halfway to shore before the alligators get you.�
He went aft to start the engine. As they chugged along the channel southward, the two men were still standing gazing after them.
If they remained quiet long enough, Faraday knew, the channel would again soon be dotted with the narrow, snaggle-toothed heads of gars sunning themselves.
He doubted that the men would be gone when the FBI arrived.

Nice Guy

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, November 1969.

We got the case instead of the Robbery Squad, because when somebody gets hurt or killed during a holdup, it�s Homicide�s baby. The place was a small jewelry store in the eight hundred block of Franklin Avenue. All the shops in that area are small, mostly one- or two-man businesses. The jewelry store was bracketed by a pawnshop on one side of it and a one-man barbershop on the other.
Gilt lettering on the plate-glass window read: Bruer and Benjamin, Jewelers. A squad car was parked in front and a muscular young cop in uniform stood on the sidewalk before the shop door. A few bystanders were clustered before the pawnshop and barbershop, but the area in front of the jewelry store had been cleared.
I didn�t recognize the cop, but he knew me. He touched his cap, said, �Hi, Sergeant,� and moved aside to let me pass.
Inside, the store was long and narrow, with display cases on either side and with only about a six-foot-wide aisle between them. There was another short display case at the rear of the room, with an open door beyond it.
Another uniformed cop, this one of about my vintage, was inside the store. I knew him. He was a twenty-year veteran named Phil Ritter, and also a sergeant.
I said, �Morning, Phil.�
He said, �How are you, Sod?� then jerked his thumb toward the rear display ease. �Victim�s lying back there.�
I nodded, then looked at the other occupant of the place, a mousy little man of about sixty who stood nearby with an expression of numbed shock on his face.
�Witness,� Ritter said briefly.
I nodded again and continued on back to the rear of the place. There was a space on either side of the rear counter. I walked behind it to look down at the still figure on the floor. The man lay on his left side with his knees drawn up in a fetal position. He was lean and thin-faced, with long sideburns and a hairline mustache which made him resemble the villain of some mid-Victorian melodrama. I guessed he had been in his late forties.
His right arm blocked the view of his chest, but a thin trickle of blood running from beneath the arm indicated that he had a hole in it. There wasn�t much blood, suggesting he had died almost instantly.
I came back around the counter and asked Sergeant Ritter, �Doctor look at him?�
�Just enough to verify he was dead. A Dr. Vaughan in the next block. Mr. Bruer here called him.� He nodded toward the little man. �He had to go back to his office, but he said you could contact him there if you want. He also said to tell you he didn�t move the body.�
�Good.�
I looked at the little man. He was only about five feet six and weighed possibly a hundred and twenty-five pounds. He had thinning gray hair, wore steel-rimmed glasses and the expression of a frightened rabbit.
I�ve been accused of intimidating witnesses with my sour manner. This one looked so easily intimidated that I deliberately made my voice as pleasant as possible when I said, �I�m Sergeant Sod Harris of the Homicide Squad. Your name is Bruer?�
�Yes, sir,� he said in a shaky voice. �Fred Bruer. I�m one of the partners in the jewelry store.�
�He was the other one?� I asked, nodding toward the rear.
�Yes, sir. Andrew Benjamin. This is awful. We�ve been business partners for ten years.�
�Uh-huh,� I said. �I know this has been a shock to you, Mr. Bruer, but we�ll do the best we can to get the person who killed your partner. You were here when it happened?�
�Yes, sir. It was me he held up. I was out front here and Andy was back in the workshop. I had just made up our weekly bank deposit � I always go to the bank on Friday morning � and was just drawing the strings of the leather bag I carry the deposit in, when this fellow came in and pulled a gun on me. I guess he must have been watching us for some time and knew our routine. Casing, they call it, don�t they?�
�Uh-huh,� I said. �What makes you think he had cased you?�
�He seemed to know what was in the bag, because he said, �I�ll take that, mister.� I gave it to him without argument. Then he came behind the counter where I was, emptied the register there into the bag, then went behind the other counter and did the same with that register.�
I glanced both ways and saw identical cash registers centered against the walls behind each counter. �Which counter were you behind?� I asked.
He pointed to the one to the right as you faced the door. �I can tell you exactly how much he got, Sergeant.�
�Oh?� I said. �How?�
�I have a duplicate deposit slip for the cash and checks that were in the bag, and there was exactly fifty dollars in each register in addition to that. That�s the change we start off with in each register, and we hadn�t yet had a customer. We�d only been open for business about thirty seconds when the bandit walked in. I always make up the deposit before we unlock the door Friday mornings.�
�I see. Well, you can hold the figure for the moment. First, get on with what happened. How�d he happen to shoot your partner?�
�I think he just got rattled. He was backing toward the door with the deposit bag in his hand when Andy suddenly appeared from the back room. Andy didn�t even know a holdup was in progress. I imagine he came out to take over the front because he knew I would be leaving for the bank at any minute. But he opened the workshop door and stepped out so abruptly, he startled the bandit. The man shot him and fled.�
Typical, I thought sourly. It�s that kind of skittishness that makes cops regard armed robbers as the most dangerous of all criminals. They�re all potential murderers.
I asked, �What did this jerk look like?�
�He was about forty years old and kind of long and lanky. I would guess about six feet tall and a hundred and seventy-five pounds. He had a thin white scar running from the left corner of his mouth clear to the lobe of his left ear, and he had a large, hairy mole here.� He touched the center of his right cheek. �His complexion was dark, like a gypsy�s, he had straight, black, rather greasy hair and a rather large hooked nose. I would know him again anywhere.�
�I guess you would,� I said, surprised by the detail of the description. Witnesses are seldom so observant. �How was he dressed?�
�In tan slacks, a tan leather jacket and a tan felt hat with the brim turned down in front and up in back. And oh, yes, on the back of the hand he held the gun in�� He paused to consider, then said with an air of surprised recollection, �His left hand, now that I think of it � there was the tattoo of a blue snake coiled around a red heart.�
�You are observant,� I said, then gave Phil Ritter an inquiring glance.
�We put the description on the air soon as we got here,� Ritter said. �Mr. Bruer didn�t mention the tattoo or that the bandit was left-handed before, though.�
�Better go radio in a supplementary report,� I suggested. �Maybe this one will be easier than the run-of-the-mill. The guy certainly ought to be easy to identify.�
I was beginning to feel a lot more enthusiastic about this case than I had when the lieutenant sent me out on it. Generally you find almost nothing to work on, but here we had Fred Bruer�s excellent description of the bandit.
According to figures compiled by the FBI, eighty percent of the homicides in the United States are committed by relatives, friends or acquaintances of the victims, which gives you something to work on, but in a typical stickup kill, some trigger-happy punk puts a bullet in a store clerk or customer he never saw before in his life. Most times your only clue is a physical description, usually vague and, if there is more than one witness, maybe contradictory. Too, you can almost bank on it that the killer was smart enough to drop the gun off some bridge into deep water.
While Phil Ritter was outside radioing in the additions to the bandit�s description, I asked Bruer if he had noticed what kind of gun the robber used. He said it was a blue steel revolver, but he couldn�t judge what caliber because he wasn�t very familiar with guns.
I asked him if the bandit had touched anything which might have left fingerprints.
�The two cash registers,� Bruer said. �He punched the no-sale button on each.�
Ritter came back in, trailed by Art Ward of the crime lab, who was carrying his field kit and a camera.
�Morning, Sod,� Ward greeted me. �What sort of gruesome chore do you have for me this time?�
�Behind the rear counter,� I said, jerking a thumb that way. �Then dust the two cash registers for prints, with particular attention to the no-sale buttons.�
�Sure,� Art said.
He set down his field lab kit and carried his camera to the rear of the store. While he was taking pictures of the corpse from various angles, I checked the back room. It was a small workshop for watch and jewelry repairing. Beyond it was a bolted and locked rear door with a key in the inside lock. I unbolted it, unlocked it, pushed open the door and peered out into an alley lined with trash cans behind the various small businesses facing Franklin Avenue.
I wasn�t really looking for anything in particular. Over the years I had just gotten in the habit of being thoroughly nosy. I closed the door again and relocked and re-bolted it.
Back in the main room I asked Sergeant Ritter if he had turned up any other witnesses from among nearby merchants or clerks before I got there.
�The barber just west of here and the pawnbroker on the other side both think they heard the shot,� Ritter said. �As usual, they thought it was just a backfire, and didn�t even look outdoors. Nobody came to investigate until our squad car got here, but that brought out a curious crowd. Nobody we talked to but the two I mentioned heard or saw anything, but we didn�t go door-to-door. We just talked to people who gathered around.�
I said, �While I�m checking out this barber and pawnbroker, how about you hitting all the places on both sides of the street in this block to see if anyone spotted the bandit either arriving or leaving here?�
Ritter shrugged. �Sure, Sod.�
I called to Art Ward that I would be back shortly and walked out with Sergeant Ritter. Ritter paused to talk to his young partner for a moment, and I went to the pawnshop next door.
The proprietor, who was alone, was a benign looking man of about seventy named Max Jacobs. He couldn�t add anything to what he had already told Phil Ritter except that he placed the time he had heard what he took to be a truck backfire at exactly a minute after nine. He explained that his twenty-year-old nephew, who worked for him, hadn�t showed up for work, and the old man kept checking the clock to see how late he was. It was now nearly ten, and the boy still had neither appeared nor phoned in, and his home phone didn�t answer.
�What�s your nephew�s name?� I asked.
�Herman. Herman Jacobs. He�s my brother�s boy.�
�Mr. Bruer next door know him?�
Jacobs looked puzzled. �Of course. Herman�s worked for me ever since he got out of high school.�
That was a silly tack to take anyway, I realized. The jeweler had described the bandit as around forty, and Jacobs� nephew was only half that age.
�Following the shot, you didn�t see or hear anything at all?� I asked. �Like somebody running past your front window, for instance?�
The elderly pawnbroker shook his head. �I wasn�t looking that way. When I wasn�t watching the clock, I was trying to phone Herman, that good-for-nothing bum.� There didn�t seem to be any more I could get out of him. I thanked him and headed for the door.
�How�s poor Fred taking it?� he asked to my back.
Pausing, I turned around. �Mr. Bruer, you mean? He�s still a bit shaken up.�
Jacobs sighed. �Such a nice man. Always doing good for people. Ask anybody in the neighborhood, nobody will tell you a thing against Fred Bruer. A man with a real heart.�
�That so?� I said.
�Only thing is, he�s such an easy touch. Gives credit to anybody. Now, Mr. Benjamin was another proposition entirely. I don�t like to speak ill of the dead, but there was a cold fish.�
It intrigued me that he was on a first-name basis with the surviving jewelry-store proprietor, but referred to the deceased younger partner as Mr. Benjamin. Perhaps he hadn�t known the younger man as long. I decided to ask. �Have you known Mr. Bruer longer than Mr. Benjamin?�
He looked surprised. �No, of course not. They opened for business together next door about ten years back. I met them both the same day.�
�But you were on friendlier terms with Mr. Bruer, was that it?�
�Now how did you know that?� he inquired with rather flattering admiration for my deductive ability. �Yes, as a matter of fact. But everybody�s a friend of Fred. Nobody liked Mr. Benjamin very much.�
�What was the matter with him?� I asked.
�He was a vindictive man. When he had a little spat with somebody, he was never satisfied just to forget it afterward. He had to have his revenge � like his trouble with Amelio Lapaglia, the barber on the other side of the jewelry shop. Last time haircut prices went up, Mr. Benjamin refused to pay, they had an argument and Amelio threatened to have him arrested. Mr. Benjamin finally paid, but he wasn�t content just to stop going there for haircuts after that. He did things like phoning the police that Amelio was over-parked, and the health department to complain that he had no lid on his garbage can out back. Actually I think Mr. Benjamin stole the lid, but Amelio got fined for violating the health laws.�
I made a face. �One of those. I�ve had that kind of neighbor.�
�I don�t think even Fred really liked him, although he was always making excuses for him. I doubt their partnership would have lasted so long if they hadn�t been brothers-in-law,� he added matter-of-factly.
I gave him a surprised look. �They were brothers-in-law?�
�Sure. Mr. Benjamin is � was married to Fred�s baby sister. She�s not a baby now, of course. She�s about forty, but she�s twenty-one years younger than Fred. She was just an infant when their parents died, and he raised her. She�s more like a daughter to him than a sister. He never married himself, so Paula and her two kids are all the family he has. He�s absolutely crazy about the baby.�
�The baby?�
�Paula had another baby just a couple of years ago. She also has a boy around twenty in the army.� The phone at the rear of the pawnshop rang. As Mr. Jacobs went to answer it, I wondered if anyone had bothered to phone the widow that she was a widow.
The pawnbroker lifted the phone and said, �Jacobs� Small Loans.� After a pause his voice raised in pitch and he said, �Where are you, and what�s your excuse this time?� There was another pause, then, �That�s supposed to be an excuse? You get here fast as you can! You hear?�
He slammed down the phone and came back to where I stood near the door. �My nephew,� he said in an indignant tone. �He stayed overnight with a friend and overslept, he says. More likely he was in an all-night poker game and just got home. Good for nothing, he�ll be, all day.�
I made a sympathetic noise, thanked him again and left.
The young cop was still guarding the entrance to the jewelry store when I went by, but the crowd of curious onlookers had thinned considerably. It wouldn�t disperse completely until the body was carried away, though, I knew. There are always a few morbid people in every crowd who will hang around forever on the chance of seeing a corpse.
Down near the end of the block on this side of the street I spotted Phil Ritter coming from one shop and entering another. At his apparent rate of progress it looked as though it wouldn�t take him long to finish both sides.
Amelio Lapaglia was cutting a man�s hair all the time I talked to him. He had been cutting hair when he heard what he assumed was a backfire too, he said. He hadn�t noticed the time, but it had to be just after nine, because he had just opened for business and had just started on his first customer.
His customer must have heard the shot too, he said in answer to my question, but neither of them had mentioned it.
�Aroun� here trucks go by all day long,� he said. �You hear bang like a gun maybe two, three times a day.�
He hadn�t noticed anyone pass his window immediately after the shot, he said, but then he had been concentrating on cutting hair.
I didn�t bother to ask him about his feud with the dead man, because it had no bearing on the case. He certainly hadn�t been the bandit.
When I got back to the jewelry store, Art Ward had finished both his picture taking and his dusting of the cash registers. He reported there were no fingerprints on either register good enough to lift, which didn�t surprise me.
I told the lab technician he could go, then went back to give the corpse a more detailed examination than I had before. Aside from discovering that the bullet hole was squarely in the center of his chest, I didn�t learn anything new from my examination.
Then I asked Bruer for the duplicate of his bank deposit slip. After adding the hundred dollars which had been in the registers to the amount shown on the slip, the sum stolen came to seven hundred and forty dollars in cash and two hundred and thirty-three in checks. The jeweler said this represented a full week�s gross receipts.
From Fred Bruer I got the phone number of the doctor who had examined the body and phoned to ask him to mail a report to Dr. Swartz, the coroner�s physician. After that I had nothing to do but wait for someone to come for the body and for Phil Ritter to finish.
While waiting I asked Bruer if he had phoned his sister.
He looked startled. �I... I never even thought of it.�
�Probably just as well,� I said. �The phone isn�t a very satisfactory way to break news like this. She should be told personally. I�ll handle it for you, if you want. I have to see her anyway.�
�You do?� he asked in surprise. �It�s routine in homicide cases to contact the next of kin, even when it�s open-and-shut like this one. What�s her address?�
He hesitated for a moment before saying, �She lives down on the south side, but she�s staying with me in my apartment on North Twentieth at the moment. This is going to hit her awful hard, Sergeant, because she and Andy were having a little squabble. It�s terrible to have somebody close to you die when things aren�t quite right. You have trouble forgiving yourself for having a fight at that particular time.�
�Uh-huh,� I said. �I understand.�
I asked for his address and wrote it in my notebook.
A couple of morgue attendants came for the body before Phil Ritter completed his survey, but he returned only minutes later.
�Nothing,� he reported. �Nobody saw the bandit come in here, leave here, or walking or running along the street. If anyone aside from the two next-door neighbors heard the shot, he paid no attention to it and can�t remember it.�
There was nothing more to be done at the scene of the crime. I dismissed Sergeant Ritter and his partner, and took off myself.
The apartment on North Twentieth was on the first floor of a neat, modern brick building. A slim, attractive brunette of about forty answered the door.
I took off my hat. �Mrs. Benjamin?�
�Yes.�
I showed my badge. �Sergeant Sod Harris of the police, ma�am. May I come in?�
She looked startled. �Police? What�� Then she stepped aside and said, �Certainly. Please do.�
I moved into a comfortably furnished front room and she closed the door behind me. A plump, pretty little girl about two years old sat in the center of the floor playing with a doll. A red-haired man in his mid-forties, with wide shoulders and a homely but cheerful face, sat on a sofa making himself at home. He had his shoes off, his suitcoat was draped over the back of the sofa, his tie was loosened and his collar was open. A glass with some beer in it and a half-empty bottle of beer sat on the cocktail table before the sofa.
The man rose to his feet. The little girl gave me a sunny smile and said, �Hi, man.�
I smiled back. �Hi, honey.�
The woman said, �Robert Craig, Sergeant��
�Harris,� I said. �Sod Harris.� Robert Craig held out his hand. He had a firm grip.
�And this is my daughter, Cindy,� Mrs. Benjamin said proudly, looking at the child almost with adoration.
I smiled at the little girl again and got a big return smile. I could understand how her uncle would be crazy about her. I was a little crazy about her myself, and I had just met her.
Mrs. Benjamin said, �What can I do for you, Sergeant?�
�I�m afraid I have some bad news, ma�am.� I glanced at the child. �Maybe she�d better not hear it.�
Paula Benjamin paled. The red-haired man said, �Let�s go see if your other dolls are asleep yet, Cindy.� He scooped up the little girl and carried her from the room.
Mrs. Benjamin said, �My � it isn�t my brother, is it?�
�No,� I replied. �Your husband.�
Her color returned and I got the curious impression that she was relieved. �Oh. What happened?�
Her reaction was hardly what Fred Bruer had led me to expect. She sounded as though she didn�t particularly care what had happened. I saw no point in trying to break it gently, so I let her have it in a lump.
I said, �The jewelry store was held up this morning. Your brother is unharmed, but the bandit shot your husband. He�s dead.�
She blinked, but she didn�t turn pale again. She merely said, �Oh,� then lapsed into silence.
Robert Craig came back into the room alone. The woman looked at him and said, �Andy�s dead.�
A startled expression crossed the redhead�s face, then he actually smiled. �Well, well,� he said. �That solves the Cindy problem.�
Paula Benjamin stared at him. �How can you think of that now?�
�You expect me to burst into tears?� he asked. He looked at me. �Sorry if I seem callous, Sergeant, but Andy Benjamin was hardly a friend of mine. He had me named correspondent in a divorce suit. What did he die of?�
�A holdup man shot him,� I said and glanced at the woman.
Her face had turned fire red. �Did you have to announce that?� she said to Craig. �Sergeant Harris isn�t interested in our personal affairs.�
Craig shrugged. �You and your brother! Never let the neighbors see your dirty linen. Everybody was going to know after it broke in the papers anyway.�
�It won�t break in the papers now!� she snapped at him.
Then her attention was distracted by little Cindy toddling back into the room, carrying two dolls. Her mother swept her up into her arms.
�Oh, honey!� she said, kissing her. �You�re going to get to stay with Mommie forever and ever!�
I thought it was a good time to excuse myself. I told both Craig and Mrs. Benjamin it was nice to have met them, traded a final smile with Cindy, and left.
By now it was noon. I stopped for lunch, then afterward, instead of checking in at headquarters, I went to the courthouse and looked up the divorce case of Benjamin vs Benjamin.
Andrew Benjamin�s complaint was on file, but as yet an answer hadn�t been filed by Paula Benjamin. The disagreement between the two was more than the �little squabble� Fred Bruer had mentioned, and Andrew Benjamin�s reaction had been characteristically vindictive.
The dead man�s affidavit was in the usual legal jargon, but what it boiled down to was that he and a private detective had surprised his wife and Robert Craig together in a motel room and had gotten camera evidence. Divorce was asked on the ground of adultery, with no alimony to be paid the defendant, and with a request for sole custody of little Cindy to be granted the father. Benjamin�s vindictiveness showed in his further request that the mother be barred from even having visitation rights on the ground that she was of unfit moral character to be trusted in her daughter�s presence. As evidence, he alleged previous adulteries with a whole series of unnamed men and charged that Paula was an incurable nymphomaniac.
When I left the courthouse, I sat in my car and brooded for some time. Fred Bruer�s remarkable powers of observation took on a different significance in the light of what I had just learned. Maybe his detailed description of the bandit hadn�t been from observation after all, but merely from imagination.
I drove back to the ten hundred block of Franklin Avenue. The jewelry store was locked and there was a Closed sign on the front door.
I went into the pawnshop. A pale, fat boy of about twenty who looked as though he were suffering from a hangover was waiting on a customer. The elderly Mr. Jacobs glanced out from the back room as I entered, then moved forward to meet me. I waited for him just inside the front door, so that we would be far enough from the other two to avoid being overheard.
I said, �Mr. Jacobs, do you happen to know if the partners next door ever kept a gun around the place?�
He first looked surprised by the question, then his expression became merely thoughtful. �Hmm,� he said after ruminating. �Mr. Benjamin it was. Yes, it was a long time ago, but I�m sure it was Mr. Benjamin, not Fred. Right after they opened for business Mr. Benjamin bought a gun from me. To keep in the store in case of robbery, he said. Yes, it was Mr. Benjamin, I�m sure.�
�Wouldn�t you still have a record?� I asked.
�Of course,� he said in a tone of mild exasperation at himself. �It won�t even be very far back in the gun book. We don�t sell more than a dozen guns a year.�
He went behind the counter and took a ledger from beneath it. I moved over to the other side of the counter as he leafed through it. The fat young man, whom I took to be nephew Herman, was examining a diamond ring through a jeweler�s loupe for the customer.
Max Jacobs kept running his index finger down a column of names on each page, flipping to the next page and repeating the process. Finally the finger came to a halt.
�Here it is,� he said. �September 10, ten years ago. Andrew J. Benjamin, 1726 Eichelberger Street. A 38 caliber Colt revolver, serial number 231840.�
I took out my notebook and copied this information down.
�Why did you want to know?� the old man asked curiously.
I gave my standard vague answer. �Just routine.�
I thanked him and left before he could ask any more questions. The customer was counting bills as I walked out, and nephew Herman was sealing the ring in a small envelope.
Amateur murderers usually don�t know enough to dispose of murder weapons, but just in case, when I got back to headquarters I arranged for a detail to go sift all the trash in the cans in the alley behind the jewelry store. They didn�t find anything.
There was nothing more I could do until I got the report on what caliber bullet had killed Andrew Benjamin. I tabled the case until the next day.
The following morning I found on my desk the photographs Art Ward had taken, a preliminary postmortem report and a memo from the lab that the bullet recovered from the victim�s body was a 38 caliber lead slug and was in good enough shape for comparison purposes if I could turn up the gun from which it was fired. There was also a leather bag with a drawstring and an attached note from the local postmaster explaining that it had turned up in a mailbox two blocks from the jewelry store. The bag contained the original of the deposit slip of which I already had the duplicate, two hundred and thirty-three dollars in checks, and no cash.
I had a conference with the lieutenant, then together we went across the street to the third floor of the Municipal Courts Building and had another conference with the circuit attorney. As a result of this conference, all three of us went to see the judge of the Circuit Court for Criminal Causes. When we left there, I had three search warrants in my pocket.
Back in the squad room I tried to phone the Bruer and Benjamin jewelry store, but got no answer. I tried Fred Bruer�s apartment number and caught him there. He said he didn�t plan to open for business again until after his partner�s funeral.
�I want to take another look at your store,� I told him. �Can you meet me there?�
�Of course,� he said. �Right now?�
�Uh-huh.�
He said he would leave at once. As Police Headquarters was closer to the store than his apartment, I arrived first, though. He kept me waiting about five minutes.
After he had unlocked the door and led me inside, I got right to the point. I said, �I want to see the.38 revolver you keep here.�
Fred Bruer looked at me with what I suspected was simulated puzzlement. �There�s no gun here, Sergeant.�
�Your brother-in-law bought one next door right after you opened for business, Mr. Bruer. Fie told Mr. Jacobs it was for protection against robbers.�
�Oh, that,� Bruer said with an air of enlightenment. �He took that home with him years ago. I objected to it being around. Guns make me nervous.�
I gave him the fishy eye. �Mind if I look?�
�I don�t see why it�s necessary,� he said haughtily. �I told you there�s no gun here.�
Regretfully I produced the search warrant. He didn�t like it, but there was nothing he could do about it. I went over the place thoroughly. There was no gun there.
�I told you he took the gun home,� Bruer said in a miffed voice.
�We�ll look there if we don�t find it at your apartment,� I assured him. �We�ll try your place first.�
�Do you have a search warrant for there, too?� he challenged.
I showed it to him.
I followed his car back to his place. Paula Benjamin and Cindy were no longer there. Bruer said they had returned home last night. I searched the apartment thoroughly, too. There was no gun there.
�Let�s take a ride down to your sister�s,� I suggested. �You can leave your car here and we�ll go in mine.�
�I suppose you have a warrant for there, too,� he said sourly.
�Uh-huh,� I admitted.
Paula Benjamin still lived at the same address recorded in the pawnshop gun log, 1726 Eichelberger Street, which is far down in South St. Louis. It was a small frame house of five rooms.
Mrs. Benjamin claimed she knew nothing of any gun her husband had ever owned, and if he had ever brought a revolver home, she had never seen it.
I didn�t have to produce my third warrant, because she made no objection to a search. I did just as thorough a job as I had at the other two places. Little Cindy followed me around and helped me look, but neither of us found the gun. It wasn�t there.
Paula Benjamin naturally wanted to know what it was all about. Until then, her brother had shown no such curiosity, which led me to believe he already knew. Belatedly, he now added his demand for enlightenment. I suggested that Cindy be excluded from the discussion.
By now it was pushing noon, so Mrs. Benjamin solved that by taking Cindy to the kitchen and giving the girl her lunch. When she returned to the front room alone, I bluntly explained things to both her and her brother.
After carefully giving Fred Bruer the standard spiel about his constitutional rights, I said, �I reconstruct it this way, Mr. Bruer. You got down to the store early yesterday morning and made out the weekly bank deposit. Only you didn�t put any cash in that leather bag; just the deposit slip and the checks. And you didn�t put any money in the cash registers. You simply pocketed it. Then you drove two blocks away, dropped the bag into a mailbox, and got back to the store before your brother-in-law arrived for work. I rather suspect you didn�t unlock the front door until after you shot him and had hidden the gun, because you wouldn�t want to risk having a customer walk in on you. Then you unlocked the door and phoned the police.�
Paula Benjamin was staring at me with her mouth open. �You must be crazy,� she whispered. �Fred couldn�t kill anyone. He�s the most softhearted man in the world.�
�Particularly about you and Cindy,� I agreed. �You would be surprised what tigers softhearted men can turn into when their loved ones are threatened. None of your brother�s fellow merchants on Franklin, and probably none of your neighbors around here knew what your husband was trying to do to you, because both of you believe in keeping your troubles secret. But I�ve read your deceased husband�s divorce affidavit, Mrs. Benjamin.�
Paula Benjamin blinked. She gazed at her brother for reassurance and he managed a smile.
�You know I wouldn�t do anything like that, sis,� he said. �The sergeant has simply made a terribly wrong guess.� He looked at me challengingly. �Where�s the gun I used, Sergeant?�
�Probably in the Mississippi River now,� I said. �Unfortunately I didn�t tumble soon enough to search for it before you had a chance to get rid of it. We can establish by Max Jacob�s gun log that your brother-in-law purchased such a gun, though.�
�And took it home years ago. Sergeant. Or took it somewhere. Maybe he sold it to another pawn shop.�
�I doubt that,� I said.
�Prove he didn�t.�
That was the rub. I couldn�t. I took him downtown and a team of three of us questioned him for the rest of the day, but we couldn�t shake his story. We had him repeat his detailed description of the imaginary bandit a dozen times, and he never varied it by a single detail.
Finally we had to release him. I drove him home, but the next morning I picked him up again and we started the inquisition all over. About noon, he decided he wanted to call a lawyer, and under the new rules stemming from recent Supreme Court decisions, we either had to let him or release him again.
I knew what would happen in the former event. The lawyer would accuse us of harassing his client and would insist we either file a formal charge or leave him alone. We didn�t have sufficient evidence to file a formal charge, and if we refused to leave him alone, his lawyer undoubtedly would get a court injunction to make us.
With all the current talk about police brutality, we didn�t need any publicity about harassing a sixty-year-old, undersized, widely esteemed small businessman. We let him go.
I�m in the habit of talking over cases which particularly disturb me with my wife. That evening I unloaded all my frustrations about the Andrew Benjamin case on Maggie.
After listening to the whole story, she said, �I don�t see why you�re so upset, Sod. Why do you want to see the man convicted of murder anyway?�
I stared at her. �Because he�s a murderer.�
�But according to your own testimony, the dead man was a thoroughgoing beast,� Maggie said reasonably. �What he was attempting to do to that innocent little girl just to obtain vengeance on his wife was criminally vindictive. This Fred Bruer, on the other hand, you characterize as a thoroughly nice guy who, in general, devotes his life to helping people, and never before harmed a soul.�
�You would make a lousy cop,� I said disgustedly. �We don�t happen to have two sets of laws, one for nice guys and the other for beasts. Sure, Fred Bruer�s a nice guy, but do you suggest we give all nice guys a license to kill?�
After thinking this over, she said reluctantly, �I guess not.� She sat musing for a time, then finally said, �If he�s really as nice a guy as you say, there�s one technique you might try. Why don�t you shame him into a confession?�
I started to frown at her, then something suddenly clicked in my mind and the frown came out a grin instead. Getting up from my easy chair, I went over and gave her a solid kiss.
�I take back what I said about you being a lousy cop,� I told her. �You�re a better cop than I am.�
At ten the next morning I phoned Fred Bruer. �I have an apology to make, Mr. Bruer,� I said. �We�ve caught the bandit who killed your brother-in-law.�
�You what?�
�He hasn�t confessed yet, but we�re sure he�s the man. Can you come down here to make an identification?�
There was a long silence before he said, �I�ll be right there, Sergeant.�
As soon as the little jeweler arrived at headquarters, I took him to the show-up room. It was already darkened and the stage lights were on. Lieutenant Wilkins was waiting at the microphone at the rear of the room. I led Bruer close to the stage, where we could see the suspects who would come out at close range. When we were situated, Wilkins called for the lineup to be sent in.
Five men, all of similar lanky build, walked out on the stage. All were dressed in tan slacks and tan leather jackets. When they lined up in a row, you could see by the height markers behind them that they were all within an inch, one way or the other, of six feet.
The first one to walk out on stage was exactly six feet tall. He had straight black, greasy-looking hair, a dark complexion and a prominent hooked nose. A thin white scar ran from the left corner of his mouth to his left ear and there was a hairy mole in the center of his right cheek. He stood with hands at his sides, the backs facing us. On the back of the left hand was the tattoo of a blue snake wound around a red heart.
I glanced at Fred Bruer and saw that his eyes were literally bugging out.
�Don�t try to pick anyone yet,� I said in a low voice. �Wait until you hear all the voices.� Then I called back to Wilkins, �Okay, Lieutenant, let�s hear them.�
Lieutenant Wilkins said over the microphone, �Number one step forward.�
The dark man with the hooked nose stepped to the edge of the stage.
Wilkins said, �What is your name?�
�Manuel Flores,� the man said sullenly.
�Your age?�
�Forty.�
There is a standard set of questions asked all suspects at a show-up, designed more to let witnesses hear their voices than for gathering information. But now Lieutenant Wilkins departed from the usual routine.
He said, �Where do you work, Manuel?�
�The Frick Construction Company.�
�As what?�
�Just a laborer.�
�Are you married, Manuel?�
�Yes.�
�Any children?�
�Five.�
�Their ages?��
�Maria is thirteen, Manuel Jr. is ten, Jose is nine, Miguel is six and Consuelo is two.�
�Have you ever been arrested before, Manuel?�
�No.�
�Ever been in any kind of trouble?�
�No.�
�Okay,� Lieutenant Wilkins said. �Step back. Number two step forward.�
He went through the same routine with the other four men, but I don�t think Fred Bruer was even listening. He kept staring at number one.
When the last of the five had performed, and all of them had been led off the stage, Fred Bruer and I left the show-up room and went down one flight to Homicide. He sank into a chair and stared up at me. I remained standing.
�Well?� I said.
The jeweler licked his lips. �I can understand why you picked up that first man, Sergeant. He certainly fits the description of the bandit. But he isn�t the man, I�m sorry to say.�
After gazing at him expressionlessly for a few moments, I gave my head a disbelieving shake. �Your friends along Franklin Avenue and your sister all warned me you were softhearted, Mr. Bruer, but don�t be softheaded, too. It�s beyond belief that two different men could have such similar appearances, even to that scar, the mole and the tattoo. On top of that, Manuel Flores is left-handed, just like your bandit.�
�But he�s not the man,� he said with a quaver in his voice. �It�s just an incredible coincidence.�
�Yeah,� I said. �So incredible, I don�t believe it. You�re letting his formerly clean record and his five kids throw you. He has no alibi for the time of the robbery. He told his wife he was going to work that day, but he never showed up. The day after the robbery he paid off a whole flock of bills.� I let my voice become sarcastic. �Claims he hit a long-shot horse.�
Fred Bruer�s voice raised in pitch.
�I tell you he really isn�t the man!�
�Oh, come off it,� I said grumpily. �Are you going to protect a killer just because he has five kids?�
The little jeweler slowly rose to his feet. Drawing himself to his full five feet six, he said with dignity, �Sergeant, I told you that is not the man who shot Andy. If you insist on bringing him to trial, I will swear on the stand that he is not the man.�
After studying him moodily, I shrugged. �I think we can make it stick anyway, Mr. Bruer. Once we net the actual culprit in a case like this, we usually manage to get a confession.�
He frowned. �What do you mean by that?�
�Manuel Flores isn�t as influential a citizen as you are, Mr. Bruer. He�s just a poor, uneducated slob and not even a United States citizen yet. He�s a Mexican immigrant who only has his first papers. He doesn�t know any lawyers to call. We don�t have to handle him with kid gloves, like we did you.�
�You mean you intend to beat a confession out of him!� Bruer said, outraged.
�Now, who said anything about that?� I inquired. �We never use the third degree around here. We merely use scientific interrogation techniques.�
I took his elbow and steered him to the door. �If you decide to cooperate after all, you can let me know, Mr. Bruer. But I don�t think your testimony is essential. I would thank you for coming down, but under the circumstances, I don�t think you deserve it.�
I ushered him out into the hall, said, �See you around, Mr. Bruer,� and walked off and left him.
He was still staring after me when I mounted the stairs leading up from third to fourth.
I found lanky Sam Wiggens in the men�s room on fourth. He had removed the wig and false nose and was washing off his makeup, including the snake and heart tattoo.
Sam let out the stained water in the bowl and started to draw more. �How�d it go?� he asked.
I shrugged. �I don�t think he suspected anything, but it�s too early to guess. We should find out just how softhearted he is when I increase the pressure tomorrow.�
I let Fred Bruer stew for twenty-four hours and phoned him about eleven the next morning.
�We�re not going to need your testimony after all, Mr. Bruer,� I said. �Manuel Flores has confessed.�
�He didn�t do it!� Bruer almost yelled. �You can�t do that to an innocent man with five kids!�
�Oh, stop being so softhearted,� I told him. �The man�s a killer.� I hung up on him.
Bruer came into the squad room twenty minutes later. His face was pale but his thin shoulders were proudly squared.
�I want to make a statement, Sergeant,� he said in a steady voice. �I wish to confess the murder of my brother-in-law.�
I pointed to a chair and he seated himself with his back stiffly erect. After phoning for a stenographer, I waited for the familiar glow of triumph I usually feel when a case is finally in the bag.
It didn�t come. Over the years, I have trapped suspects into confessions by playing on their greed, their fear, their vindictiveness and every other base emotion you can think of, but this was the first time I had trapped a murderer through his compassion for others. I could only wonder why I was in this business.

A Good Friend

Originally published in Alfred Hitchcock�s Mystery Magazine, Aug 1965.

The police never even questioned me, because I had no apparent motive. I think Evelyn suspects, but she can hardly bring the matter up without disclosing that she�s aware of the motive. We get along better by neither of us ever mentioning the matter, because bringing it all out in the open would inevitably involve confessions on both sides.
If it ever upsets her to speculate that my reaction might well have been to turn on her instead of doing what I did, she gives no indication of it. I guess she knows I love her, and is content to let sleeping dogs lie.
It all began the night I was initiated into the Elks.
In the ten years we had graduated from high school together, I hadn�t run into Tom Slider more than a dozen times, but I still regarded him as a friend. So when I discovered he was also an Elk, I was pleased.
We had been pretty close buddies in high school, even though Tom did a few things of which I couldn�t approve. He was always such an angle shooter.
Take the day the senior boys held a meeting in the school auditorium to vote on what to wear at graduation and where to buy it, for instance. The vote was for dark suits, all of the same cut and style, and it was decided to order them all from Boyd�s Clothing Store, downtown.
Tom slipped out of the auditorium as soon as the vote passed. Later I learned he had rushed down to Boyd�s and made a deal to receive a free suit if he could swing the Claremont High graduating class there.
He was always doing things such as that, never anything which might land him in jail, but just a shade unethical. Whenever I fussed at him about it, he would just laugh and tell me he wasn�t crooked; he was just opportunistic.
The night I was initiated into the Elks, as soon as the meeting adjourned, the members present all crowded over to where we new inductees were standing in a self-conscious row to shake our hands and congratulate us. Suddenly I felt a whack between the shoulder blades, turned around and found Tom Slider grinning at me.
�Tom!� I said, gripping his hand. �Are you an Elk?�
�I�m even a past exalted ruler,� he said. �Congratulations, Brother Morgan. I�ll pop for a drink.�
We went downstairs to the bar and had several. I didn�t get to talk to Tom much, because brothers who had missed me upstairs kept coming over to introduce themselves and congratulate me. I did learn that he was still a bachelor, though, and was currently between jobs. He said he had shucked his travelling job because of a disagreement with his district sales manager. He had a couple of possible jobs lined up, he told me, but he wasn�t in any hurry to get situated because he had a few bills stacked away to tide him over. He said he planned to wait until exactly what he wanted came along.
Knowing Tom�s tendency to shoot angles, I wondered if his �disagreement� with his district sales manager had been over something such as padded expense accounts or failure to turn in all his collections.
When the bar closed at one a.m., we drifted outdoors together and stood talking for a few minutes in front of the club.
Tom said, �Now that you�re a brother Elk, Sid, we�ll have to get together more often. You�re tied down with a wife, though, aren�t you?�
�I�m married, but I wouldn�t call it tied down. I�m allowed out with the boys.�
�Oh, sure,� he said with a disbelieving grin. �All you married guys claim that. I forget who you married, but I remember it was somebody I knew. It must be two years since we ran into each other, and you hadn�t been married long then.�
�Evelyn Cross,� I said.
�Oh, yeah, that cute little redhead who was a couple of years behind us in school. We used to call her Red Cross. Is she still as much of a doll?�
�Even prettier,� I told him. �How come you never married, Tom?�
He flashed his white teeth in a smile. �I like variety.�
�I got that out of my system long ago. It�s pretty nice to have someone waiting when you come home.�
�Fiddle flap,� he said. �I�ll take bachelor freedom. You coming to next week�s meeting?�
�I planned to. There�s a stag party afterward, isn�t there?�
He snapped his fingers. �I�d forgotten that. You won�t want to miss it. You play poker or shoot craps?�
�If it�s not too steep.�
�We may as well come together,� he said. �I�ll stop by to pick you up. Where are you living?�
I took out one of my insurance agency cards and handed it to him. �My home and business addresses are the same,� I said. �I use an extra bedroom as my office.�
Glancing at the card, he stuck it into his pocket and pulled out one of his own. By the light of a street lamp he wrote an address and phone number on the back.
�Pay no attention to the business address and phone on the front,� he said as he handed me the card. �I�m not there any more. If your wife balks at letting you go to a stag, give me a ring during the week. Otherwise, I�ll pick you up at seven-thirty next Wednesday.�
�I�m not henpecked,� I said a bit testily. �Just be there.�
When I got home, Evelyn was in bed but still awake. As I eased open the bedroom door, she said, �You can turn on the light honey.� I switched on the light and began to undress, thinking of Tom. �How�d it go?� she asked.
�Fine. Guess who�s a brother Elk?� �Who?�
�Tom Slider.�
Her eyebrows raised. �The Tom Slider who used to be a full-back at Claremont High?�
�Uh-huh.�
She sat up in bed. �Is he still as handsome as he used to be?�
I paused in the act of hanging up my suit to glance at her over my shoulder. �I guess, but that�s a kind of funny question to ask. You trying to make me jealous?�
Evelyn giggled. �You should be, because I used to have a mad crush on him. Is he married?�
�No,� I said shortly. �Nor employed either. You would have to live on love if you�re contemplating a switch in husbands.�
�Don�t be an old bear,� she said. �I was only fifteen when I had my crush, and as a noble senior he was above even looking at fifteen-year-old sophomores. You weren�t looking my way either back then.�
�I�ve grown more possessive in my old age,� I told her. �You knew me too back then, but I don�t recall you ever mentioning having a crush on me.�
�I�ve got a crush on you now, haven�t I? Isn�t that better?�
Looking at it that way, I decided it was. I wasn�t really jealous anyway, because I�m not the jealous type. I do incline to be possessive, but that�s not the same thing. I don�t go around frowning suspiciously every time Evelyn smiles at another man, but if I ever thought there was a chance of losing her, I would fight like a tiger. I think she understands exactly how I feel, and I think it pleases her. Jealous husbands make women feel hemmed in, but they like to know they�re wanted.
I put on my pyjamas, switched out the light, and climbed into bed.
The following Wednesday Tom Slider showed up at seven-fifteen instead of seven-thirty. I was in the bathroom knotting my tie, so Evelyn answered the door. When I entered the front room, he was seated on the sofa with a can of beer in his hand and Evelyn was seated next to him.
�Hi, Sid,� he said. �Your wife said you weren�t ready yet and forced a beer on me.�
�There�s no hurry,� I said. �The meeting doesn�t start until eight.�
�You want a beer, honey?� Evelyn asked.
I shook my head. �There�ll be enough to drink at the stag party. I�ll wait.�
I took a chair across from the sofa. Evelyn smiled at Tom.
�You haven�t changed much,� she said. �You�re still as lean and hard as you were in high school.�
�You�re still as slim and soft,� he said gallantly. �If I�d known you were looking for a husband, I�d have beat Sid to the punch.�
When Evelyn blushed like a schoolgirl, I demonstrated my lack of jealousy by saying with a smile, �You would probably have won out. She had a mad crush on you when she was fifteen.�
Tom cocked an eyebrow in her direction and Evelyn�s blush deepened. �That was supposed to be a joke, blabbermouth,� she said to me. �You just wait and see if I ever tell you another secret.�
�Well, well,� Tom said with a mock leer. �I wish I�d known before Sid got to you.�
�Cut it out,� Evelyn said. �You�re not even the marrying type, or you would have been hooked long ago. Sid tells me you�re still single. You still live at home?�
He shook his head. �The folks complained too much about my hours. I have a bachelor apartment over on Sutton Place.�
�Then I don�t suppose you get many home-cooked meals. You�ll have to come to dinner some night.�
�Sure,� he said. �Just name it.�
�We�d better get going,� I put in. �How about knocking off that beer so we can get started soon?� He tilted the can, drained it, and set it down. We both stood up.
�Thanks for the beer, Red,� Tom said. �I�ll bring your husband home relatively sober.�
�If you�re going to pick Sid up again next Wednesday, you could come to dinner then,� Evelyn said. �We eat at six.�
�It�s a date,� he said, then glanced at me and added, �If it�s all right with Sid.�
�I don�t do the cooking,� I told him. �Of course you�re welcome.�
Evelyn came over to the door to offer me her cheek for a goodbye kiss.
�What time will you be home?� she asked.
Torn said, �Don�t expect him before one-thirty. The stag won�t break up until one.�
Tom was driving a new car. It was parked headed in the right direction for the Elks Club, but he made a U-turn.
�Where you going?� I asked.
�Gas. The station where I trade is back this way.�
The gas station was about four blocks back and over on Main. When we pulled into it, no other cars were there and the lone attendant had a car on the grease rack. The man started to set down his grease gun, but Tom waved him back to his work.
�I�ll get it myself, Larry,� he called.
�Okay, Tom,� the attendant called back. �Thanks.�
He moved back under the raised car with his grease gun as Tom climbed from his car and unscrewed the gas cap. Turning to watch the attendant over his shoulder, Tom lifted the nozzle from the high test pump and started to run gas into the tank. He kept his gaze fixed on the attendant, who never once glanced our way, until the pump gauges registered ten gallons and $3.60.
He hung up the hose, flipped the lever to send the gauges back to zero, then lifted the nozzle of the regular grade pump and shoved it into the gas tank. No longer bothering to keep his eye on the attendant, he ran in five gallons, hung up the hose, but this time didn�t flip the lever to clear the gauges.
After spraying and wiping the windshield and checking under the hood, Tom called, �Okay, Larry. Want some money?�
The attendant set down his grease gun, wiped his hands on some waste and came over.
Glancing at the pump gauges, Larry said, �A dollar sixty.�
�Plus sixty-five cents,� Tom said. �Last time in I added a quart of oil and forgot to pay for it.�
�Oh. That�ll be two and a quarter then. Thanks for remembering.�
Tom paid the bill and got back into the car. As we pulled away, he seemed to become conscious of me regarding him strangely.
Throwing me a grin, he said, �A penny saved is a penny earned. I trade there because the place is understaffed. About every third time in I have to serve myself. You�d be surprised how it adds up.�
�Still shooting angles, huh?� I said. �Only you used to stay inside the law. That was downright stealing.�
�Fiddle flap. I learned long ago that everybody gets what he can, legally or illegally. The only way to keep from being taken is to take the other guy first. Unless he�s a personal friend, of course. I�ve got a strict code of ethics. I never take advantage of a friend.�
�You seemed pretty friendly with that gas station attendant.�
�Because we call each other by first names? That doesn�t mean anything. I only know him from trading there. We�re just customer and merchant.�
We drove in silence for a block. Then I asked, �Why�d you pay for the oil you took last time? Presumably he didn�t know anything about it.�
He threw me another grin. �Builds confidence. Think he�ll ever suspect me of swiping gas when I�m honest enough to pay a debt he didn�t even know I owed? Every so often I pull something like that just to make sure he keeps trusting me.�
He slowed and drove into the parking lot of a shopping plaza. I said, �Hey, what now? We�re going to be late for the meeting.�
�We can get in late. I usually miss the ritual anyway. Once you�ve seen it, you�ve seen it. My liquor stock at home is low, and the stores will be closed by the time the stag�s over.�
I would have preferred to make the meeting on time, but there wasn�t much I could do about it. He found a parking slot and we both got out. I trailed him into a chain drug store.
There was a liquor department in the drug store. He bought a quart of bourbon. The clerk put it into a paper bag and stapled the cash register receipt to the outside of the bag.
When we got back to the car, Tom said, �Don�t get in. We have another stop.�
I waited while he opened the car trunk, removed the whisky from the bag and stored it in the trunk. Flattening out the bag, he neatly folded it and thrust it into a side pocket of his coat.
I followed him to the opposite side of the parking lot and into a supermarket.
This time he took a shopping cart. Our first stop was the self-service liquor department, where he set another bottle of bourbon in the cart. He pushed the car a few aisles over and added a six-pack of soda. We moved to the next aisle to collect a loaf of bread and a small jar of instant coffee.
Then he pushed the cart from aisle to aisle with seeming aimlessness until we came to one where there were no other customers or store personnel in sight. After glancing both ways, he pulled the paper bag from his pocket, snapped it open and put the quart of whisky in it.
�Let�s go,� he said.
At the checkout counter the girl rang up the soda, bread and coffee. Glancing at the cash register receipt stapled to the bag containing the whisky, she pushed it on to the boy who was bagging the purchase without ringing it up.
�One dollar and sixty-one cents,� she said.
Tom gave her two ones and she handed him change.
After glancing at it, he said, �Hey, you gave me four cents too much.�
Holding out his hand, he displayed a quarter, a dime, a nickel and three pennies.
After gazing at the change for a moment, the girl said, �Gee thanks. There must have been a nickel in the penny compartment.� She took the nickel and exchanged it for a penny.
As we walked out, I said, �Was that more of your technique? Proving your honesty in a small way, so you wouldn�t be suspected of stealing anything big?�
�Uh-huh,� he admitted cheerily. �I deliberately switched a penny for that nickel.�
I couldn�t quite decide whether to be amused by his chronic larceny or disgusted with him. Like most people, I�m conditioned to believe that stealing is wrong regardless of how you rationalize it, but I had to concede that Tom�s dishonesty at least possessed an imaginative flair. And if his technique was always similar to what he had demonstrated tonight, it was extremely unlikely he would ever be caught.
As he stowed the shopping bag in the trunk, he said, �You�d be surprised how it adds up, Sid. Individually it�s pretty stiff, but it probably adds up to a couple of thousand a year.�
�Doesn�t your conscience ever bother you?� I asked.
�Why should it? The people I take would take me just as fast if they had the chance.�
We both got into the car and Tom backed from the slot.
As we drove off the lot, I said, �Well, then, doesn�t it worry you that you might get caught?�
�I won�t be,� he said with confidence. �I�m never even suspected. You can�t beat the old con trick of building confidence in small ways. That girl knows me. I�ve called attention to undercharges a couple of times, and once before I gave her back money when I got too much change. Last time it actually was her mistake. Think she would ever believe that a customer who�s always so honest would try to pull anything? The secret is to build confidence in the sucker�s mind before you ever make a move.�
I still wasn�t quite sure whether to be amused by his shenanigans or disgusted. I finally decided it was none of my business.
�You do what you want,� I said. �I�ll stick to the old-fashioned way of paying for merchandise.�
It was twenty after eight when we arrived at the Elks. The door to the bar was closed and locked, as the bar always shut down while lodge was in session. There was no one in the lobby.
�You particularly interested in attending the meeting?� Tom asked.
�I thought that�s what we came for.�
�We came for the stag afterward. I happen to know nothing very interesting is coming up tonight. It�s just routine business. Let�s have a game of pool in the basement.�
I really wanted to attend the meeting, but I didn�t particularly care to go in late alone. Despite last week�s instructions during initiation on various ritualistic procedures, I wasn�t quite sure how to request admission from the tyler, or just what I was supposed to do and say after I was let in. I did vaguely recall that the procedure wasn�t very elaborate, but I would be up there going through it all alone in front of the assembled brotherhood. Without Tom�s moral support. I didn�t have much stomach for it. I gave in and followed Tom to the basement poolroom.
We decided to play eight-ball. Tom won the cushion shot and racked the balls. As we both chalked our cues, Tom said, �Why don�t you play poker tonight instead of getting in the crap game, Sid?�
�Why?�
�I told you I don�t take friends. And you�re a friend.�
I cocked an eyebrow at him. �You mean the game�s crooked?�
�Not exactly. It�s just that I can�t be beat. Examine these.�
He dipped a hand into his side pants pocket and tossed a pair of red, transparent dice on the pool table. They came up six-four.
I knew enough about dice to catch crooked ones on close examination. I matched them and the markings were all right. Then I squared them against each other on all six planes. They weren�t shaved. Wetting my thumb and index finger, I suspended one die between them by two corners, holding it loosely enough to turn easily. If it had been unevenly weighted, one corner would always have ended down when the die was spun. It passed the test, and so did the second die.
�They looked square to me,� I said.
�They are. Toss them back.�
I rolled them toward him, he scooped them up and immediately tossed again. This time they came up five-one.
�Examine them again,� Tom said.
I went through the same tests. This time, on the wet-finger test, one die failed to pass.
I bounced it on the green felt and it came up five. I bounced it twice more and the same number showed.
�This one�s loaded always to come up five,� I said. �What�d you do? Switch dice?�
Grinning, he showed me a third die, palmed.
�What advantage does that give you?� I asked. �So everybody always throws a five on one die.�
�Not everybody,� he said. �Only me, whenever I come out. On my second roll it goes back in my palm and we play with straight dice. So it can never get away from me and work its way around the table, you see.�
I said puzzledly, �I still don�t get it.�
�You would if you thought about it. If I�m always sure of a five on one die on my first roll what points are possible on both dice?�
After thinking a moment, I said, �You can come up with a six, seven, eight, nine, ten or eleven.�
�Exactly. I can�t ever throw craps. Once out of every three times I get the next best thing: a six or an eight. Once out of six times I have to shoot for a nine, and once out of six times I�m stuck with a ten. It throws the odds around eight-to-five with me. If you want the exact odds, they�re eight-to-five-point-one, seven, seven. Anyway, they�re enough so that over the long haul I can�t possibly lose on my own rolls.�
I said slowly, �You pull this against brother Elks?�
�Brother Elks, fiddle flap,� he said. �They�re just guys. Some are my friends and some are just barroom acquaintances. To my friends I pass the word to stay off me. The others don�t count.�
My brows went up. �You mean some of the other Elks know about this loaded die?�
He shook his head. �The other guys I don�t want to take, I just warn that I feel hot and to stay off me. You�re the only one who knows the real lowdown. That�s because you�re a particularly good friend.�
I wasn�t sure whether to feel flattered or uncomfortable. I didn�t like the idea of standing by while fellow members, whom only a week ago I had pledged to regard as brothers, were taken in a crooked crap game. Yet how could I violate a confidence told me because of friendship? Particularly since if I said anything, my avowed good friend would undoubtedly be kicked out of the lodge.
There couldn�t be many stags during the year, I told myself. The best thing to do was just forget it.
�Do you cheat at pool too?� I asked.
Pocketing the dice, he grinned at me and addressed the cue ball. �I don�t have to. We won�t make a bet, because I�m going to skin your pants off and I don�t make suckers out of my friends.� Whereupon he proceeded to wallop me in two straight games.
Near the end of the second game we heard the members trooping downstairs and knew the meeting was over. When we finished the game, we racked our cues and went up to join the party.
I decided to take Tom�s advice and stay out of the crap game. There were three poker games, ranging from twenty-five-cent limit to five-dollar limit. I got in the two-bit game.
The crap game was held on blanket-covered table shoved against the wall, immediately behind where I was seated. I didn�t pay much attention to what was going on there, as you can�t afford to play poker with a wandering mind, but occasionally when I was out of a hand I glanced over my shoulder.
On one such occasion I turned my attention to the crap game just in time to hear Tom Slider say, �You covered with a buck too much, Joe. Here.�
The trust-building technique again. I thought ruefully, as I saw Tom separate a bill from his sizeable wad and toss it to another player. Who was going to suspect him of cheating, when he returned an extra dollar mistakenly given him?
At a quarter past eleven I was three dollars ahead when a hand fell on my shoulder from behind. Glancing around, I found Tom standing behind me.
�I cleaned the game and everybody quit,� he said. �Think you could snare a ride home if I took off?�
Andy Carter, across the table, said, �I�ll be here until closing. Ill run you home, Sid.�
�Okay,� I said. �Go ahead, Tom. See you for dinner next Wednesday.�
At midnight I was two dollars out. By then I had drunk a little too much beer and was beginning to tire of the game. When I was dealt a pair of jacks in five-card draw. I didn�t even bother to open. Passing, I tossed in my cards, lit a cigarette, leaned back in my chair and waited for the next hand.
Idly I wondered why Tom Slider had singled me out to demonstrate his dice cheating system. His excuse that I was a particularly good friend didn�t quite hold up. While we had been pretty thick in high school, we had barely been in contact since. Actually I qualified more as what Tom classed as an �acquaintance� than as a friend.
Then a peculiar thought drifted into my mind. Remembering what Tom had said about the old con trick of �building confidence in small ways�. I wondered if he had stressed our friendship for the purpose of throwing me off guard. Had his repeated insistence that he never cheated friends been merely groundwork to allay any suspicions I might have, so that eventually he could move in for the kill?
That was silly, I told myself. I didn�t have enough extra money to be cheated out of anything substantial. And if Tom planned anything as corny as trying to sell me fake stock, he hardly would have let me witness his larcenous ways.
I decided that even though I was no longer so sure of my friendship for Tom, he must have been sincere in his proclamation of friendship for me.
It was close to one-thirty when I got home. Again Evelyn was in bed, but not asleep. When I switched on the bedroom light, she smiled as me.
�Hi, hon,� she said. �Have fun?�
�I lost four dollars and drank too much beer, but I guess you could call it fun. Just sleepy now.�
�How did Tom do?� she asked casually.
I hung my coat in the closet. �He broke the crap game and left early. Another guy brought me home. Incidentally, I�m not so sure we ought to get thick with Tom.�
�Why not?� she asked in a surprised voice.
I started to take off my tie. �He�s changed since high school. He wasn�t the nicest guy in the world even then, as a matter of fact. I just don�t think he�s our kind of people.�
�Fiddle flap,� Evelyn said. �I think he�s very nice.�
I stood still for several seconds, but I didn�t say anything. Then I finished undressing, put on my pyjamas and climbed into bed.
The next morning I left at my usual time to call on clients. Our life went on as normally as ever.
The thing which makes me think Evelyn suspects is that when Tom�s murder was announced in the paper, she never even mentioned it.
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