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Аннотация
Two gambling kingpins go to war � and Manville Moon is caught in the middle When an upstart gangster named Byron Wade threatens Louis Bagnell�s gambling empire, Bagnell attempts to hire Manville Moon, a detective whose loss of a leg has not diminished his reputation as a tough guy. Preferring to remain neutral, Moon turns down Bagnell�s offer and refuses Wade�s as well. But Wade does not want another gunman. He wants a sleuth � to investigate his own murder, should the coming war leave him dead. They are negotiating over a platter of chop suey when Louis Bagnell turns up murdered. Was Wade using Moon as an alibi, or did Bagnell�s killer come from within his own gang? Double-crosses come faster than bullets in this twisting novella, but even on one leg, Manville Moon will have no trouble keeping up.


Richard Deming
No Pockets in a Shroud

Keith Alan Deutsch


Chapter One
Too Many Clients

�You have an exaggerated idea of my talents,� I said. �I�m not a hired gunman.� Louis Bagnell allowed his face to smile, but his eyes neglected to join the effort. His smile was a gambler�s smile, which was appropriate since he controlled most of the gambling in the city � and had controlled all of it before a Chicago immigrant named Byron Wade began to muscle in. For ten years no one had opened a bookshop in town without Bagnell�s personal OK... Until Wade came along. But suddenly six new shops sprang up, and the rumor was Wade hadn�t asked permission. Up to now Bagnell�s E4 Patio had been the only casino in town too, but tomorrow was the grand opening of Byron Wade�s North Shore Club, and the engraved invitations issued to a carefully selected clientele were rumored to intimate everything from slot machines to roulette would be available. It didn�t require a Master�s Degree to figure out a gang war was in the offing.
Louie said: �You�ve hired out as a bodyguard before.�
�Sure. But you don�t need a bodyguard. You�ve got two now.� I glanced over at Vance Caramand, who leaned his back against my apartment door. �What�s the matter with Vance?�
Bagnell said: �Vance is all right, except he�s a moron.� He spoke impersonally, as though the bodyguard were not there. �Greene has even less brains. I need someone smart.�
We sat in my apartment living room, where most of my business is discussed, when I have any to discuss. Since my sole advertising medium is a card beneath my doorbell reading: �Manville Moon, Confidential Investigations,� and my business suffers from lengthy and frequent lapses between cases, office space would be superfluous.
I uncorked the rye bottle for a second time and looked at Bagnell questioningly. When he shook his head, I looked at Vance Caramand.
Bagnell said quickly: �None for him either. He�s stupid enough sober.�
Dribbling a little rye into my own glass, I slopped water on top of it. I said: �You don�t want a bodyguard. You want an extra gun to meet Byron Wade�s mob when war breaks. I�ll stay an innocent bystander.�
His face lost all expression, which suited it better than the false smile. He asked: �Is talk about me and Wade going around?�
�In certain quarters.�
�For instance?�
�Among the lower element,� I said. I grinned at him. �Among your crowd.�
He rose, recovered his hat from my sofa and stood looking down at me. �Did I understand you to say you�re net in this on either side?�
�That�s what I said.�
He studied my face as he would an opposing player in a poker game. �May I count on that?�
I looked up at him coldly. �I said it, didn�t I?�
�I know,� he said equably. �I�m not questioning your word. But you�d make a difference in my planning.�
�Why?�
His lip corners lifted in a wintry smile. �You scare people. Some of my boys might walk out if they thought they were up against you.�
I said: �I�m neutral. Don�t bother to duck when we meet.�
He motioned to Vance Caramand and they departed together. It was exactly three P. M.

Once, during the shambles in France, I hesitated for part of a second in deciding whether to go head first or feet first into a hole. Finally I chose head first, with the result that instead of having a detachable head, my right leg is detachable below the knee.
At seven-thirty P. M., fresh out of a shower, I was strapping the cork, aluminum and leather leg substitute in place when the doorbell rang. Pulling a robe over nothing, I clanked to the door on one: metal and one flesh foot.
The heavy-jowled man standing in the hall wheezed from the exertion of his half-flight climb. His tailored clothes, carefully cut to disguise a pot belly, failed in their mission.
A meagerly built, narrow-featured youth of about twenty rested his back against the wall next to the apartment facing mine. He had the coldest, most expressionless face I have ever seen, and his extreme youth only accentuated its cruelty. Yellow eyes measured me scientifically, as though picking the exact spot to place a bullet, if necessary.
�Mr. Moon?� the heavy man asked when he had regained his breath.
�Yes.�
�I�m Byron Wade.�
He handed me a fat, damp palm and gave me a fishy squeeze. When I salvaged my hand, I rubbed it dry against the nap of my robe.
I said, �Come in,� and stepped aside to let him pass.
He walked past me into the living room, and his youthful companion removed his back from the wall and followed. Wade made no offer to introduce him.
The boy took a chair facing the door, kept on his hat and sat with both hands in his pockets. His suit coat was tight at the waist, his knuckles showed through the cloth, and there was obviously nothing in the pockets but hands. Somehow this made me feel better.
Closing the door, I walked around Wade toward the bedroom, stepping off the rug onto the wooden floor with my right foot en route. The metallic clank brought Wade�s startled eyes to my feet, but the boy kept his fixed on my face. Ordinarily it takes some concrete danger such as a fist or a bullet coming my way to start adrenalin pumping through my veins, but this kid had �Handle with care� signs all over him. He gave me the creeps.
I said: �I�ll be with you soon as I dress. There�s rye and mixings on the table. Help yourselves.�
�Thanks,� said Wade. �May I mix you one?�
�Yeah. I take water.�
Ten minutes later, fully dressed, I sank into an easy chair next to Byron Wade and tried the drink he had mixed for me.
Wade started, �I know you�re a busy man, Mr. Moon,� which caused me to choke on my drink.
I leaned forward, fished for a handkerchief, and Wade, his mouth already open to deliver the second sentence of his pat speech, stopped short.
�What�s the matter?�
I wiped my eyes. �Drink went down the wrong way.�
�Oh!� He paused, reassembled his thoughts and repeated, �I know you�re a busy man, so I�ll get right to the point. I want to hire you as a bodyguard.�
I glanced over at the kid, who still sat with his hat on looking vicious. �What�s Junior?�
The kid tightened his lips and fixed unwinking yellow eyes on my face.
Wade said: �Danny? He�s sort of a bodyguard. I need two.�
I drained the rest of my drink. �I know you�re a busy man too, Mr. Wade, so I won�t waste time for either of us. No sale.�
He jerked up his eyebrows and waited, as though expecting elaboration. When nothing happened, he frowned slightly and bugged out his eyes at me. I studied him in return, noting the red-veined puffiness about his eyes and nose and the blunt, pouty expression, like a small boy playing tough guy.
�You�re already working?� he asked finally.
�No.�
He waited again for explanations, until it was obvious none was coming. �I don�t understand.�
�It�s simple. Nothing personal. I just don�t like gang wars.�
Wade�s fat-encased eyes narrowed and his tongue flicked across his lips. �What�s that mean?�
I said: �You don�t want a bodyguard. You want an extra gun for the war brewing. I�ll sit this one out.�
Wade�s eyes turned nasty and the veins in his fat cheeks disappeared as his whole face reddened. �So Bagnell got to you!�
I said, �Nobody gets to me, Mister. Go peddle your apples elsewhere,� and got out of my chair to open the door.
Danny�s body did not change position, but his right hand did. One moment it was jammed into his coat pocket, and the next it was under his armpit and out again. I�m supposed to be fast, but I wasn�t expecting the movement and it caught me off guard. My fingers barely touched the P .38 under my arm when I was looking into the tiny bore of a Woodsman Colt.
I let my hand reappear slowly, keeping my eyes on Danny�s face. For the first time I noticed his eye pupils were enormously dilated.
�Can you do that without a sniff of coke?� I asked.
Danny�s yellow eyes were cold. �Sit down, Moon.�
�I like �Mister� in front of �Moon�,� I said. �And I keep track. I can�t argue with your pea-shooter, but you can�t keep it out forever, either. The first time is free, but from here on every time you drop �Mister�, it�s another lump on your head.�
Byron Wade said: �Now, gentlemen, let�s not have any trouble. I want you two to get along. Call him �Mister�, Danny.�
Danny said: �Sit down, Mister Moon.�
I sat down.
Wade said: �I�d like to keep this on a friendly basis, Mr. Moon. Can I tell Danny to put up his gun?�
�If you want,� I said shortly.
�And if I do?�
�Ill blow his head off.�
Wade pursed his lips. �This isn�t getting us anywhere. I�m willing to apologize for that remark about Bagnell. I want to talk to you.�
�All right,� I said, seeing no point in holding a grudge. �But you can talk all night and I won�t change my mind. You and Bagnell shoot all the holes in each other you want, and I�ll read about it in the papers.�
Wade said, �Put it away, Danny,� and when the little gunman obeyed, turned back to me. �I�ll accept your word that you�re not with Bagnell, and won�t try to urge you on my side. But you wouldn�t have any objection to making an investigation for me, would you?�
�Depends on the investigation.�
Wade glanced sidewise at his companion. �Don�t you have to go to the bathroom, Danny?�
Danny�s yellow eyes turned resentful, but the resentment seemed directed at me, and not Wade. He obediently rose from his chair.
I said: �Turn left in the hall.�
When he heard the door close, Wade said: �Danny�s all right, but the less people know your business, the better off you are. What I want you to do is solve a murder, in case it happens.�
�In case it happens?�
�Yeah. To me.�
Unsuccessfully I thought this over for a moment. �Go over that once more. Slowly.�
He spread his hands impatiently. �I said it plain enough. If I die, you investigate. I�ll pay you now, and if nothing happens, you�re that much ahead. But you have to promise to investigate if I die.�
�That should be easy,� I said. �If you die soon, it will be a bullet from Bagnell�s mob.�
His lips tried to curl, but pouted instead. �I can take care of bullets. I mean if my death seems natural, I want it investigated.�
I asked: �What�s going to happen to you?�
He frowned slightly. �Nothing, I hope. Don�t ask me questions. Just take the job or leave it.�
I finished my drink, set down the glass and said: �My fees are high.�
�Consider a thousand?�
I considered a thousand for a fraction of a second and nodded. Without further comment he wrote out a check, watched me fold it into my wallet and then called: �Danny!�
Danny slipped back into the living room, swept an incurious glance over both of us and returned to his seat.
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I heared a church clock strike eight, and suddenly remembered I hadn�t eaten.
�Hate to rush you along,� I told Wade, �but I�m overdue for dinner.�
He said quickly: �Danny and I haven�t eaten either. Like chop suey?�
�Sure. But if you think we�re eating in public together, think again. Enough people dislike me, without giving Bagnell ideas.�
�I had the Silver Goose in mind,� Wade said. He looked at me expectantly, and I got the crazy impression that he was actually eager for me to dine with him, and was afraid I�d get away.
I said: �I don�t care what you have in mind. I�m eating alone.�
�Tell you what,� he suggested. �The Silver Goose delivers. I�ll stand the dinner if you phone and have it sent over.�
I didn�t particularly like the idea, but clients who hand out a thousand dollars for nothing deserve some consideration. I went into the bedroom, phoned the Silver Goose and ordered three chop suey dinners complete.
In about a half hour a boy delivered the stuff, and we ate in the kitchen. For dinner Danny deigned to remove his-hat.
In the middle of his second helping Wade suddenly stopped eating, pushed back his chair and stared at me rigidly. I glanced sidewise at him, started to raise another forkful of chop suey, then laid it down when I noticed his set expression.
�What�s on your mind now?� I asked.
His lips narrowed and his eyes half closed. I started to get mad, then noticed the fine beads of sweat on his brow and realized his fixed expression was not anger, but pain. Almost as I realized it he relaxed, rose from his chair and went over to the sink for a glass of water.
�Dyspepsia,� he explained. �Catches me every time I eat too much.�
Returning to the table, he thrust aside his plate and began to favor us with an appetizing account of his symptoms. He was proud of his dyspepsia. The phone rang and I was literally saved by the bell.
I went into the bedroom, choked off the phone in the middle of its second blast and said: �Moon.�
The voice on the other end was like an artillery salvo. �Warren Day. Where the devil you been?�
The greeting was typical. Inspector Warren Day was chief of Homicide and we had a long-standing half-friend, half-enemy relationship.
�Why?� I asked.
�I had every dive in town cheeked. Never heard of you being home after sundown.�
I waited while he grumbled some more about my being home where no one would think to look for me. Finally he got to the point. �I�m out at El Patio. They say here Louie Bagnell was at your place this afternoon.�
�Who says?�
�One of his stooges. Vance Caramand. What about it?�
�Why not ask Louie?�
�He�s too dead to answer. Think I�d waste time talking to you if anyone smart was alive? I want to see you. Get on out here to El Patio.�
I said, �Send a squad car,� hung up and waited by the phone until it rang again.
�Yeah?� I said.
Inspector Day�s voice hissed. �Listen, Moon, I said get out here. Now get!�
I said, �Send a squad car,� and hung up.
Back in the kitchen Wade asked: �Did I hear you say something about sending a squad car?�
�Yep.�
�What�s up?�
I looked him over contemplatively. �I�m beginning to wonder. Come on out front, both of you. We�ll leave the dishes.�
They followed me into the living room, accepted a cigar each when I offered them, and retrieved their previous chairs.
When he was settled Wade repeated: �What�s up?�
�Don�t you know?�
He shook his head puzzledly. �How would I know?�
�That�s what I�m wondering about.� I checked my wrist watch. �It�s nine-fifteen now. You got here about seven-thirty, didn�t you?�
�About then.�
�Makes a nice alibi, doesn�t it?�
�Alibi? For what?�
Instead of answering, I puffed on my cigar, leaned back and looked at the ceiling. Two minutes of silence ensued.
�We really ought to be going,� Wade said tentatively.
�Stick around.�
He let another minute or two pass. �When you say, �Stick around�, are you asking us or telling us?� His tone was curious rather than belligerent, as though he really wanted to know.
�Telling you.�
Danny set his cigar on an ash tray and looked from his boss to me and back again.
Wade said, �I just wanted to know,� and went on smoking.
Lieutenant Hannegan of Homicide brought the squad car. When I opened the door he said: �Your feud with the old man catches me right in the middle.�
�He loves it,� I told him. �He�d be hurt if I gave him a respectful answer.�
Stepping aside to let him in, I performed introductions. �Lieutenant Hannegan... Byron Wade... Danny. He hasn�t got a last name�
Hannegan�s brow creased at Wade�s name. �How long you been here?� he asked bluntly.
�Since seven-thirty.�
Hannegan turned to me. �That right?�
�Yeah. Didn�t seem to want to leave. When was Bagnell killed?�
�Eight o�clock. How do you know he was killed?�
�He�s dead, isn�t he?�
�Sure. But the inspector didn�t say how he died.�
�I know,� I said. �They�re calling in Homicide for heart attacks now.�
Hannegan continued to regard me suspiciously. �What was that crack about Wade not wanting to leave?�
�I started to throw him out at eight, but he talked himself into staying. Makes a nice alibi in case he knew something was scheduled to happen to Bagnell.�
�Hey!� objected Wade. �What you trying to do?�
I turned my head at him. �Teach you not to use me as a sucker.�
Wade said: �I don�t know what you mean.�
�I could be all wrong,� I told Hannegan. �But Bagnell�s pushing off is awfully convenient for Wade. And I don�t like the idea of being the alibi for a gang boss while one of his stooges was making a corpse.�
�You got the wrong idea.� Wade licked his lips and looked from one of us to the other.
Hannegan scratched his head thoughtfully as he turned things over in his mind. �You figure he sicked one of his guns on Bagnell, then leeched on to you in order to keep himself in the clear?�
�Something like that.�
�Why pick you? A nightclub would do as well.�
I said: �I�ve got an idea about that too. I�ll hold it till we see the inspector.�
Hannegan pointed his thumb first at Wade and then at Danny. �You guys are coming too. The inspector will want to see you.�
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Chapter Two
Three-Parts Murder

Our, city, like Los Angeles, claims half the countryside in all directions. So although El Patio lies ten miles beyond the edge of the populated area, it still is within the city limits.
Twenty minutes after leaving my apartment we swung between squat stone pillars marking the driveway entrance to El Patio�s grounds. To our left the car lights splashed against a ten-foot wrought-iron fence which followed the curve of the driveway clear from the highway to the near edge of the fortress-like building called El Patio.
�Lot of iron in that fence,� Hannegan remarked.
At the far end of the building the fence started again, ran about fifteen yards and made a ninety degree turn to the left. The drive also continued past the building and turned with the fence toward a parking lot at the rear. Our policeman chauffeur dropped us in front of broad steps descending from the massive bronze-doored entrance and then continued on to the lot.
A uniformed cop had replaced the dinner-jacketed ex-pug who usually guarded the portals of El Patio. He saluted Hannegan and stepped aside to let us in.
Like Gaul, El Patio is divided into three parts. The entrance leads directly into the gaming room and bar. Wide doors either side of the casino open respectively into a table-crowded ballroom and an even more table-crowded dining-room. Most of the patrons from these two rooms had collected in the center one and were wearing their coats and hats, ready to leave. Though the room was packed, no one was playing. The crowd had divided into individual groups, most of which quietly waited for something to happen. In place of the conversational drone you would expect from a crowd of two hundred jammed into one room, you could hear only occasional low toned sentences.
In the hallway outside Louis Bagnell�s private office three chairs from the dining room lined the wall. Vance Caramand occupied the first, and Fausta Moreni, the house�s best blackjack dealer, sat next to Vance.
Probably Fausta�s ability rested less on her skill with cards than on the demoralizing effect of her golden brown beauty on the players, but nevertheless she was one of the highest paid dealers in the country. Before the war, when Fausta was a naive Italian immigrant freshly escaped from Fascist Italy, her delightful accent fascinated me into thinking of her in connection with a future fireplace, slippers and a pipe. Long since we tacitly agreed to forget our plans, but I still felt sudden lightness when we met. Tilted against the wall in the third chair sat Mouldy Greene, who derived his nickname from a persistent case of acne. Mouldy had been in my outfit overseas, but since discharge assisted Caramand in guarding Louis Bagnell�s body. Apparently neither of them had done a very good job.
As we approached, Mouldy said, �Hi, Sarge,� in the pleased voice of an ex-soldier greeting an old comrade.
Fausta rose. I stopped and she touched my hands lightly with her fingertips.
�Manny,� she said. �Is it only murder can bring you to see me?�
I said, �Hello, Fausta,� and could think of nothing else because my eyes were full of the sleekness of her blonde hair and the way it emphasized the Latin darkness of her skin and eyes.
Hannegan said to Wade: �You and your punk wait here. The inspector will want Moon first.�
As Hannegan reached for the knob of Bagnell�s door, I noticed the lock had been shattered by a bullet. Before he could turn the handle, the door opened inward. Hannegan stepped back as two men carried out a sheet-covered figure on a stretcher. A police doctor followed behind them. The procession over, we went through the door in time to catch a flash bulb square in the eyes. For a few moments I saw nothing but floating red and green lights, then as they began to dim I made out three people in the room. Apparently we arrived just in time for the photographer�s last picture, for he was packing equipment.
Inspector Warren Day�s gaunt figure drooped in front of a woman seated on a sofa near the window. The woman was dressed for the street, complete to a startlingly small black hat and matching leather gloves. Her fingers played nervously along the zipper of an oversized bag in her lap as Day talked to her. She had the type of face painters set on canvas: precisely regular, and its whiteness framed by ebony hair, shoulder length and waveless. Her skin was translucent and glowed as though a hidden light burned somewhere within her. Except for the bright red of her sensual lips, she wore no coloring or makeup. She had been crying.
Warren Day turned, bent his skinny bald head until he could see over his glasses and rolled a dead cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.
�You!� he said.
Settling myself in a chair, I started fire to a cigar. Day approached until his spare body arched over mine and his face was nearly horizontal with the floor from his attempt to keep me in focus over his spectacles.
I said: �Why don�t you sit down before you fall in my lap?�
�Start talking, Moon!�
I blew cigar smoke up at him. �Look, Inspector. I�m tired of this routine. You snarl at me a while and I tell you to go to the devil, and finally you stop being nasty and tell me what old pals we are, and won�t I please tell you what I know, and then I tell you what I know. Why don�t you save time by cutting out the preliminaries and acting human from the start?�

His long nose began to whiten at the tip, an anger register which never fails to fascinate me, but before the whole nose whitened, which was the indicator of his boiling point, he underwent one of the astonishing changes in temper he was abruptly capable of. His right hand suddenly patted my shoulder.
�You�re a good boy, Manny. You�re right. No point in us arguing. Life�s too short.�
He draped himself across a chair facing mine and smiled as though he had just gargled alum.
�What about this visit of Bagnell�s to you?� he asked, in what for him was a pleasant tone.
I shrugged. �Nothing much to it. He dropped in for a few minutes, then left. It was around three.�
�What�d he want?�
�To hire me as a bodyguard.�
Day looked startled. �Bodyguard!� Behind their thick lenses his eyes crinkled derisively. �You did a devil of a job.�
�I didn�t take it.�
His expression turned interested. �Why not?�
�Didn�t want it.�
The inspector studied my face a long time. �Bagnell say why he wanted you?�
�I didn�t ask.�
�Why�d you say no?�
�Didn�t want the job.�
�Any particular reason?�
�No.�
�You�ve hired out as a bodyguard before.�
�That�s what Bagnell said. I still said no.�
Hannegan broke in. �Byron Wade and one of his punks were at Moon�s when I got there.�
Day looked at me curiously, a cynical smile quirking his lips. �I see. That�s why you turned down Bagnell.�
�Wrong again. I never saw Wade or his juvenile delinquent �before. They came uninvited.�
�What�d they want?�
�Wade offered the same proposition Bagnell had, and got the same turndown.�
The inspector made no attempt to cover the suspicion in his eyes. �Kind of coincidental, both calling the same day.�
�That�s what I thought, until I heard Bagnell was dead. A little figuring considerably reduces the coincidence.�
�How?�
�Suppose Wade knew about Bagnell�s visit? It�s common knowledge that a clash was brewing, and probably both Wade and Bagnell were keeping track of each other. The probability is Wade did know Bagnell came to see me. Suppose he also knew something was due to happen to Bagnell tonight? Visiting me just when he did was the smartest move he could make.�
Day thought this over and said: �I don�t follow.�
�I can�t explain it and be modest.�
Day grunted. �You never were.�
I said: �I�ve got a reputation of being a bad guy to have on the opposing team. For a supposedly tough character, Wade acts kind of timid. Maybe he wanted to know where I stood in time to call off the killing in case I was lined up with Bagnell.�
The inspector let out a derisive snort. �You sure think you�re tough anyway.�
I shrugged. �I said I couldn�t explain it and be modest.�
Frank amusement glinted through his glasses. �You really think you�re so tough Wade would just walk off and leave Bagnell with a clear field if he found you on the other side?�
�Not exactly. But I think he�d postpone Bagnell�s funeral until he could arrange one for me.�
The inspector�s amused expression was replaced by a thoughtful one. �He might do that,� he conceded. �I�ll admit you�re a little tough. About soft-boiled.� His eyes turned dreamy and he went on as though thinking aloud. �Suppose Wade was keeping track of Bagnell? The contact would only report in periodically. Bagnell left your place at three, but Wade might not hear about his visit till several hours later. You figure when he did hear, he rushed right over to find out where you stood?�
�Something like that. And he found out I was neutral.�
Day removed the cigar from his mouth, examined it carefully and replaced it in the opposite corner. �When he found out, why didn�t he get to a night spot for an alibi?�
�Because he had one right where he was. He got to my place at seven-thirty and wasn�t out of my sight till Hannegan arrived.�
Day considered this. �It will be interesting to talk to Mr. Wade.� He jerked his head in the direction of the brunette across the room, whose strained expression betrayed hex concern over our conversation. �Incidentally, that�s Mrs. Wade.�

The woman rose and moved toward us. She was taller than I had thought, about five feet six, and her movements were smooth as a ballet dancer�s. Seated, her figure had been indeterminate. Now I noted her breasts and hips were overfull, but slim legs and a flat stomach indicated natural fullness rather than fat. She wore a light green, immaculately clean dress that fitted as though it were wax that had been melted, poured over her body and allowed to form.
�Did you call me?� she asked. Her voice had the deep tone of a cello.
Hannegan was already standing. I rose, but Day remained seated, making no effort at either answer or introduction.
�The inspector just mentioned your name,� I said. �Excuse his manners. He goes to movies and has Hollywood ideas of how policemen should act. I�m Manville Moon. This is Lieutenant Hannegan.�
After acknowledging the introductions with a poker-faced nod, she stood silent, her large zippered bag pressed nervously against her flat stomach. Day ran his sardonic eyes over the three of us, and the awkward pause lasted until the door opened and a placid looking policewoman entered.
Day growled: �About time you got here.� He bobbed his nose at Mrs. Wade. �Search her.�
Mrs. Wade�s shoulders stiffened. The policewoman said: �Don�t get excited, dearie.� Curving her thumb at an open door in the far corner, she asked Day, �That a bathroom?�
�Yeah.�
�Come on, dearie,� she said, and took Mrs. Wade�s arm.
Mrs. Wade allowed herself to be led toward the open door. As it closed behind them, I turned to the inspector.
�O.K. I told you everything. What goes on? Or do I have to read it in the papers?�
Day rose from his slouched position, tossed his cigar on the floor and began to pace up and down with his hands behind him, a human imitation of Felix the cat, if you could call Day human. He started to talk in a rasping, singsong voice, more as though he were reviewing facts to organize his own thoughts, rather than impart information to me. �Bagnell was shot through the head a little after eight. He was at his desk at the time and the bullet ended up over there.� He gestured at a ragged hole in the wall directly opposite the bathroom door. �When they heard the shot, Vance Caramand and Mouldy Greene came running and found the office door locked. They pounded, got no answer, so Greene shot through the lock. Bagnell sat in his chair with the top of his head missing and Mrs. Wade lay in a faint this side of the desk. Nothing could be done for Bagnell, so Greene tried to revive Mrs. Wade while Caramand went out after Fausta Moreni. Seems both dopes realized they hadn�t sense enough to handle things themselves. Fausta took one look, ordered the boys to touch nothing and let no one in the room. She also told them not to let Mrs. Wade out. Then she phoned us.�
I said: �Fausta�s a smart girl.�
�Yeah. By the time we got here, Mrs. Wade was conscious again. Her story is that she came back here to cash a small check. Lost all her cash at roulette and wanted taxi fare home. I guess she did cash a check for twenty. At least Bagnell had one in his pocket and it�s dated today. But it looks like the main reason for her visit was social. The bar waiter says he delivered a pint of Scotch back here at seven, and Mrs. Wade was here then. You can see what�s left of the bottle.� He pointed to the desk, where a bottle with merely an inch of liquor left in it stood next to a siphon and two glasses. �Also Bagnell had lipstick all over what was left of his face. The bar waiter says she�s always back here Monday and Wednesday nights.�
�That�s nice, considering her husband�s relations with Bagnell.�
�Yeah. Anyway, she says she was just getting ready to leave when a gun went off, the top of Bagnell�s head disappeared and blood started spattering around. She fainted.�
�Where�d the shot come from?� I asked.
Day felt through his pockets and produced another tattered cigar before answering. He stuck it in his mouth, flicked a match alight with a thumbnail, then he shook it out again before lighting the cigar.
�We figure it came from the bathroom window. With the bathroom door open, you can look right through from outside and get a full side view of Bagnell�s desk. Mrs. Wade didn�t see a thing before the shot, but she got the impression it came from the bathroom � that is, was fired by someone actually in the bathroom. But that�s impossible. All the windows here, including the bathroom�s, have three-quarter inch steel bars imbedded in concrete. The only way in or out is by the door and that was in sight of either
Greene or Caramand all evening. But both the bathroom window and door were open and the killer could easily have stuck a gun through the bars, blasted Bagnell and run. That way the shot would sound like it came from the bathroom, rather than from outside.�
�What did you get from the bathroom window?�
�Nothing. A few prints on the sill, but they�re all old and made from inside. The lawn beneath the window is close cut grass and wouldn�t show footprints. The parking lot is only about twenty yards from the window, but the attendant didn�t see anything or hear the shot.�
The bathroom door opened and the two women came out. The police matron handed the inspector a .45 caliber Army automatic.
�In her purse,� she said laconically.

Mrs. Wade�s normally pale face had become chalky, but her chin was high and her eyes steady as she returned our combined stares. Her lips trembled imperceptibly.
Day said: �Heavy artillery for a lady.�
�I have a permit.� She offered a bit of paper.
Day glanced at it briefly. �Illinois. No good in this state.�
Releasing the clip into his left hand, he tossed it to Hannegan. �Count �em,� he said. Then he slammed back the slide until it locked open. �Chamber empty.� Inserting a thumbnail into the ejection slot as a reflector, he peered down the tube. �Clean. Hasn�t been fired.�
Hannegan, stuffing cartridges back into the clip, announced: �Seven. Full clip.�
�O.K., lady,� said Day. �Start explaining why you carry a loaded .45.�
�I didn�t realize you needed a different permit for each state. I thought a permit was good anywhere.�
�I don�t care about your blamed permit. Why do you need a gun at all?�
She said: �I play quite a bit. Roulette. Sometimes I win a lot � enough to invite robbery. I always carry a gun when I play, in case I win.�
Day�s expression was scornful. �That�s the weakest I�ve heard yet, lady. Any house will send you home with an armed guard on request. Try again.�
�It�s the truth. Honest. Why else would I want a gun?�
�That�s my question.� He moved his pointed nose up and down, examining her from the elliptical curve of her low cut bangs to frail, open-toed pumps. Then he gave her gun to Hannegan. �Come in and register this tomorrow, lady. We�ll keep it till then. Go on home. And be available when we want you.� To Hannegan he said: �Let them all go, except Wade and his stooge. Get names and addresses.�
As Hannegan and Mrs. Wade departed, I drifted over to one of the two windows on either side of Bagnell�s desk. It was locked, and from where I stood I could see the other was also. Turning the catch, I raised the window and tested the steel bars that ran the window�s vertical length about six inches apart.
�We tried them all,� Day said behind me.
My window looked out from the back of the building. About twenty yards away the interminable ten-foot iron fence ran parallel to the building�s rear. Beyond the fence lay the parking area, and two brilliant arc lamps suspended over it bathed the massed automobiles in bright glare, casting diffused light this side of the fence clear to my window. Pressing my face between the two center bars, I could see the iron fence continued on beyond the far edge of the building, separating the parking lot from the grassed area behind El Patio, to a point where both the lot and the lawn met heavily underbrushed woods. The fence disappeared in the woods, and from my window I was unable to guess which way it ran from there. But beyond the strip of woods, perhaps fifty yards from the lawned area, I knew the main highway ran.
I moved into the bathroom and switched on the light. Here the window was open, but the same type of bars made it impassable. Peering out, I saw the fence on this side was only about fifteen yards away and had a door-sized gate in it almost directly opposite the bathroom window.
I wondered if the gate were looked, and it occurred to me that ten feet of iron was lots of fence for a murderer to climb in an area partially lighted by arc lamps. Straightening away from the window, I tried to visualize in my mind just how the fence encircled the place. As you faced the front door of El Patio, Bagnell�s office was set in the right rear corner of the building. The iron fence started at the highway about a hundred yards to your left, followed the drive which passed in front of the building until it met the building�s left front corner, started again at the right front corner, and turned at right angles with the drive about fifteen yards farther on. Here it separated the drive from the right flank of the building, again turned sharply left at the parking lot behind El Patio and continued on behind the building until lost in the woods.
I became conscious of Inspector Day peering over his glasses at me from the bathroom door. I glanced casually around the white room, had an idea and lifted the porcelain top of the commode.
Day said: �We looked there.�
I replaced the top, glanced at the washbowl, and then looked closer. The bowl�s inside was wet and several minute, knobby bubbles ringed the outlet drain. I squeezed one flat with a forefinger and rolled the finger against the ball of my thumb.
�Oil,� I said.
Day peered into the bowl, his brow creased, then cleared again. He pointed to a bottle of brilliantine on a shelf over the stand. �Bagnell�s hair slick. There�s nothing in here. We went over every inch of both rooms. What you looking for?�
�Nothing. Just being nosey.�
I returned to the office and looked around. The area near Bagnell�s desk was a mess. Congealed blood matted his desktop, his chair and the rug behind the desk. Even in front of the desk, dark spots polka dotted the floor.
Day said: �He spilled all over everything.�
�Yeah,� I said, then abruptly: �You through with me?�
�Sure. Send in Wade on your way out.�
Fausta, Caramand and Greene still sat in the hall.
Danny leaned casually against the door jamb, a cigarette drooping from his mouth, and the Wade family talked privately a few yards away.
I said: �The inspector wants you, Wade.�
Wade turned toward me as I spoke and his face was flushed and sullen. Mrs. Wade patted his arm and shot a smile at me, her bright lips framing small, flashing teeth.
As Wade entered the office, I asked Fausta why she and the others continued sitting there.
�Inspector Day desires we stay where he can call us,� she said.
�Well, you don�t have to sit in the hall. Come out to the bar and I�ll buy a drink.�
My invitation was confined to Fausta, but everyone except Danny chose to accept. Mrs. Wade linked her right arm through my left, which brought Fausta out of her chair as though it were upholstered with tacks. She grasped my other arm so tightly, I halted and frowned down at her. With her eye corners on Mrs. Wade, she flicked her tongue at me, then relaxed her grip. We went into the bar three abreast, with Vance Caramand and Mouldy Greene trailing behind.
A rapidly diminishing crowd filed out singly as a cop at the door recorded names and addresses. No one at all sat at the bar. I slid onto a bar stool, Mrs. Wade took the one to my left and Fausta moved naturally in between us, smiling up at me vindictively.
I grinned down at her, crooked my finger at the man behind the bar and ordered five drinks. None of us said anything while the bartender put together our order. When it was served, Mrs. Wade raised her glass to me.
�To new acquaintances.�
We all raised our glasses and Fausta said: �To old acquaintance.�
We drank to both.
Mrs. Wade asked: �Could I talk to you privately sometime, Mr. Moon?�
�On purely business?� Fausta wanted to know, and she smiled her sweetest sulphuric smile.
�On purely business,� Mrs. Wade assured her. Her eyes lingered innocently on Fausta, then returned to me. �You�re a private detective, aren�t you, Mr. Moon?�
�My license says so.�
�When could I see you � on purely business?�
�Tomorrow.� I passed her a card. �My fiat is my office and I�m usually awake by noon.�
�I�ll be there at one.� She slipped the card into her purse and smiled sidewise at Fausta.
Fausta moved around to my right, dug her elbow into Mouldy Greene�s side and climbed onto the stool he suddenly vacated.
�Me, you never invite to your flat,� she hissed in my ear.
�You�re too young,� I hissed back.
Her dark eyes snapped, but a demure smile curved her lips as she quietly gouged a spike heel into my instep. I grinned down at her, undisturbed. She had chosen my aluminum foot.
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Chapter Three
Death at First Sight

I finished breakfast at 12:45 the following afternoon, just as my doorbell rang. It was Mrs. Wade.
She chose one side of the divan, crossed her legs and deliberately examined rounded knees to assure herself they were sufficiently exposed. I poured rye in two glasses and raised an eyebrow at her.
�Soda.�
I let fizz into her glass, added water to my own and relaxed in a chair facing her. She carried the same enormous bag she had the previous evening. Zipping it open, she produced a silver case.
�Cigarette?�
I shook my head and scratched a match for her. Her cigarette aglow, she leaned her head against the divan back and inhaled slowly. She showed no hurry to open conversation. By the time her cigarette was half gone and neither of us had spoken, I began to grow impatient.
I said: �What�s on your mind, Mrs. Wade?�
She smiled, making the corners of her eyes crinkle slyly. �Maybe I just want to get better acquainted.�
�Sure. Love at first sight. Every woman I meet feels it. Now, what�s on your mind?�
Her eyes remained bright, but she smoothed away the smile and let her face grow serious. �I want you to solve this murder.�
I fished a cigar from the end-table humidor and set fire to it before answering. Then I asked: �Why?�
The question seemed to surprise her. �What difference does it make why? I want it solved.�
�Don�t you think the police can solve it?�
�No.� She stated it definitely, as though there were no question in her mind.
�But you think I can?�
She punched out her cigarette and immediately took another from her case. I held a match for her.
�I don�t know whether you can solve it or not,� she said. �If what I think is true, you probably won�t be able to prove anything. That is, you won�t be able to find evidence enough to convict anyone. But I don�t care about that, if you can just find out what happened.�
�What do you think happened?�
She blew smoke from her nose, watching me from half lidded eyes. �Will you take the case?�
I grinned at her. �Meaning you tell me nothing until I commit myself?�
She nodded.
�O.K. I�ll take it. But before we go any farther, you�ll have to listen to a short speech I sometimes inflict on my clients. Ready?�
�You mean like anything I say may be used against me?�
�Something like that.�
�How dramatic. I�m ready.�
�Once I take a case,� I said, �I follow it until I get the answer. And I don�t care whose toes I step on in the process. If the investigation turns in a direction you don�t like, you may stop my pay, but you can�t take me off the ease.�
She thought about this for a minute. �I think I know what you mean.�
�A few minutes ago you remarked that all you wanted was the answer and you didn�t care about the murderer being convicted. I play for keeps. If I crack the case, the police get all the evidence I dig up.�
�You misunderstood me,� she protested. �I meant you probably wouldn�t be able to find evidence. He�s more clever than he looks.�
�Who?�
She leaned forward to kill her second cigarette and kept her eyes on the tray as she spoke. �Let�s stop fencing. We both think my husband hired Louis killed. I heard most of what you told the inspector.� Then she straightened and looked squarely in my face. �If Byron had him killed, I hope he hangs.�
I said: �They use gas in this state.�
She dug out a third cigarette while I filled her empty glass. When she was settled with both a light and a drink, she started to talk.
�I�m not familiar with murder,� she said, �so I don�t know how much you�ll have to know. Suppose I go back two years?�
�Sounds like a nice distance,� I agreed.
�Two years ago I was the wife of a man named Arthur O�Conner. He was a bookie in Chicago. One of Byron�s bookies. We weren�t any bargain as a married couple, but we got along. Then I met Byron.�
She paused and took a long drag on her cigarette. I imitated her with my cigar and waited for her to get started again.
�I�m not going to paint myself whiter than I am. I started playing around with Byron. But I was only playing. He gave me things Arthur couldn�t. Nice clothes and a little jewelry. I know it was wrong, but I never intended to leave Arthur. Not that I loved him particularly, but I was fonder of him than I was of Byron,
�Byron wanted me to divorce Arthur and marry him. I said no, but he kept insisting. Finally the situation became impossible and I told Byron I wasn�t going to see him any more. The next night Arthur was killed.�
She stopped and stared into her glass. I couldn�t think of anything else to say, so I said: �Yes?�
�He was run over by an elevated. They called it an accident, but no one decided just how he got up on the elevated track.�

She raised her head and looked squarely at me again. �Maybe I�m rotten for marrying the man I half suspect had my husband killed, but that�s what I did. I�m not making any bones about it. I married Byron because he had money. And of course I didn�t really know he was responsible for Arthur�s death. It was merely a possibility. But a second man dying is too coincidental. Is any of this important?�
�I don�t know,� I said. �But it�s certainly entertaining. Keep it up.�
�What I think,� she confided, �is that Byron found out I was seeing Louis and had him killed, just as he had Arthur killed.�
I asked: �Did your husband know you were at El Patio last night?�
�Oh yes. He knew I went there every Monday and Wednesday, but he thought it was for roulette... At least that�s what I thought he thought, until Louis was killed.�
�Were you in love with Bagnell?�
She looked surprised. �Of course not. I found him interesting, but it wasn�t love.� She stared at me petulantly for a moment. �I know I�m making myself sound like a tramp, but I�m not one really. You have to know how I feel about Byron to understand. I never loved him, and I haven�t kissed him in over a year. Legally we�re married and Ave live in the same apartment, but I don�t feel married, so I don�t act it.�
�Is your husband normally jealous?�
She looked at me blankly.
I said: �I mean if you haven�t felt or acted married for a year, you must have had other interesting friends. Does Byron have them all killed?�
She puckered her brow. �I see what you mean. No, he never did anything before, and he�s had just as much cause.�
�Did you know Bagnell and your husband were business rivals?� I asked gently.
Instead of the wounded frown I expected, her expression brightened. �Of course! Byron probably had Louis killed because he controlled all the handbooks in town.� She seemed pleased at this solution and not at all touched in her vanity.
�But you still want him caught, even though his motive was purely commercial?�
�Yes. I still want him caught.�
�Why?�
�He splashed blood on my dress.�
My eyes jerked up at her. �Oh, he splashed blood on your dress!� Then, keeping the dialogue at its sensible level, I said: �I didn�t see any blood.�
�It was low. On the hem.�
I said: �My fee is five hundred in advance and five hundred more if I solve the case.�
She rounded her lips into a pouting O. �That�s pretty steep.�
�I don�t work often.�
She found a pen and checkbook in her bag and wrote a check for five hundred.
�Do you want to know anything else?� she asked.
�Yeah. Why do you carry a loaded .45?�
�I-told you last night. You were there when the inspector asked me.�
I nodded my head resignedly and rubbed out my cigar in the ash tray.
�Where�d you get it?�
�From a soldier.�
I waited for elaboration, but she only smiled brightly as though she had made everything obvious.
�What soldier?� I asked finally.
�Just one I knew. A fellow named Joe.�
�Another interesting friend?�
She pouted. �You�re making fun of me.�
�No, I�m not. I want to know.�
She examined my face carefully for a sign of amusement, then said reluctantly: �I suppose you could call him that. I went dancing with him once or twice.�
�Where�d he get the gun?�
�I don�t know. Overseas, I suppose. He had several. German, Italian, English. All different types. He let me take my pick and I took the American one because he told me you couldn�t get bullets for the others.�
I said: �Tell me what happened last night.�
She put out her cigarette and for a change didn�t light another. �You mean everything, or just in Louis� office?�
�Start with when you got to El Patio.�
After thinking a minute, she recited: �I arrived about 6:30. For a while I played roulette and lost about seventy-five dollars, all the money I had with me. Then I went back to Louis� office. He was expecting me, because I usually had a few drinks with him every Monday and Wednesday night. I had him cash a twenty dollar check and then he ordered a bottle of Scotch and some soda from the bar. We drank and talked about an hour, I guess, and all of a sudden, just as I stood up to leave, a shot came from the bathroom and blood started spurting from the top of Louis� head. That�s all I remember, because I fainted.�
�You didn�t hear a sound outside the window before the shot was fired?�
�No. I heard nothing at all until the shot.�
�And you�re sure your husband knew you were at El Patio last night?�
�Yes. Positive.�
�Is your husband still in love with you?�
She looked startled. �I hadn�t thought about it.� Her brow creased and she added slowly: �I suppose he is in a sullen sort of way. He�d like me back as his real wife again, but I think he�s resigned to not having me. Why? Is it important?�
�It might be. And your answer isn�t very definite. Do you really think he still loves you?�
She thought for a long time, her forehead puckered with concentration. �He�s not jealous of me,� she said finally. �But I�m sure he�s still in love.�
I rose. �That�s all the questions I have now. Where can I reach you?�
She took the dismissal with good grace, getting up immediately and slipping on her coat. �Sherewood Apartments. Cleveland 3106. I�m always in mornings.�
As I opened the door for her, she half turned toward me and smiled mischievously. �I came mostly on business, but partly to become better acquainted. You�re an interesting man, Mr. Moon.�
�Sure. Old ladies, children and dogs go crazy for me.�
�I must be an old lady.�
Suddenly she placed a gloved hand beneath my chin, swayed her body at me and pressed her lips solidly against my mouth. Then she was through the door and her laugh floated back from the hall.
The thought crossed my mind that perhaps I was one of those men you read about who attract women because of the rugged homeliness of their features. Going into the bathroom, I studied my face in the mirror, noting hard, flat lips, an obviously bent nose and one eyelid that drooped slightly where a brass knuckle had caught it. Even with fresh lipstick on my mouth, I couldn�t convince myself that I was ruggedly homely. I�m downright ugly.

I found Inspector Warren Day glumly reading reports in his office. Easing into his spare chair, I snaked a cigar from the desk humidor before he could snap the lid on my fingers. He only glared when I asked for a match, so I dug out one of my own.
I said: �I�m on the Bagnell case.�
�Ha! By itself murder isn�t enough. Now I got you.� He picked up his papers. �Go away.�
�Be sensible,� I said. �We�re both after the same thing. Let�s compare notes.�
He shook his head emphatically. �I�ve bitten on that before. I give out and you give me the runaround. Who�s your client?�
I ignored his question. �Wade didn�t hire it done.�
He glanced up quickly and suspiciously. �Is Wade your client?�
�No.� I waited while he fished a dead cigar butt from a cluttered ash tray, examined it and stuck it in his mouth. Then he slumped back in his chair, folded his hands across his stomach and waited for me to go on.
I said: �Everything points away from Wade planning it.�
�That wasn�t your story last night.�
�Last night I didn�t know what I do now.�
We sat looking at each other while three minutes ticked by. I broke the silence.
�Answer me three questions and I�ll tell you about Wade.�
We sat through another pause. �All right,� the inspector said resignedly. �Shoot.�
�What did the autopsy show?�
The inspector sorted through his papers, picked out one and frowned at it. �He was killed by a .45, slug. In nontechnical terms, it caught him from the left and lifted off the top of his head. The direction from which the bullet must have come and estimated distance of the weapon makes it probable the shot came from the bathroom window. The bullet was imbedded in the opposite wall at a height indicating the pistol was fired from about window sill level.�
I twisted sidewise in attempt to read the paper spread in front of him, but he scooped it into his lap.
�That�s not an autopsy report,� I said. �They don�t put stuff about bathrooms and window sills in autopsy reports.�
�So you�re getting more than you asked for,� Day growled. �This is my summary of the whole case. Any kicks?�
�No. You�re doing fine. What did you get from Mrs. Wade�s gun?�
He pretended surprise. �Get from it?�
�Don�t play innocent. You ran ballistic tests.�
�It hadn�t even been fired.�
I drew on my cigar, folded my hands and waited.
�O.K.,� said Day. �So we don�t take any chances. It wasn�t the murder weapon. What�s your third question?�
�Whose alibis have you checked, and who hasn�t got one?�
�That�s two questions.�
�Don�t quibble.�
�It�s too big a question. We�ve checked fifty or more. All Wade�s guns have nice prearranged ones. Nobody else matters.�
�All of them, eh? How good are they?�
�Perfect. Wade�s mob is clear to the last man. Too clear for coincidence.�
�Hmm,� I said, wondering if my original theory of Wade being the murder engineer might not be correct after all, and my present reasoning sour. For a minute I thought about it, then decided my new reasoning had to be right.
I said: �I guess that covers what I wanted to know. About Wade... His wife went to El Patio every Monday and Wednesday, and he knew it.�
�You mean he knew she was fooling around with Bagnell?�
�No. He thought she went for the roulette.�
Inspector Day unsuccessfully mulled this over. �Well? S6 what?�
�If you arranged a killing, would you pick a time when you knew your wife would be in the area?�
He sat up attentively. �I see what you mean. You think he�d almost certainly pick one of the five nights his wife didn�t go there?�
�I would, if I had planned it.�
�What makes you sure he knew his wife would be there?�
�Never mind. I�m sure.�
He took the cigar butt from his mouth, looked it over carefully and exchanged it for another in the ash tray. He dusted ashes from the second before putting it in his mouth.
Then he asked: �If Wade didn�t know Bagnell was due, why all the circus at your place?�
I shrugged. �You guess. Maybe he needed an alibi for something else, and Bagnell getting it when he did was coincidence. What else happened last night?�
�Nothing. Two bar room fights and a ten dollar stickup.�
�Maybe what Wade had on ice went sour.�
A rap sounded on the door and: Hannegan came in. �Just got a new stiff, sir. A woman.�
�Murder?� asked Day.
�Probably suicide, but the coroner wants you to have a look. A fisherman got her out of the river. Doc says she drowned last night.�
I pricked up my ears. �What time?�
�About eight.�
�Any identification?�
�Some. She wore an ankle slave bracelet with a name on each side. The outside says �Gerald Poster�, the inside �Margaret O�Conner�.�
I let out a low whistle.
�What�s the matter?� asked Day.
�This could be the something else we�re looking for.�
�Yeah? Why?�
�Mrs. Wade�s first husband was named Arthur O�Conner.�
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Chapter Four
Blonde Bombshell

A placard hanging on one of El Patio�s double doors read, �Closed for Alterations.� I pounded until the doors opened a crack from the center and Mouldy Greene peered out.
When he saw who it was, he pushed the doors wide. �Hi, Sarge. Come on in.�
�Don�t call me Sarge,� I said. �The war�s over and my name�s Moon.�
�Sure, Sarge. Habit, I guess. How�s the leg?�
I said: �You�re a numbskull.� I walked on through the empty casino into the dining room.
Vance Caramand sat at a table. Greene followed me into the room and flopped himself into a chair across from Vance.
I asked Greene: �Where were you and Caramand when Louie got it?�
Mouldy imitated deep thought, rubbed his chin and said: �I was at the bar. Vance was on duty.�
�What�s �on duty�?�
�One of us always stays � that is, stayed � with the old man. But sometimes he got tired of looking at us. Last night he told us to stay the devil out of his sight. When he did that, we always kept watch on his door, kind of. He kicked us out at six-thirty and Vance took first shift. I was due to take over at eight-thirty.�
�So at sis-thirty he was alone in his office?�
�Yeah.�
I turned on Caramand. �Who went in after that?�
He shifted malign eyes over me. �That dame. Nobody else.�
�Sure?�
�I was sitting by the door.�
�After the shot, how quickly did you get in?�
�Pretty quick.�
�How quick is pretty?�
Mouldy interrupted. �It must of been five minutes, anyway. I didn�t hear the shot, see, being way out at the bar. First I knew anything was wrong, the bar waiter walked In fast and said Vance was kicking on the boss� door. I went running, and first we try both our shoulders against it. It don�t budge, so we stop to think and I get the idea of shooting out the lock.� He made the last statement modestly, as though disclaiming a great mental accomplishment.
I said: �You�re both smart boys. Where�s Fausta?�
�In the old man�s office with Gloria,� Mouldy answered.
�Gloria?�
�A dame. One of the old man�s.�
When I knocked on Bagnell�s door, Fausta�s voice said: �Yes?�
Opening the door, I went in. Fausta and a plump, round-faced blonde sat side by side on the sofa where I had first seen Mrs. Wade. Fausta nervously patted the woman�s hand. She looked embarrassed.
The blonde wept oversized tears which rolled down her reddened face and were skillfully caught in a balled handkerchief before they could spatter the front of a flowered dress.
Fausta said: �Hello, Manny.�
�Hi. Is this Gloria?�
The blonde�s head jerked up as though she were garroted. �Who are you?� Her eyes were frightened and she stopped crying.
�He is friend of mine,� Fausta soothed. �It is not to be afraid.�
I asked: �What are you afraid of, Gloria�?�
�Nothing.� She pressed the kerchief against her mouth and stared at me.
�She think her husband send you,� volunteered Fausta. �She think her husband maybe kill her.�
�Yeah? Who�s your husband, Gloria?�
�It�s nothing. Honest it isn�t.�
Fausta said: �Manny will not hurt you. He is friend of mine. You tell him, and he tell your husband leave you alone. Manny very tough man.�
�Sure,� I said. �Nobody�s going to hurt you. What�s your trouble?�
�He will! He said he�d cut my throat. And he will! He killed Louie, and he�ll kill me too.� She started to blubber again.
�Cut it out!� I said sharply. �What�s this about killing Louie?�
Tears continued to roll, but she stopped sobbing. �He knew Louie and I were in love. He killed him.�
�Who�s your husband?�
�Amos Horne.�
Fausta said: �He run Louie�s bingo game at Eighth and Market.�
�How do you know he killed Louie?� I asked.
�He must have. When he left last night, he called me awful names and said if I ever saw Louie again, he�d cut my throat. He said I was a tramp!� Sobs shook her plump shoulders.
�Shut off that water and answer questions!� I snapped at her, and she stopped suddenly in the middle of a sob.
She licked her lips and looked up at me wide-eyed.
I said: �I hate weeping women. One more sniffle and I�ll take you home to your husband.�
�Oh, no! I won�t cry. Honest.� Her big, dumb eyes pled with me like a stricken cow�s.
I said: �Start from the beginning. How long did you know Bagnell?�
�About three months.�
�How�d you meet?�
�Out here. Amos works nights, and I go out alone sometimes. One night I came out here and met Louie and he asked me to have a drink. We liked each other right off. It was sort of love at first sight. After that I used to come out every Tuesday and Thursday, and we�d talk in his office and have a few drinks.�
�Why Tuesday and Thursday?�
She seemed surprised at the question. �Those were the quietest nights. Louie was never sure of being free other nights.�
I asked Fausta: �Were those quiet nights?�
�Not more than others.�
�Those were just the nights he had open,� I said brutally. �Monday and Wednesday he had a brunette. Probably Friday and Saturday he had a red-head, and rested on the Sabbath.�
She said, �That�s not true,� and looked distressed. But she didn�t start to cry again.
�So you were in love and saw him twice a week. When�d your husband find out?�
�I don�t know. Last night was the first he mentioned it. He goes to work at six, and just before he left he told me he knew all about Louie and me and if I didn�t stay away from him, he�d kill us both. He threatened to strangle me.�
�Cut your throat, you said before.�
�That�s the same thing.�
�It�s not the same. Just what did he say? His exact words.�
�He said, �I�ll wring your neck�.�
I looked down at her bovine face a long time. �What did he say about Bagnell?�
�He said, �I�ll stop him making a tramp out of you, if I have to wring both your necks�.�
�Is that all he said?�
�Isn�t it enough?�
�It�s a little different from threatening to kill you both,� I said dryly.
�Where was your husband last night?�
�He must have followed me here.�
�Here? Were you here? Last night was the brunette�s night.�
She looked hurt. �I felt I had to talk to Louie. But he was busy. I was out front when it happened. I didn�t even know about it until the police came, and when I heard Louie was killed, I got scared. I just stayed with the crowd and left when they did.�
I said: �You sure must have been in love. How come you didn�t rush to throw your arms around the body?�
�I was too scared,� she said defensively. �I knew Amos must have done it, and I couldn�t go home, so I stayed at an hotel all night.�
�Which one?�
�The Park.�
�Under your own name?�
�No. Mary Smith.�
�Original,� I said. �What makes you think your husband followed you here?�
�He must have. He killed Louie, didn�t he?�
I tried it another way. �Where was your husband supposed to be?�
�At work. His place opens at six-thirty and closes at one-thirty A.M.�
�Where�s your husband now?�
�I don�t know.�
I asked patiently: �Where is he usually this time of day?�
�At home.�
�Address?�
�1418 Newberry. Apartment C.�
To Fausta I said: �Can you put this gal up until I check on Amos?�
�Sure. She can stay at Louie�s apartment upstairs.�
�Good. Salt her away until I let you know it�s safe for her to go home.�

In the dining room I found Caramand and Greene in the same positions I had left them.
I said to Vance: �Who tended the parking lot last night?�
�Romulus.�
�Where�s he now?�
�Upstairs sleeping. He don�t go on duty till five.�
Mouldy said: �Tonight he don�t go on at all. Nothing to tend.�
Looking at my watch, I saw it was four.
�Get Romulus up,� I told Vance. �I�ll be back in fifteen minutes to talk to him.� To Mouldy I said, �You can be my guide,� and started toward the front door with the bulky bodyguard trailing along behind.
From the driveway I examined the chunky building. Even with two stories it was squatly stockade like, an impression partly due to its shape and heavy stone construction and partly to the thick bronze doors and vault-like windows with their vertical bars. We started to circle the drive around the building�s right side, but I stopped before we came to the turn in order to examine more closely the wrought-iron fence.
At the edge of the building the horizontal components of the fence were set in mortar between stones. Midway between this point and where the fence turned with the driveway was a door-sized gate similar to the one I had noticed through Bagnell�s bath window the previous night. It closed from the outside with an iron padlock. I lifted the lock, noted the hasp was rusted to the frame and let it clang back against the gate handle.
�No one�s gone through here for a long time,� I said.
�Guess not,� Mouldy agreed in the polite tone people use when they don�t understand what you�re talking about and think they should.
From our position near the corner of the building we could see the whole front of El Patio and the entire length of one side. I saw that all the lower floor windows were barred.
We walked on to where the drive turned, and turned with it toward the rear. I stopped at the gate I had seen the previous night from the bathroom window. It was locked by an iron padlock identical to the other, also rusted shut.
�How do you get from one side of this fence to the other?� I inquired. �Nobody�s used these gates for years.�
Mouldy lifted his shoulders and let them drop again. �No one but Romulus comes back here. Maybe he climbs over.�
Continuing on, we turned the corner where the drive entered the parking lot and the fence ran off toward the woods. Directly opposite the center of the building�s rear we came to a third gate. Its padlock was brass and looked new.
�Who has keys to this?� I asked.
�Just Romulus, as far as I know.�
Paralleling the fence, we walked along the gravelled lot until we met the treed area at its end. The fence ended here too, suddenly and incompletely. I stepped around its edge onto the back lawn.
�Fine fence,� I said. �Blocks three sides, but anyone could get in here from the highway.�
�It�s just decoration. Louie counted on the bars for protection.�
I grunted, thinking they hadn�t proved very protective.
We pushed out into the undergrowth, circumnavigating bushes where we could and plowing through when no break was apparent. In about fifty yards we came to the highway.
Almost immediately we found what I had hoped for, tire marks on the clay shoulder. I squatted to examine them and Mouldy followed suit, screwing up his face in an unsuccessful attempt to look intelligent. The automobile had pulled its two right wheels completely off the road, leaving tracks in the shape of a fifteen-yard arc. A slight depression in the center of the arc, smooth and designless, told that the car had stopped, then spun its wheels in starting again. The tread marks were interesting. They consisted of little round dots made by the suction cups of skid-proof tires. I liked that. Such tires are rare, except on commercial vehicles.
Rising, I looked up and down the edge of the treed area in an attempt to detect evidence of anyone having forced through the underbrush. I not only found none, I couldn�t even relocate the spot we had broken through. I am not a woodsman.
We plowed back through the fifty yards of growth and found a sleepy Negro boy waiting for us in the parking area.
�Ize Romulus,� he announced. �Mr. Vance say you all want talk to me.�
I said: �Is Romulus your first or last name?�
He scratched his head and grinned a white, horse-sized grin. �Both, ah guess. Romulus all I got.�
�Where were you when Mr. Bagnell was shot, Romulus?�
�Right here somewhere, I expect. Must have been right about here when Mr. Louie got it.�
�Seems you should have heard the shot, then. The bath window is only twenty yards from the lot.�
�Yes suh. But like I tole that other policeman, I could been up this end putting in a car. Lots of cars goin� in and out last night. Maybe I hear it and think it�s a backfire, or maybe I racing some engine and just don�t hear it. Leastwise, I don� recollect no sound might have been a shot.�
I asked: �Any more gates through this fence aside from the one in front, the one on the side and this one here?�
�No suh. Sure ain�t.�
�None in the part running from the front to the highway?�
�No suh. Jes pure fence.�
�Who has keys to the gates?�
�Jes me, suh. Not even Mr. Louie kept no extra keys. Ain� no use anyone else having keys. No one goes back here �cept me, cut grass now and then.�
�And the murderer,� I added.
He rubbed his knuckles over the clipped wool he used for hair. �Yes suh. Guess he come back here all right.�
�Was this gate locked?�
�Yes suh. I alius lock this here gate five o�clock when I come on.�
�Five? You mean it�s open before that?�
�Yes suh. No thin� locked up till five. That�s when the bank truck come wif money for all them games Mr. Louie had. Daytimes I leave this here gate open for tradesmen deliver stuff to the kitchen. They unloads here, carts de stuff over that door there.� He pointed to the lone door at El Patio�s rear, directly opposite the gate.
�Is that locked at five too?� I asked.
�Yes suh. And barred from de inside.�
�Then whoever shot your boss must have come through those trees from the highway, because there isn�t anywhere else he could come from. He�d have to walk the whole length of the building�s rear, and then back again after the shooting. Your overheads throw at least some light back there. How come you didn�t see him?�
�Ah sure don� know, suh. I jes plain didn�t hear nothin� or see nothin�.�
We left him there on the lot, scuffing his feet against the gravel and staring after us yawningly.
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Chapter Five
Blackmail Union

I found Fausta alone behind the bar mixing herself a rum and coke. �Make mine rye and water,� I said. She deftly pulled a cork from a new bottle and measured out a portion by eye.
�Very professional,� I admired. �Got a, union card?�
�I only pretend like Joe, the bar keep. That�s probably too strong.�
�Better than too weak.� I sampled it and it almost curled my hair. When I recovered my breath, I asked: �Where�s Gloria?�
�Upstairs in Louie�s bed � she is taking nap.�
�How romantic. Who gets Bagnell�s dough, Fausta?�
�They not yet read the will.�
�I know. But you�re a smart little girl. Who gets the dough?�
She screwed up her nose at me. �You take me out tonight?�
I looked up at her, exasperated, then laughed. �Make it tomorrow, blackmailer. What�s the dope?�
�His sister get everything except $100,000 and El Patio. The race wires nobody get, because the syndicate lease to whoever they want now.�
I frowned over this. �That means Byron Wade steps in and ties up every bookshop in town, unless someone in Louie�s mob is smart enough to wear his pants.�
�No one smart enough. Greene the smartest of lot, and he a jolt.�
�You mean a jerk,� I said. �Who gets this place?�
�Me. And $100,000 for a bank.�
I whistled. �Nice business to inherit.� Then I thought of something. �How come he was so nice to you?�
I must have been scowling, because she laughed suddenly. �You jealous,� she accused.
�I am not. I�m just trying to solve a murder.� I tried to relax the woodenness of my face and added stiffly: �Your relations with Bagnell are your own business.�
A secret grin, as though at some remembered inner thought, hovered on her lips.
�All-right,� I snapped. �Why�d the old rou� cut you in?�
�Four year ago, when I begin deal for Louie, he want very much make love to me.�
She stopped to sip her drink and her eyes danced at the increasing color I couldn�t keep out of my face.
�It�s this drink,� I growled. �You left out the water.�
She went on, her eyes still dancing. �I say no, and he give me many fine clothes and pretty jewels. I say thanks, but I still say no and he change his will like it is now and show it to me.�
�All this,� I broke in, �was while I was overseas crawling around in the mud!�
Her head went up high. �And what, Meester Moon, have you in the mud got to do with something?�
�You were engaged to me!�
�And who breaked it up?�
Our hands gripping the bar edge on either side, we glared at each other like angry kids. I recovered first and realized we were acting juvenile.
I forced a grin. �We both did. You moved out of my class, and I moved out of your way.�
�You never asked do I want you move.�
�Let�s not revive dead issues, Fausta. You were telling about the will.�
Her eyes stayed violent and she raised her glass to gulp her drink with an offended flourish. I continued to grin at her until her expression turned to a pout, then a penitent smile.
�O.K.,� she conceded. �We friends again. After Louie show me the will, I still say no and he say what do I want � to marry him? I say it is nothing I want from him but to deal his cards for my very good salary. He grumble a while and finally leave me alone, but I know he never change back the will.�
I got another unpleasant idea and blurted it out before I thought. �He wasn�t intending to change it soon, was he?�
�Not that I know.� Then the meaning of my question struck her. �What you mean, Manny?�
�Just what I asked.�
�You mean do I kill Louie?� Her eyes were still and disbelieving and her lips unnaturally straight.
I retreated fast. �Of course not, baby. I just asked a question.�
The hurt went out of her eyes at �baby�, a special word I hadn�t used since she stopped being my special girl, and some of the tautness left her face. �You looked so like a detective, Manny. For a minute I feel strange to you. Why you call me �baby�?�
I said, �Pour in more water,� and pushed my half empty glass at her.
She held it under the faucet for a moment, then set it back on the bar.
�Why you call me baby?� she repeated.
I tasted my drink and said: �Much less poisonous. You know, Fausta, a hundred thousand is lots of dollars, but not much to back a place with this class clientele. A bad run the first night could wipe you out.�
She watched irritably while I poured down the rest of my drink. �You change the subject,� she accused.
I summoned up an insincere expression of innocence. �I mean it. A hundred thousand is no bank for this place.�
She shrugged resignedly. �I shall close the casino and make into it a cocktail lounge. Less money I make this way, but I sure of what I make. You like going in nightclub business, Manny?�
I grinned at her crookedly. �Thanks, Fausta, but I�m a lousy chef. Who was mad at Bagnell aside from Wade and his mob?�
�No one. Unless Amos Horne.�
�Got any ideas at all about this thing?�
�No.�
I straightened away from the bar. �Then I�ll see you around, Fausta.�
She scurried around the bar and caught my coat-tail. �Not so quick, my one. Tomorrow night you come what time?�
I snapped my fingers. �Oh yes. Tomorrow night. How about eleven?�
�Manny Moon!� She stamped both small feet like a child preparing for a tantrum. �I know your one hour dates! You get me eleven, take me home midnight. You come eight o�clock.�
�Nine,� I temporized.
Her eyes snapped. �O. K. But you one minute late, I cut out your heart.�

It was 5:45 when a taxi let me out at 1418 Newberry. I rang the bell of apartment C, but nothing happened, so I pushed it again and kept my finger on it until I heard footsteps. The door abruptly jerked wide.
Although the man outweighed me, I had to look down to see his face. His head, like an upright pear, set the design for his body, which coned outward from narrow shoulders to thick hips and horseshoe legs. The last time I had seen a figure like his, it had been in a cage and I threw peanuts at it. He was in his undershirt and could have used on the top of his head some of the excess hair which matted his arms and shoulders. I guessed his age as forty-five.
�Amos Horne?� I asked.
�What you want?�
Putting one hand against his chest, I pushed him back into the room and kicked the door shut behind me.
�I�m Moon. Your wife sent me.�
His fists clenched, but he left them dangling at his sides. His eyes narrowed scornfully. �Where is the dumb tramp?�
I said: �Sit down and we�ll talk about things.�
�Listen, you got a lousy nerve busting in here and telling me to sit down. If you got a message from my wife, spill it and scram.�
I said: �Sit down.�
His face reddened and he started to raise one fist. I didn�t move, and when his hand got shoulder high the fist unclenched, his expression turned uncertain and he used the hand to scratch the fuzz over his ear. He sat down.
�What you want?� he asked.
I unfolded onto a sofa next to his chair. �I�m a private investigator, and I want some answers. You don�t have to give any, but if you don�t, I�ll put a bug in the ear of Inspector Day at Homicide, and then you will have to give answers.�
�Homicide! I ain�t killed nobody.�
�Good. Then you won�t mind questions. Where were you last night?�
�Wait a minute. What�s this all about?�
�About a murder. Louis Bagnell was killed last night. Don�t you read papers?�
He looked startled, then a wary expression grew in his eyes. �I ain�t seen the papers. I work nights and haven�t been out all day. What�s Bagnell got to do with me?�
�Nothing. Except he was playing your wife and you threatened to kill them both.�
His mouth opened in what could have been honest amazement. �Did that fool wife of mine say that?�
�She did.�
�To the cops?�
�Not yet. But she probably will if they ask her.�
He let out a sigh of relief. �Look, Mister... What you say your name was?�
�Moon.�
�Moon,� he repeated with a thoughtful frown. Then half-recognition dawned in his eyes. �Yeah. I�ve heard of you. Look, Moon, my wife is a moron. I never said I�d kill nobody.�
�What did you say?�
�I don�t know. I was mad when I found out about her and Bagnell and just spouted off a lot of stuff. But I never said I�d kill nobody. It was something general, like you say when you�re mad. Like I�d beat both their brains in, or wring their necks or something. But, cripes, I didn�t mean I really would!�
I said: �Funny you use the term �wring their necks�. Did I tell you Bagnell was strangled?�
His jaw dropped. �I thought he was shot!�
�He was. Now tell me how you knew.�
His face changed from startlement to sullenness, then a begrudging grin spread across it. �Walked into that neat, didn�t I? It�s been on the radio all day. I figured I�d be smart and not know nothing. Guess I was too smart.�
�Let�s go back to my first question. Where were you last night?�
�I work from six-thirty to one-thirty in the morning.�
�That�s not what I asked.�
�I was at work.�
�Where�s that?�
�I run a bingo game at Eighth and Market.�
�Got a telephone here?�
He looked surprised. �Yeah. In the hall.�
�What�s the number of your bingo hall?�
He pursed his lips and shook his head back and forth, �Sorry. It�s a private listing. We don�t give it out to everybody.�
�I can just as easily phone Homicide and have them check.�
I let him think it over for a minute. He said: �Fairmont 2103.�
I found the phone in the hall, dialed the number, and after a long time a male voice answered.
�Amos Horne there?� I asked.
�Naw. We ain�t open yet.�
�This is a friend of his. When�s the best time to catch him?�
�He gets here about six-thirty.�
�That�s too early. How late�s he stay?�
�Till closing. One-thirty.�
�He wasn�t there last night,� I objected. �I was in about eight.�
The voice on the other end grew impatient. �He went out for a while last night. He�ll be here tonight.�
I said, �Thanks,� and hung up.
When I returned to the living room, the begrudging grin was back on Horne�s face.
�All right,� he said. �I was gone from the hall from seven to nine. Does that prove I bumped Bagnell?�
�It might. What�s your story?�
�I was just riding around. Couldn�t keep my mind on business for thinking about Gloria, so I put one of the guys in charge and took a drive.�
�Where?�
�Just around.�
�For two whole hours?�
�Yeah.�
�Go near El Patio?�
His mouth quirked insolently. �Yeah. Drove out the highway right past it. Didn�t stop.�
�Stop here?�
His eyebrows were built straight across his forehead, undivided, like a hairy rope. Now one raised, forming a startling broken stair design.
�Why should I stop here?� he asked.
�To see if Gloria were home. Did you?�
�Suppose I did? So what?�
�So you did.� I rose. �Get your shirt on.�
He rose also. �Now wait a minute. You�re no cop. You got no right to arrest me.�
�Relax. I�m not arresting you. Get your shirt on.�
He watched my face undecidedly, scratched his ear fuzz again, then went into the bedroom. In a few minutes he came out fully dressed.
�Now what?� he asked.
�Where do you keep your car?�
�Garage in back.�
�Let�s go.�
I followed him down some back stairs and across the rear yard to the alley. Lifting the center of three identical sliding doors, he exposed a 1938 Ford coach. Without stirring from the alley, I could see his tires were new synthetics and treaded with a V-thread.
�Got any other cars?� I asked.
He shook his head. �I ain�t a millionaire.�
�O. K. You can close it again.�
His left eyebrow made its queer twisting jump again. For a moment he looked at me curiously, then reached up, caught the door�s bottom edge and slammed it against the concrete floor.
�What was that for?� he asked.
�I just like to look at cars. It�s a fetish. What shall I tell your wife?�
�Tell the blamed fool to come home.�
�And get her ears knocked down?�
�Aw, I wouldn�t slam her.�
�I�ll tell her,� I said. �And I�ll see you around.�
I walked down the alley until it met a side street.

From a drugstore booth I phoned Warren Day at his home.
�Find out who the dame with the slave bracelet was?� I asked.
�No.� He sounded tired. �We had Mrs. Wade down to look at the girl�s body. She didn�t know her. She said her first husband had a cousin in Belleville, but couldn�t remember her first name and wasn�t even sure the last was O�Conner. We�re checking Belleville. Mrs. Wade said her first husband had no other relatives, far as she knows.�
�How about the other name on the bracelet?�
�Gerald Foster? Nothing yet. But the story�ll be in tomorrow�s papers. We�re hoping Gerald can read.�
I asked: �Any other progress?�
�Listen,� Day said, �I run Homicide, not the information bureau. Go out and dig up your own dope.�
His receiver slammed in my ear.
Early the following evening, just as I finished a painful second shave before my date with Fausta, the doorbell rang. It was Mrs. Wade, an unnecessarily hot fur collar haloing her cool face. Glancing beyond her, I saw she was alone and stepped aside for her to enter.
�I�ve come for my report,� she announced, arranging herself in the center of my living room sofa. �Isn�t that how it�s done? I mean, aren�t I supposed to come after a progress report periodically? I never hired a detective before.� A mocking light twinkled deep in her eyes as she shrugged out of her fur jacket.
�What�s on your mind?� I asked. I began to mix two drinks.
Her brows raised. �I told you. A progress report.�
I handed her one of the glasses and leaned back next to her with my own. I didn�t say anything.
�I mean it,� she insisted. �I want a progress report.�
�Get your gun back from Inspector Day?� I asked.
�Of course. Before I came here yesterday.�
�Got it with you?�
Her forehead puckered and her tone doubted the necessity of my question. �I only carry it when I play. Why?�
�Just wondered. Who�s Margaret O�Conner?�
Setting her drink on the end table, she turned sidewise to face me. �I�m angry about that. Why did you tell the inspector I was married before?�
�Is it a secret?�
The question made her pause. �No... But I�m your client and if you hadn�t told him about Arthur, I wouldn�t have had to visit that cold morgue to look at bodies. Aren�t you supposed to protect clients from things like that?�
I grinned at her. �Who�s Margaret O�Conner?�
�I don�t know. I never saw her except at the morgue.� She shivered in recollection. �What has she to do with Louis� death, anyway?�
�Nothing, probably, except in a negative sense. If she�s related to your ex-husband, it might tend to eliminate your present spouse as a suspect in the Bagnell case.�
She looked puzzled.
�It reasons like this,� I explained. �Only two things point to your husband as engineering Bagnell�s death: the general belief that they were gunning for each other and the fact that Byron obviously built himself an alibi for that night. The jealousy motive isn�t very strong, because there�s nothing to show he knew Bagnell was one of your interesting friends, and even if he did, you say he isn�t jealous.
�On the other hand, one thing definitely points away from your husband planning the killing. He knew you always played at El Patio on Monday and Wednesday. You say he still loves you and with five other nights to pick, he�d certainly not choose a night when you were there.�
She frowned, started to comment and changed her mind. I went on with my line of reasoning.
�So when it develops that a gal wearing the same name as your first husband fell in the river at almost the same time Bagnell got shot, there�s a strong possibility that Byron�s prepared alibi was to cover himself for her death, and Bagnell�s simultaneous assassination was coincidence.�
�But why would Byron have her killed?�
�You suspect he killed your first husband. Ever hear of blackmail?�
Her face lighted in comprehension. �But that would mean Byron had nothing to do with Louis.�
�I�ve been saying that for five minutes.�
She began to chew her lower lip and frown again, almost in disappointment.
�You don�t have to be mad,� I said. �I can�t help it that your husband doesn�t commit the crimes you�d like him, to.�
�Don�t be silly,� she said quickly, then added: �I still want my progress report.�
�What are you going to do with it?�
Her lips thrust forward in a pout. �I want to see if you�re working and earning all that money I gave you.�
I gave her a quick look, but she seemed serious. Her eyes were wide and determined and she leaned forward as though preparing to hang on my every word. I shrugged, set down my drink and recited rapidly:
�El Patio is built so the logical way for the murderer to get on the grounds was from the highway through a grove of trees. If he came any other way, he was nuts, because he�d have to climb a ten foot fence. There are fresh tire marks where a car parked half off the highway next to the grove of trees.
�Bagnell was playing with a blonde every Tuesday and Thursday.� I paused to give her a malicious grin, but her expression remained only interested. �The blonde�s husband found it out. He admits he was mad at both Bagnell and his wife and that he drove past El Patio about the time Bagnell was killed. But he says he didn�t stop and his tire treads don�t match the marks I found. Temporarily I�ve ruled him out as the killer. That�s as far as I got before I grew sleepy. Now what�s the real reason you�re here?�
She yawned and arched her body against the sofa back, causing the cloth to tauten across her overdeveloped bust. �I got lonesome.�
�Sure,� I said. �And you can�t resist me.�
�I don�t try. You resist me.�
She inclined her head slightly and dark hair rippled against my shoulder. When I looked down, her eyes were mocking.
�You�re the ugliest man I ever kissed,� she said.
I couldn�t see that this required any comment.
�But you�ve got a nice body,� she continued. �And something even more important. Something women notice.�
�Yeah?� I was conscious that my conversation definitely lacked drawing room brilliance.
�You have a virile look.�
I considered this, not exactly liking it, and gave her a puzzled frown. She laughed, and twisting toward me, placed a palm on either side of my face. Her lips came up, enveloped mine and suddenly turned greedy. She lifted her body toward me, clamped her arms around my neck and hung on as though she were drowning. I cooperated in the kiss, more out of curiosity than desire.
Eventually she drew back her head and looked up into my face. Her pupils had grown large and dark, her face wore a strained expression and smeared lipstick, mixed with perspiration, covered her upper lip. Almost inaudibly she asked: �What are you thinking?�
I said: �I�m thinking that I have a date in thirty minutes.�
Instantly she straightened away from me, her eyes suddenly furious.
�You dead lump!�
Rising, she flounced out of the room and I heard the bathroom door slam. I shrugged, went over to the mirror above my mantle, and used a handkerchief to remove lipstick from my face. In less than two minutes she was back with her makeup again in order.
Smiling as though nothing had happened, she said: �I�ll drop you off at your date.�
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Chapter Six
In the Line of Fire

Eleanor�s car � she was �Eleanor� instead of �Mrs. Wade� since our momentary love scene � was a Zephyr convertible. She drove as though she were part of the car, and kept her eyes on the road.
As we turned on to the main highway she said: �I�m a fool. Why should I drive you to a date with another woman?�
�Why not?�
She frowned without moving her eyes from the concrete strip. �Do you think I throw myself in the arms of every man I meet?�
�I don�t know,� I said honestly.
Her face flushed and her eyes angrily flicked sidewise, then returned to the road. �I happen to be slightly in love with you, you ugly ox!� Her chin set and she pressed down on the gas pedal. Neither of us spoke again until the car had swept up the broad drive of El Patio and come to a smooth stop below the bronze doors.
Then she said: �Old ladies, children and dogs. How does this blonde Italian qualify? As a child or a dog?�
�Don�t nag,� I said.
�Are you in love with her?�
�I�ve known her for years.�
�I didn�t ask that!�
I examined her set face curiously. �I�m not in love with her.�
Immediately she smiled. �I�m not jealous really. But I do like you. I have since the minute you walked in Louis� office. We�d make a good team.�
�You�re on a team already.�
�Byron? I�ll leave him tomorrow, if you want.�
She looked �up at me seriously and I doled her out a wary grin.
I said, �I�ll think it over,� stepped out of the car and let the door swing shut. �Thanks for the ride.�
A small crease appeared in her forehead and her lower lip thrust out. �You�re laughing at me again. I really mean it.�
�I really mean I�ll think it over.�
She made a face, shoved the car in reverse and backed down the drive toward the highway at forty miles an hour.
It was eight minutes to nine when Greene let me through the great double doors.
�Fausta ain�t down yet,� he said.
�Then I�ll look around Louie�s office again while I�m waiting,� I told him.
Wandering around the office, I noticed that whoever had cleaned up the mess Bagnell�s blood made had done a thorough job. No trace remained, not even a discolored spot on the carpet. I moved on into the bathroom and pulled the light chain. I wasn�t looking for anything in particular; I was just looking. Getting down on my knees, I lit a match and peered under the tub. Nothing was there except a little lint. I glanced into the tub, into the commode and then into the washbowl. The oil beads I had� previously noticed still ringed the drain. I touched the brass strainer ring and it moved slightly, for it was the type that lifts out for cleaning.
I don�t know whether instinct, a shadow or a slight sound warned me, but suddenly I had the impulse to duck and I obeyed it. As I threw myself backward and down, sound bellowed in the small room and the mirror over the washstand shattered, showering me with pulverized glass. Acrid smoke misted the air as I crammed myself in a tight ball between the tub and the commode. The gun thrusting between the window bars went off again. The second slug whirred around inside the bathtub like a bee in a tin can, then plunked upward into the ceiling.
With my left hand I edged the muzzle of my P .38 over the tub�s rim and pumped three shots at the window. Before the concussions stopped echoing in the tiny room, I had dived at an angle through the door. I slid along the baseboard on my stomach, jerked my knees toward my chest until I got my feet solidly planted against the wail and jackknifed my body out of the line of fire. Before my assailant could move from the bath window around the corner and pump more shots through the office window, I was out into the hall.
Mouldy Greene, an automatic in his hand, blundered into the hallway from the dining room and stopped dead when he saw me. Spinning him out of the way, I raced toward the front door. The chain lock binding together the two bronze doors delayed me, but I got it solved in fair time, took the steep entrance steps in four leaps and loped down the drive toward the highway.
When both my legs were flesh, I was a fair runner, but aluminum had cut my speed. By the time I reached the stone pillars at the drive entrance, twin tail lights fifty yards away were beginning to move. And by the time I dropped to one knee and steadied my gun elbow on the other for an accurate tire shot, the car was seventy-five yards away. Maybe there are pistol shots who can hit a receding target at seventy-five yards in the dark, but I�m not one of them. I wasted two shots and quit.
Fausta, Gloria Horne, Mouldy Greene and Romulus all stood in the wide open doorway when I returned. Mouldy still had his gun in his fist.
�Stack it away,� I said. �The shooting�s over.�
�What happen?� asked Fausta.
�Someone shot at me from the same spot they shot Bagnell. I shot back and missed.�
Gloria asked: �Was it Amos?�
�I didn�t see him,� I snapped. Then I added: �Your husband didn�t kill Bagnell.�
I moved in toward the bar and they all trooped after me. Going behind the counter, I poured myself a straight rye and pushed the bottle toward Fausta. I got glasses from the back bar, set them next to the bottle along with mixings and said: �Mix your own.�
Fausta and Gloria ignored the bottle, but Greene poured himself a double shot.
�You mean me too, mister?� asked Romulus.
Mouldy said, �Why not?� and slid the bottle toward him.
�Where�s Caramand?� I asked.
Mouldy said: �Went to town.�
Gloria said: �How do you know Amos is innocent?�
�He just is,� I told Gloria. �It all evolves about some tire tracks and they let your husband out. You can go home. He says he won�t beat you much.�
Gloria looked dumbly from me to Fausta and Fausta said: �If Manny say Amos not hurt you, then Amos not hurt you. You go home.�
�I�m scared.�
Being shot at put me in no mood to, argue with a female dunce, and I didn�t really care if she ever went home. I turned my attention to Fausta. She was immaculate in a dark green evening gown and ermine jacket.
�We must be going somewhere expensive,� I said.
�We go where you like.�
�How about North Shore? Tonight�s the opening.�
Fausta�s eyes narrowed. �That Byron Wade�s place. You desire go there for business!�
�No,� I protested innocently. �I�d like to see the place.�
Gloria said: �Are you sure Amos is all right?�
I looked at her steadily. �Look. Your husband won�t hurt you. Go on home.�
�I haven�t any way to get home.�
�We�ll drop you off.�
I picked up the bar phone and ordered a cab. While we waited, Gloria argued with her courage, alternately deciding to go with us and changing her mind. Being indifferent, I refused further advice and after an interval of waiting for the cab to arrive, she consulted the rye bottle. Apparently its persuasive powers were greater than mine, because when the taxi arrived she climbed in as though she had not a care in the world.
Halfway to town Gloria said: �Amos will be at work. Drop me at Eighth and Market.�
When she got out in front of the green glass windows of the bingo hall, Gloria peered back in at us indecisively.
�Want us to wait?� I asked.
�No. I�ll be all right. Thanks.�
She turned resolutely and we watched until the curtained door of the hall closed behind her.
�North Shore Club,� I told the driver.

At North Shore Club we checked our coats in the lobby and moved over to the brocaded entrance to the casino. Here we were stopped. A lone man ahead of us raised his arms while my juvenile acquaintance, Danny, patted his chest and hips before letting him enter.
I said: �Don�t bother. I�ve got one and I�m keeping it.�
Danny�s yellow eyes narrowed, and I noticed the pupils were normal size. �I got orders to frisk everybody.�
�I don�t take, orders. Tell Wade I want to see him.�
He neither moved from his flat-footed position in the center of the doorway, nor bothered to say anything. I suppose he thought it was a stalemate.
I said: �Let�s see if you can do it without coke,� put a palm under his chin and pushed.
His arms flailed to regain balance, suddenly yielded to the laws of physics, and he sat solidly on the floor. Taking Fausta�s arm, I guided her around his recumbent body. Across the room Byron Wade stood near a poker table watching the play. As we angled back and forth through the crowd toward him, I kept shooting over-the-shoulder glances back at Danny. I saw him scramble to his feet and scurry after us.
All three of us reached Wade simultaneously. Danny skidded to a stop between Wade and me, facing me with his back to Wade. His hands were thrust stiffly into his coat pockets and his face was green with rage.
Over his shoulder I said: �Evening, Wade.�
Byron Wade said sharply: �Danny!�
Danny stepped back until he could see both of us, his hands still tautly in his pockets. �This guy�s got a gun,� he said.
I acted as though Danny were invisible. �This is Byron Wade, Fausta.� Then to Wade: �Fausta Moreni.�
�We met in the hall at El Patio,� said Wade. He turned his head at Danny and made his eyes frost over. �Get back to the door.�
Resentment and fury mixed in the expression Danny poured at me. He turned abruptly and marched back to his post.
�Have a drink?� asked Wade.
�Sure,� I accepted for both of us.
He guided us to a sort of low balustrade ringing the room. The platform it edged was raised only about two feet from the main floor and the railing was punctured at intervals with gates you entered by climbing three low steps. Tables were arranged along the railing so that guests could drink and at the same time, from their slightly elevated position, obtain a good view of the gamers. We chose a table and a white-coated waiter took our order.
Fausta looked out over the crowded game room and said: �You have very good crowd for opening night.�
Wade�s piggy eyes swept the customers complacently. �Not bad. Of course it helps, having El Patio closed.�
When our drinks arrived the waiter dangled the check uncertainly between his thumb and forefinger until Wade shook his head at him. He stuck it in his pocket and moved off.
�I should make you buy the drinks,� Wade said, �after the way you threw me to Hannegan and Day.�
I grinned at him. �Next time use a night club for your alibi. Know a corpse named Margaret O�Conner?�
He merely looked blank.
I said: �Never mind. Want your thousand dollars back?�
He shook his head. �That was on the level. If you thought I was trying to buy an alibi, you�re way off base.�
I handed him a cigar and bit off the end of another for myself. Wade fired a lighter and held the flame to my cigar first. We were being very polite to each other.
When he had tobacco burning adequately, he asked: �This a business or a pleasure call?�
�Some of both,� I admitted, and drew a smoldering look from Fausta.
�It is for pleasure alone,� she said. She slitted brown eyes at me. �If you come for business, we leave now.�
�Be nice,� I said. �This business will only take a minute.� I turned back to Wade. �I have a client who wants the Bagnell ease solved. Mind answering questions?�
�Depends on the questions.�
Without warning he leaned forward and perspiration popped out on his brow. He overturned his chair backward and doubled across the table with one hand gripping the table edge and the other clasped to his pot belly.
�Dyspepsia,� I explained to the startled Fausta. �You�ll get used to it.�
The attack passed almost as quickly as it started. He pulled his chair back to its former position, apologized fluently to Fausta and thrust aside his drink with an air of finality.
�The attacks are getting worse,� he said. �It�s to the point where I can hardly eat a thing. Just in the last couple of days, too. But I got a new patent medicine lined up...�
�I know,� I interrupted. �You told me about it the other night. Let�s get back to questions. How do you account for your wife being with Bagnell when he was shot?�
His small eyes held mine a long time before he answered. �I don�t think that�s any of your business.�
�It isn�t,� I agreed. �But I�d still like an answer.�
He examined the growing ash on the end of his cigar, seemed to come to a decision and met my eyes with a sudden confiding air.
�My wife�s relations with me are her business and mine. But I don�t want talk going around about her and Bagnell, so I�ll set you straight on a few things. Eleanor and I are very happily married. But I keep her out of my business. She had no idea that Bagnell and I were rubbing against each other until she got drawn into this murder investigation. She likes to play roulette and I knew she was going to El Patio, because she tells me everywhere she goes. I saw no point in objecting to her fun just because I intended to open this place in competition to El Patio. And get this... She went there only for roulette. She just happened to be cashing a check in Bagnell�s office when he got it. There was nothing between them.�
While he spoke I saw Eleanor come from a door to the left of the bar, glance up and down the tabled balcony until she saw our party and move toward us. She had changed the sport suit of the afternoon for a black evening gown that split down the front, exposing a half-inch strip of flesh from the dog collar effect at her throat nearly to her waist. She was nearly to our table before Wade finished his confidential speech, and I could tell she caught the last two sentences.

As she touched Wade�s shoulder from behind, I rose and Wade looked up nervously. A peculiar embarrassed expression crossed his face. He followed my example by getting to his feet.
�Evening, hon,� he said faintly. �You know these people?�
�We�ve met.� She took a chair between her husband and me and studied the crowd in the game room. �I�d estimate three hundred,� she said to Wade. �What are receipts so far?�
�I haven�t checked.�
Her brows raised. �It�s nearly eleven. Better find out.�
He rose immediately. �Sure, hon.� To Fausta he said: �Excuse me, please.�
As Wade departed the two women examined each other with that flat coldness which makes men�s skin crawl. To break up the frigid silence I blurted the first remark I could think of.
�Must have taken some cash to put this old building back in shape.�
Eleanor said: �Seventeen thousand, including the wheels.�
My brain tingled with a sudden idea. �What did the whole setup cost, if you don�t mind telling?�
Her eyes flicked over Fausta and settled on my face. �I don�t mind telling you anything. Twenty-eight thousand for the property and seventeen thousand for repairs and improvements. Forty-five thousand altogether.�
�That�s quite an investment, if it doesn�t pay off.�
She shrugged. �We estimated six months to get back our capital. If El Patio stays closed, we may make it in three.�
Fausta said: �El Patio will no more have the casino. Only dancing, food and drinks.�
Eleanor looked past my shoulder and I turned to see Byron Wade approaching from across the gaming room. I turned back to Eleanor.
�You seem to know a lot about your husband�s business.�
With eyes still on her husband her lips curled in mild contempt. �Someone has to.�
As Wade rejoined our table, I excused Fausta and myself. She held my arm with unnecessary tightness as we descended the three steps to the game room.
�That woman, she make eyes at you,� she said in my ear.
I said: �What do you want� to play?�
�Do not change the subject.�
�What do you want to play?� I repeated.
She cocked her head up at me and pouted. �Nothing. I watch you.�
I am strictly a penny ante gambler. I dropped four dollars in two bets at a dice table, bought four two-bit chips and lost them at roulette, then moved on to the slot machines. Two nickels and two dimes in one-armed bandits, with no results except lemons, discouraged me.
We had started back toward our table when a voice behind us said: �Hey!�
Fausta and I turned together, and there was Gloria Horne.
�What are you doing here?� I asked.
�Looking for you.�
I piloted both women back to the table. Byron Wade and Eleanor had disappeared. I looked out over the crowd, failed to locate them and told the waiter to bring only three drinks.
�How�d you get out here?� I asked Gloria.
�Drove.�
�How�d you make out with Amos?�
She looked at me as though surprised at the question. �All right,� she said casually. �I have his car outside.�
Fausta asked: �Amos know you come here?�
Gloria�s bovine eyes were wandering over the crowd, lingering now and then on the apparently unaccompanied men. Without ceasing her deliberate examination, she said: �What he don�t know won�t hurt him. He doesn�t get home till two.�
The previous afternoon Amos Horne had said: �Look, Moon, my wife is a moron.� I began to sympathize with him.
I looked at my watch, saw it was eleven-thirty and said to Fausta: �Let�s get out of here.�
�I�ll take you wherever you want to go,� Gloria offered.
The night air had grown still and heavy, presaging rain. Halfway to town it began to drizzle and in a few minutes turned to a steady, light rain. Gloria switched on her windshield wipers.
�Seems funny not to hear that singing sound on a wet road,� she remarked.
Fausta had fallen asleep on my shoulder and I was concentrating on the way tree shadows flittered across her still face. Gloria�s statement failed to register immediately, then its peculiarity gradually sank in.
�What singing sound?� I asked.
�The tires. We used to have skid-proofs and they made a singing sound in the rain. Amos swapped them yesterday.�
I let a full minute go by while adjusting my mind to a flood of new ideas. Finally, forcing my voice to be uninterested, I asked: �Why�d he do that?�
�I don�t know. I thought they were still good, but I guess he got a chance for a deal. I didn�t know he�d traded till I asked for the car keys. He told me then.�
I said suddenly: �Take Fausta home.�
Gloria flashed me a sidewise, interested glance, but made no reply. When we reached El Patio, I gently shook Fausta awake. She yawned like a sleepy kitten, then burrowed her face in my shoulder again. �Hey!� I said. �This is home. You get off here.�
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Chapter Seven
Skidproof Alibi

The rain gradually increased in intensity until it became a steady downpour. Gloria�s driving, which was uncertain enough in clear weather, became more and more capricious. She knew only one speed � forty miles an hour � and apparently was incapable of adjusting it either up or down to suit varying highway conditions. Now she began to add to the suspense by continually throwing me side glances.
�Keep your eyes on the road,� I said finally.
Dutifully she fixed her eyes straight ahead and kept them there long enough to swerve abruptly around a truck whose tail gate materialized out of the rain almost in our laps. Then her glance shifted back toward me again.
�Where we going?� she asked.
�To your place.�
She drove in silence for a few moments, most of the time keeping her head turned toward me, but occasionally peering through the windshield as a gesture to indicate she still realized she was driving.
�Suppose Amos comes home?� she said.
�Suppose he does?�
She let time pass again. �He won�t like it.�
I made no answer and we drove the rest of the way in complete silence. Gloria continued to look sidewise at frequent intervals. In the darkness I couldn�t make out her expression, but I guessed it was puzzled.
When we neared her apartment house she swung into the alley, drove headlong through the open garage door and jolted to a stop which nearly put me through the windshield. I pulled down the door for her, latched it and followed her along the dark yard at a dead run in an attempt to cheat the rain. In the lower hall we paused to regain our breaths.
Our coats were dripping wet, but underneath we were relatively dry from our necks to our knees. Below that we were both soaked.
After a short rest we climbed the stairs to apartment C. Gloria pulled the chain of a floor lamp in the living room and immediately disappeared into the bedroom. I carefully hung my coat and hat on a clothes tree near the door, where they wouldn�t drip on the rug, took off my shoes and socks, rung the water from the socks and put them in my pocket, wiped the shoes out with my handkerchief and put them back on.
I was stretched flat on the sofa with my head on a pillow, when Gloria reappeared wearing a flowered housecoat.
�It�s nearly one,� Gloria said. �We haven�t much time.�
�Time for what?�
�Before Amos gets home.�
�Good.�
She stood in the hall doorway, her hands fidgeting with the knot holding her housecoat together and watched me puzzledly.
�I came home with you because I want to see Amos,� I explained.
Her puzzlement turned to a frown, but her brain was too vapid for anger. She looked more disappointed than nettled. For a moment she examined me disapprovingly, then turned and disappeared without even a goodnight. I folded my hands across my chest and went to sleep with the light on.
The rasp of a key drawing the front door bolt brought me awake. I raised my left wrist to the level of my face, saw it was five of two and sat erect in time to see Amos Horne come into the room.
He stopped short when he saw me. �What you doing here?�
�Looking for the tires. Thought you might be able to tell me where to trade skidproofs for new synthetics.�
He hung his sopping coat and hat from a peg next to mine and dug a cigarette from a box on an end table. When he had it drawing properly, he took a seat opposite me. He didn�t say anything.
�Stop me if I�m wrong,� I said. �Yesterday morning you get rid of four perfectly good tires and got four synthetics in trade. You made the switch because you realized the skidproofs left nice identifiable marks where you parked near El Patio.�
He raised one hand to scratch the fuzz over his ear, and tried to seem undisturbed. �Who says I swapped tires?�
�Your intelligent wife. She wasn�t squealing. She just doesn�t know any better. Want to tell me all about things?�
�I got nothing to tell�
I rose. �Stick around while I phone Homicide.� I started toward the hall.
He rose also. �Wait a minute! You can�t arrest me. You�re no cop.�
Gloria appeared in the hallway, still wearing her housecoat.
I said: �I�m not arresting you. I�m phoning Homicide.�
He went over to the clothes tree, lifted his hat and took his coat from under it.
�Where you bound?� I asked.
He shrugged himself into the wet coat. �You can�t even detain me. You got no legal authority.�
I laughed at him. �Take it off.�
He put on his hat.
�How far can you walk with two broken legs?� I asked.
He looked at me belligerently, then his expression turned uncertain. He glanced at his wife, started to swell his chest with bravado, looked back at me and suddenly deflated.
I said: �Take it off.�
He hung up his coat and hat again and sat down. Gloria watched placidly as I dialed the phone.
Instead of the sleepy answer I expected, a wide awake voice growled: �City police.�
�This is Moon,� I said.
�Moon? Manville Moon?�
�Yeah.�
�Been trying to get your apartment for two hours. Hang on.�
A half minute passed and then Warren Day�s voice complained: �Don�t you ever stay home?�
�Seldom. What got you up at two A.M.?�
�Work. We got the O�Conner thing solved.�
I said: �Yeah?�
�It was an accident. Gerald Foster, the other name on the bracelet, turned up twenty miles down the river. He drifted farther, you see.�
I said: �Obviously.�
�They were just a couple of kids out canoeing who upset and drowned. Reason we didn�t get it sooner, they lived on the Illinois side and the cops over there didn�t contact us till they saw our story in the papers.�
I asked: �So why are you looking for me?�
�Want to talk to you. This leaves Byron Wade wide open on the Bagnell thing again.�
�Forget him,� I said. �Wait till you see what I got. Send the wagon to 1418 Newberry, Apartment C.� I hung up before he could ask questions.
When I returned to the living room, Amos was beginning to sweat and the fuzz over his ears stood out with static electricity from his furious rubbing.
�Look,� he said. �I didn�t bump Bagnell. I can explain everything.�
I lifted my hat and coat from their peg. Amos started to talk rapidly, as though afraid I might cut him off before he got out the whole story.
�I got to thinking that night after I got to work, and I began to wonder if maybe Gloria might be out with Bagnell even after I warned her. So I phoned home and got no answer. That worried me more. I jumped in my car, drove here and sure enough, Gloria was gone. Naturally I got mad and decided to go yank her home. I knew where to look, but when I got near El Patio, I got cold feet and decided I�d just watch for her to come out instead of going in after her. So I parked half off the road where you found the tire tracks and just sat there. I didn�t even get out of the car. After a while a siren sounded and a police car pulled into the drive right behind me. I figured the joint was getting raided, so I scrammed.�
�Why the tire switch?�
�When Gloria didn�t come home, I figured she got caught in the raid and was probably in jail overnight. That didn�t worry me none. I figured it would serve her right.� He leered at his wife in the doorway. �But when you�re used to someone in the house, you don�t feel comfortable without her, even if she is a moron. I couldn�t sleep, so about four in the morning I turned on the radio for news. A flash about the murder came over and right away I thought about leaving tire marks and how unusual my tread was. I didn�t want to be tied up in no murder. First I thought about driving back to El Patio and rubbing out the tracks, but I was afraid I�d get caught and make it look even worse. Then I remembered the night station attendant where I buy gas offered me four synthetics about a week ago. So I climbed in my car, ran over to his place and made a deal for the switch. I had the tires changed right then, and beat it back home to bed.�
�Makes a nice story,� I said.
�It�s the honest truth.� He looked up at me earnestly.
A siren sounded in the distance and grew louder.
I said: �You can put on your hat and coat now.�

It had stopped raining by the time I got home at 8:00 A.M. Sleepily I pushed open my apartment door and switched on the light while still holding the key. The first thing I saw was Danny. He sat with his hat on facing me, his feet braced against the floor and both hands jammed in his coat pockets.
Even though I knew he was a coked-up psychopath and that hands-in-pockets was his melodramatic stance in preparation for a draw, he caught me off guard again. His screwball stance lulled you into a sense of security, because it looked so impossible for that obviously empty right hand to move clear to his armpit with any speed. Maybe that was the psychology.
So with my right arm straight out to the light switch, and with the key held between index finger and thumb. I stopped to ask questions instead of starting to draw.
I said: �How�d you get in?�
His right hand moved with incredible speed. It moved so fast, it was darting beneath his arm before I got around to dropping the key and starting my own hand inward.
I might as well have saved the effort. By the time my fingers touched the butt, I was looking into the narrow bore of his target pistol.
He said tauntingly: �I thought you were supposed to be fast, Mister Moon.�
�I probably don�t sniff enough coke,� I said.
His eyelids narrowed around widely dilated pupils. �That smart tongue gets you in trouble, Mister Moon. I�m surprised you�ve lived as long as you have. Turn around.�
I turned around, and Danny carefully relieved me of my P .38.
�Forward march,� he said.
We went down the stairs in single file, with me leading the column. After the rain the moon had come out huge and brilliant, and as Danny prodded me up the street I began to hope someone would see us. But the streets were deserted. A half-block from my apartment we stopped next to a brand new Oldsmobile.
�Get in,� Danny said.
I got in the right front seat.
�Under the wheel,� Danny said.
I moved over under the wheel and Danny slipped in next to me. �Head out highway 42.�
�Listen, Junior,� I said. �My right leg is only good for walking. I can�t drive a car.�
�Use your left. This job is hydromatic. All you got to push is a brake pedal.�
I said: �I haven�t got a license.�
�Do you want it right here?� Danny asked.
I started the car. I have driven cars with both a clutch and brake pedal and this was a snap, but I made it look difficult. I sat side-saddle with my left foot where my right should have been, and my right over in Danny�s territory. At every stop sign I tried killing the engine, but with that blamed hydromatic clutch the car practically drove itself, and I finally gave up and just drove.
When we reached the highway I asked: �This Wade�s idea, or your own?�
�My own,� Danny said. �Nobody pushes me around and lives to brag about it. Not even the tough Mister Moon.�
About a mile short of North Shore Club Danny ordered me to turn off on a dirt road. The road ended suddenly at the river bank. On the principle that when you�re in a spot any added confusion is a help, I pretended difficulty with the controls and kept on going for the bank. Danny spoiled my fun by cutting the ignition, and we stopped six feet short of the water.
�Get out,� he said.
I got out and stood waiting. Danny centered his little .22 between my eyes.
�Don�t feel put out,� he said. �You�re getting it from the best there is.�
�The best at what?�
�With one of these.� He moved the slim barrel of his gun slightly. �There isn�t anybody faster. Nobody at all. And I can light a match head at twenty yards.�
I said: �Remember how Houdini died? A kid hit him in the stomach when he wasn�t expecting it.�
In the moonlight his eyes were puzzled. �So what?�
�Any amateur can get the jump if the other guy has no warning. A ten-year-old kid could outdraw you if he just walked up and drew when you weren�t expecting it.�
His face turned coldly superior. �I beat you twice, didn�t I? Say your prayers, Mister Moon.�
�Gonna go back and tell the boys you beat me on the draw?� I asked.
�I did beat you on the draw.�
I made my voice contemptuous. �You just surprised me. Go ahead and get it over with, Billy-the-Kid Junior.�
His features pinched in sudden rage. �Why you second-rate amateur! I could give you a two-minute start and nail you before you started to move.� With his left hand he pulled my P .38 from under his belt and tossed it beyond me. �Turn around and pick it up.�
I turned slowly, picked up the gun and stood waiting with my back to him.
�Put it away. Then keep your arms at your sides and turn back around.�
I did as he ordered. Backing two paces, he slowly seated his Woodsman under his arm, then deliberately thrust both hands in his coat pockets.
�You start,� he said.
Our eyes locked, and the certainty in his sent a tingle along my spine. All at once I knew we were going to repeat the same old routine, and I�d be touching my gun butt when his muzzle began to point at me. Only this time the tiny barrel would erupt death. Something of my knowledge must have appeared in my eyes, for his crinkled in cruel amusement.
�You start,� he repeated.
I thought, What the hell. Long as I�m going down, I might as well make it look good, and slowly raised my hands to my coat pockets. I thrust them deep inside.
�You start,� I suggested. �You�re going to need more time.�
His face stiffened and his eyes registered the faintest touch of uncertainty. Figuring this was the farthest he�d ever be off guard, I started my draw.
The next part of a second went by in slow motion. My hand left its pocket the barest instant before his, and reached the gun butt the barest instant after his. As our guns came out, his the narrowest part of a micro-second before mine, his face began to dissolve in panic. And as my muzzle centered on his heart, his spat flame and a small wind whispered past my ear. Then mine was spitting flame too.
�You�d have made it,� I said softly, �if you hadn�t hurried your shot.�
But he wasn�t listening.

By the time I explained things to Homicide and got a begrudging release from the desk man, it was nearly 6:00 A.M. I fell into bed and lay there without stirring a hair until the apartment doorbell buzzed me awake at noon. It continued to buzz at intervals during the next five minutes, while I strapped on my leg and got a robe over my pajamas. I also took time to don slippers and eliminate my right foot�s aluminum clang. By then my caller leaned steadily on the push button.
I pulled open the door and said: �O.K. I can hear you.�
Eleanor Wade said: �It�s about time. Were you shooing that blonde out the back?�
�A redhead,� I answered grumpily.
She let her coat slide from her shoulders into a chair and raised her face to be kissed. I gave her a courtesy peck without taking my hands from robe pockets. She frowned disgustedly.
�And I called you virile!�
I said: �The redhead wore me out. I�ve got shaving to do. Make yourself useful while you wait. Coffee�s on top of the icebox.�
She examined me critically, her head on one side. �You don�t look too terrible for just getting up,� she decided. �That is,� she explained carefully, �you don�t look more terrible than usual, considering what a good start you have on looking terrible, even before you get tip.�
This being too complicated to follow before coffee, I went into the bathroom without answering. She trailed behind me and stood in the door while I studied my darkened cheeks in the mirror.
�You�re an old bear when you get up, though. I�m not sure I�ll like living with you.�
I picked up my shaving brush. �The coffee�s on the icebox.�
She stuck out her tongue, swished her back at me and went out to the kitchen. Momentarily I concentrated on her remark about living with me, wondered whether she meant legally or in sin. But it�s hard to concentrate before breakfast. A nicked ear wrenched my thoughts back to shaving.
Eleanor knew how to make coffee. By the second cup I began to be nice to her.
�So you�ve decided to live with me?�
�Uh huh.�
�You moving in now, or just here after another report?�
�Neither. I just wanted to see you.�
When we finished our coffee, Eleanor washed the pot and cups and I wiped. Afterward we repaired to the living room and I mixed dessert in a couple of tall glasses.
�Feeling virile yet?� Eleanor asked.
The question was not banter, like the sequence about living together. It was definite invitation. I felt vague annoyance, probably a hangover from some prudish ancestor. And then I felt annoyed at my annoyance, if you understand what I mean. I certainly was not shocked, and I didn�t understand my irritation. Suddenly I remembered Fausta�s, �Me you never invite to your fiat,� and my amused reaction to it. Eleanor�s invitation was no more definite, but its spirit seemed different, more casual � almost routine � as though she had used exactly the same words in exactly the same tone before.
I said, �I�ll tell you when,� and drained my glass in one drink.
She took a cigarette from her case and had me light it for her. Leaning back, she blew smoke at me and studied my face through the haze.
�What�s the matter, Manny? I say something wrong?�
�No. Why?�
�You looked gruff.� She watched my face a moment more, then said: �I will have a report, after all.�
I noted her glass was untouched, and mixed another drink for myself. I tasted it before speaking.
�It�s more or less solved,� I said.
Her glass, halfway to her lips, stopped in mid-air. �Yes?�
�Yeah.�
She waited, the glass remaining suspended.
�It isn�t your husband,� I said.
�No?�
�It�s a guy named Amos Horne. I told you about him before. The blonde�s husband. The Tuesday and Thursday blonde.�
The glass continued its interrupted trip and half the contents disappeared.
I said: �Remember I told you the tire tracks didn�t match his tread? He�s switched tires.�
�Do the police have him?�
�Yeah,�
She lit another cigarette from tie butt of the first. �Then I owe you five hundred dollars.�
I shook my head. �Not yet. Wait till it�s on ice.�
�I thought you said it was solved.�
�I said more or less. The evidence is all circumstantial and he hadn�t confessed, last I heard.�
For a minute she smoked in silence. �What do you think?�
�Me? I think he did it, probably. But I�ve been wrong before. The evidence isn�t phony, because I gathered it myself. But I still think your husband was building an alibi the other night, and this solution leases him out. He�s clear on the O�Conner girl, too.�
�I know. I read about her in the paper.�
�Horne�s probably the murderer, but I�m not quite satisfied. It�s not a hunch, just a feeling I might go wrong. Hold your check until the cops break him down.�
She said musingly: �I hope you are wrong.� Her voice was soft and significant.
I felt a slight chill. �You�ve hoped it was Byron all along, haven�t you?�
She nodded, then quickly drained her glass.
�That�s really why you hired me, isn�t it? You hoped I�d pin it on your husband.�
She nodded again without hesitation.
�Why so eager to get rid of him? Bagnell didn�t mean that much to you.�
She pursed her lips and watched me thoughtfully a long time before speaking, as though solving a problem in her mind. �Are you fond of me?� she asked finally.
�Sure,� I said, surprised.
�Do you love me?�
It was my turn to think. I shook my head. �Love is too big a word. I get scared.�
She didn�t seem disappointed. �But you do like me?�
�Sure.�
�A lot?�
�A lot,� I conceded. �What about it?�
�I�m going to tell you why I really hired you.�
I didn�t say anything.
�Because the minute I saw you, I wanted to leave Byron and be with you. Before, I was content to stay married to him and go where I pleased, but you did something to me. I wanted to get rid of him altogether.�
I felt vaguely embarrassed. �Why not poison him? It�s cheaper.�
�I will,� she said flippantly, �if you want.� Her face smiled, but her eyes were serious.
I rose and picked up her coat. �This is a silly conversation. Let�s go out and get some air.�
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Chapter Eight
Dice-table Ghost

The day was brisk, but a lazy sun was beginning to take the edge from the air. Eleanor drove desultorily, drifting down one street and up another in aimless fashion. Neither of us felt much like talking, particularly me, because I was fitting together some unpleasant ideas which were beginning to form in my mind. Superimposed on these ideas I unexpectedly got the impression that there was plan behind the seemingly purposeless driving. And as Eleanor�s aimless turnings brought us closer and closer to the highway leading past El Patio, I grew sure of it.
Eventually a side street spewed us out on the main road. Eleanor turned in the direction away from town and increased the car�s speed.
Although I knew, as we neared El Patio I asked: �Where we going!�
El Patio�s stone pillared gates came in sight and Eleanor slowed the car. �Let�s stop for a drink.�
�It�s closed.�
�Your blonde friend will let us in.�
I shrugged. �Suit yourself. But lots of places that are open serve drinks.�
She swung the car between the stone gateposts and brought it to a stop next to the building�s front steps. We left it parked there instead of driving back to the lot.
Vance Caramand let us in when I pounded on; the big bronze doors.
�Fausta around?� I asked.
�Shopping in town.� He closed the door behind us and walked off, leaving us to our own devices.
Mouldy Greene and Romulus sat at a table near the bar playing gin rummy.
I said: �How about a couple of drinks?�
�Help yourself,� Mouldy said.
Going behind the counter, I found a bottle of rye and plunked it in front of Eleanor.
�There a tray back there?� she asked.
I looked. �Yeah. Why?�
�Put some glasses and things on it and we�ll take it back to Louis� office.�
The suggestion didn�t startle me. I almost expected it. I began to feel as though we were acting out a play that had been rehearsed, and were responding to each other�s cues, knowing in advance what was to happen next.
I asked: �Why?�
�We can talk privately there.�
�With the ghost of your ex-lover looking on?�
She pouted. �Don�t be common.�
�O.K.,� I shrugged. �If the association doesn�t bother you, it won�t me.�
I slapped the tray on the bar, set the rye, a jug of water, a siphon, two glasses, a spoon and an empty bowl on it. Emptying a shelf of ice cubes in the bowl, I picked up the complete equipment and followed Eleanor back to Bagnell�s office. I sat behind Bagnell�s desk and mixed two drinks while Eleanor perched on the desk edge and swung her feet.
�Satisfy your morbid curiosity?� I asked.
�The drink?�
�The atmosphere.�
She said: �I don�t see why you�re acting so silly about coming back here. Louis Bagnell was nothing to me.�
�I�m not acting silly. I�m just trying to figure out why.�
�Why what?�
�Why you wanted to come here.�
Setting down her drink, she looked down at me puzzledly from her elevated position. �I didn�t insist, you know. It was just a spur of the moment idea. If you don�t like it, we�ll leave.�
�I don�t like it.�
She frowned in annoyance. �What�s the matter with you?�
�It wasn�t a spur of the moment idea. You meant to come here from the moment we left my place. Why?�
�You�re being silly.� She took a long drink and left her nose up in the air after she lowered the glass.
The desk telephone caught my eye and I lifted the receiver and dialed Homicide. Eleanor watched me from her eye corners, but she wasn�t giving me the satisfaction of indicating interest. I got Hannegan on the phone.
�Moon,� I said. �How�s Horne doing?�
�Just started to work on him,� Hannegan told me. �We closed shop, once he was safe in jail, and the inspector and I both slept till noon. The inspector�s talking to Horne now.�
�Good. I�m at El Patio. Will you ring me back after Day goes over him?� I read him the number from the phone�s dial plate.
�Sure,� said Hannegan.
When I hung up the phone, Eleanor said: �Mix me another drink.�
�I thought you weren�t speaking to me.�
�I�m not, except as a bartender.�
I put together two more drinks and leaned back in the desk chair to enjoy mine. Just as I started to raise the glass, the office door crashed back against the wall and Fausta, her eyes sputtering like a shorted neon sign, stood in the doorway.
�So?� she hissed.
�So what?� Eleanor snapped right back at her.
Fausta prowled dramatically into the room. �To my own house you bring him, you � you she wolf!� She stopped in front of Eleanor and bared her teeth.
Eleanor said: �Get away from me, blondie, or I�ll bat your brains oat.�
Easing out of my chair, I circled toward the door around the side of the desk opposite the two women.
�Excuse me,� I said. �I�ll be at the bar. Let me know how things turn out.�
Fausta spun on me. �You, Manny Moon! Why you bring this woman here where I am?�
�I�ll be at the bar.�
�Wait, Manny.� All at once her voice was contrite. �I be good.�
I paused in the doorway. �Yeah?� I said cautiously.
�You think I act bad to make scene?�
�Yes. Very bad.�
�You desire I go leave you alone?�
�Yes.�
Her expression turned forlorn. Slowly she moved to the door and stopped next to me. Turning her head over her shoulder, she looked sorrowfully at Eleanor. Then her face screwed up, her tongue shot out at Eleanor and at the same time she gouged a sharp heel into my one good shin.
�Ow!� I yelled, but before I could grab her, she was flitting down the hall toward the dining room.

Limping back into the room, I got my foot on a chair and began to rub my shin cautiously.
�Little brat,� I growled.
Eleanor came over and kissed me behind the ear. �Don�t mind, Manny. I�m all the woman you need.�
Continuing on around me, she went toward the bathroom. I noted that the eternal oversized bag was clutched tightly beneath her arm. When I heard the bolt slide to, I quickly but softly moved to the bathroom door and pressed one ear against the panel. I heard her fumbling at the washbowl, and the clash of metal on porcelain. Then the phone rang. I cut it off in the middle of its second ring.
�Yeah?� I said.
�El Patio?�
�Yeah.�
�Manville Moon there?�
�Speaking.�
�Hannegan. We�ve been going over Horne and he admits everything you told us, but still won�t break on the actual killing. Insists he never got out of the car.�
�I never said he did.�
Hannegan was silent for a long time. �Jeepers creepers!� he said finally. �No wonder the old man hates you!�
�How long was he parked?�
�He says about an hour. Seven-thirty to eight-thirty.�
I thought a moment. �That covers the time from before the murder until after the cops arrived. Did you ask him if anyone else entered the grounds while he was there?�
�Yeah. He said no one could without his seeing it, and he didn�t see anyone.�
I said: �I�ll phone you back in a few minutes,� and hung up just as Eleanor came from the bathroom.
�Who was that?� she asked.
�Hannegan, reporting nothing new. Horne denies the killing.�
I walked over to her, put a hand on either shoulder and looked down into her face. She raised her lips to be kissed.
I said: �Close your eyes.�
Obediently her eyes closed, and I dropped my left hand over the edge of the purse held beneath her arm. My right palm transferred to her right shoulder, pushed, spinning her sidewise so that I was literally left holding the bag. Taking two backward steps, I sat on the desk top, holding the purse in my lap with both hands.
She came at me quickly and I raised one foot, letting her run against the sole and at the same time drawing back my knee to cushion the contact. She came to a gentle, but firm stop with my foot pressed into her stomach.
Her eyes stared into mine stonily. �Give me my purse!�
I said: �If I straighten my leg fast, you�ll end up across the room.�
I straightened it slowly and steadily. She gave ground until my leg was out straight, then impatiently stepped back another step and brushed a palm across her stomach. I kept my eyes on her as I unzipped the purse. She watched un-winkingly as I removed the Army .45 and laid it beside me on the desk.
�I thought this was only for roulette nights,� I said.
She didn�t say anything.
I laid a cigarette case, a lighter, a small flask, a pen and checkbook, a lipstick and a handkerchief beside the gun, keeping my eyes on her face all the time and locating each item by touch. In the bottom of the bag I felt what I was looking for.
I brought out the squat metal tube and dropped my eyes to it. It was a spare barrel for a .45 automatic, with a thin wire looped around one end.
Eleanor asked: �How long have you known?� She made it a simple question with no particular emotion.
�I got a glimmer last night when you showed too much knowledge of your husband�s business. But I couldn�t see any possible way you could have done it, and when everything began to point to Horne so neatly, I stopped thinking about you. Then your desire to get back here today convinced me there was something here you had to get. You rang me in because you needed an excuse to come here and didn�t know Fausta well enough to just barge in. But I still wasn�t sure until a minute ago when Hannegan told me Horne saw no one enter the grounds. Even then I hadn�t the faintest idea how you did it.�
�Do you know now?�
I nodded. �The extra barrel. Your interesting soldier friend with the gun collection probably gave it to you. I should have thought of that. I found dozens of broken guns in combat, in wrecked planes and burned out tanks. And sometimes I�d build a good one out of the salvageable parts of several. Your friend probably did the same thing, only he kept the leftover parts. How many extra barrels did he give you?�
�Two.�
�So you still have enough for one more murder.�
Her face flushed, but she made no reply.
�When you came to see Bagnell,� I continued, �your gun was equipped with a full clip and an extra shell in the chamber. In your purse you also had the extra barrel and this little piece of wire with a hook on one end and a loop on the other. After drinking and necking a while, you decided to go to the bathroom. You left the door open and filled the washbowl with cold water. That served a double purpose, didn�t it? No man, even a wolf like Bagnell, is going to look toward an open bathroom door while a woman inside is running water.
�You must have dropped to one knee to get the correct gun level before you shot him. Then you field stripped the gun. I can field strip an Army automatic in fifteen seconds. You probably practiced until you were at least that good. You dropped the hot barrel in the washbowl and reassembled the gun with the other barrel. By the time the automatic was back in your purse, apparently un-fired and with a full clip, the other barrel was cool enough to handle without the black leather gloves you so conveniently wore.
�You let out the water, lifted the removable strainer, hung the barrel from it by means of your little wire and reinserted it so the barrel was out of sight down the drain. With previous practice you could do all that in less than two minutes. And the only visible evidence was a few drops of oil in the bowl, which I never figured out.
�Then you went back into the office and spread yourself on the floor in apparent faint until Greene and Caramand broke in. You made a mistake there, though. Your spotless dress puzzled me because the floor was spattered with blood. You carefully didn�t lie in any, but later realized you should have and told me you�d been splashed. How�d you get rid of the spent shell?�
�Flushed it down the drain.�
I sat swinging my feet and turning the gun barrel over and over in my hands. She continued to watch me, her face just as expressionless as it had been from the beginning.
Finally she said: �You had to know, of course.�
I raised my eyes inquiringly.
�I�d have told you eventually if you hadn�t found out. I�ve thought about it a lot and tried to figure out some way not to tell you, but I couldn�t. I had to, in order to carry out the rest of the plan, and if I didn�t, killing Louis was wasted.�
I frowned and continued to look puzzled.
�You realize now, I suppose,� she went on, �that I�m the organizing brains behind Byron. He�s nothing but front, but he�s been necessary because the organization wouldn�t take orders from a woman. He didn�t even know Louis was going to die. I just told him to have all the boys get perfect alibis and to drop in on you for his own. I wanted to be sure you�d be dragged into the case because, you see, I�d picked you to succeed Byron.�
I stared at her blankly while her calm voice pursued the explanation.
�The O�Conner girl�s body showing up was pure coincidence. Neither Byron nor I ever heard of her. Louis had to die because no one in his organization was strong enough to wear his shoes, and his death left the town wide open for us. But when things settle down, outside gangs are going to realize the pickings here and start moving in to take over. Anyone of them could take the town from Byron,�
I twisted the barrel some more and waited for her to go on. She moved a step nearer me.
�You�ve got a reputation,� she said softly. �No out-of-town mob is going to buck you any more than they bucked Bagnell.�
�What happens to Byron?�
�He dies of dyspepsia.�
I thought about this for a minute. �So it�s induced dyspepsia,� I said slowly, and suddenly remembered Byron�s retaining me to solve his murder �in case it happened.�
I said: �I wouldn�t make a good substitute for Byron. I don�t take orders from women.�
�I�ll take orders from you. Don�t you know I�m in love with you?�
�Sure,� I said, �That�s why you pumped bullets at me through the bathroom window.�
She stopped moving toward me and flushed slightly. �I was only scaring you away from the bowl. I�d have hit you if I really meant it.�
I threw a twisted grin at her. �Didn�t you say Byron had your first husband killed? That must have been before you started having his ideas for him. Do I get murdered by another successor in a couple of years?�
She stood very straight and her face lifted haughtily. Without turning, I reached sidewise and picked up the phone. I drew it into my lap and dialed a number.
�Who you phoning?�
I smiled at her. �Hello,� I said. �Put on Lieutenant Hannegan.�
She started toward me, her fingers spread for clawing and lips pulled tautly back from her teeth. I let her get close, stuck my metal foot in her stomach and pushed.
She was sitting on the floor, her pupils dilated like an animal�s, when Hannegan came to the phone.

[image: ]

OEBPS/images/img00005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00006.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00004.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00009.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00010.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00007.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00008.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
Cl ITI

pAROBERT Jimccayd

8% ", i
G. 7. LEMING-ROBERTS ¢+ D.L. CHAMPION AN OTHIRS





OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg





