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Аннотация
Charles Horne, who stuck his neck out to solve the puzzle of the Chinese doll, sticks it out again in Wilson Tucker�s second mystery, TO KEEP OR KILL. In fact, he sticks his whole head out of his office window and becomes one of the victims of a very deadly practical joke.
The jokester was beautiful and redheaded. That�s all Horne knew at the start. But after they went on a joyride he found out that her name was Betty, that she was excessively fond of man-eating dogs, bombs, and knives � and, in her own particular way � deeply attached to him. Her affections, while they wavered slightly, never actually skipped the track, and the only thing that troubled her much was whether Horne was worth more to her alive, or dead.
Of course, it was really Horne�s problem. It was his life that was at stake, a little matter that deeply concerned him. So, with his usual indomitable will and native cunning, he set about first, to keep himself in the land of the living; second, to free himself from the bonds of Betty�s love; and third, to lay a trap to catch a killer.
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One

The redheaded girl was a practical joker.
And a man sat quietly in the darkened window of his second-story office waiting for the sun to go down. His coat was hung over the back of the chair he sat in, the sleeves of his light blue shirt were rolled at the wrist, and a cold pipe hung between his teeth.
The protesting screech of an ancient streetcar grinding to a halt at the corner half a block away came to his ears. That would be the 7:20 car, regardless of what the correct time happened to be, making its westbound run. It started up again just a short minute before the redhead walked into his line of sight. The man sitting before the window removed the pipe from his mouth and shifted his eyes to the left, curious as to who had come to Wilsey Street.
Wilsey Street was rather dark; there were only a few lighted shopwindows throwing wide splashes of illumination across the sidewalks here and there along the block.
The street was fairly quiet with the fresh stillness of an early summer evening following a sultry, and from a merchant�s point of view, noisy, busy day. The man loafing in the window was not a merchant. For the moment there was no motor traffic in the street. Wilsey Street was one of the lesser business streets of Boone.
The riverbank metropolis of Boone, Illinois, was a large town or a small city, depending upon the individual citizen�s current state of mind and his personal opinions of the place. From the frugal viewpoint of the city water and light department it was no more than a large town, therefore the street lights were not turned on until the very last glimmers of the sinking sun vanished from the fringe of the highest white cloud in the sky overhead.
A few faint streaks must have been lingering however lightly on a cloud somewhere for the lights were unlit. The tall green standards spaced along the curb held clusters of amber-tinted globes, all dark.
The redhead walked in semidarkness.
He picked up the sharp, steady clacking of her heels on the pavement an instant before he saw her. The spiked heels were telegraph keys on the cement sidewalk, sending up to him an invitation to look. He leaned slowly across the dirty sill of the open window and looked down. She had red hair and she was passing the brilliantly lit display window of the hardware store, on his left; that much he glimpsed before the first blink.
Between that and the next blink she had moved away from the lighted window into semidarkness again. A small boy coming from the opposite direction whipped past her on singing roller skates, to vanish towards the noise of the departing streetcar.
In a loose manner of speaking she was a redhead.
Actually her hair was much darker than the term implies. It might be described as auburn with glints. Soft lights placed in the proper positions, as above a dance floor, would bring out tints of fiery gold or bright copper. He judged her height at about five foot nine, making an allowance for the angle of his vision. Tall, and very lovely. She passed directly beneath him, examining the twin taillights of an automobile parked up the block to his right.
He switched his gaze to the car, noted that the license plate between the two red lights held an amazing number of zeros, and looked back to her. Those spiked, beating heels commanded attention. Her stride was magnificent.
Another isolated show window revealed more of her features. They were nice, too, and somewhat exciting. He imagined the possibilities. It would be unfair to say a girl had a peaches-and-cream complexion because peaches and cream are large yellow globs in pale, milky fluid. That would look like the devil on a girl�s face. He preferred to phrase it an inviting complexion.
The redhead had a kissable face: if you missed the lips on the first try, no matter, the rest of the face would taste good, too. He found her figure satisfactory. There were no shortages anywhere; attractive, perhaps dangerous curves all along the route.
She walked from beneath him and continued up Wilsey Street watching the parked car. The man put his dead pipe in the pocket of the coat hanging behind him and considered the rear view.
Her shape, as seen from the above-and-rear angle would look good in slacks. Slacks look fine in front, but... The redhead would do all right in slacks.
But the redhead was a practical joker.
He watched her long, rangy stride, watched the admirable way she used her legs to cover ground. Abruptly the heels stopped. She had halted suddenly beside the car which held her attention. There was no one in it. She read the license number above the rear bumper and then stepped to the front to examine the tax sticker on the windshield. Both apparently satisfied her. She opened the car door, reached in and switched off the parking lights.
If there was anything to the theory of mental telepathy the back of her neck should be itching furiously. The seated man placed his elbow on the window sill, his chin in his upturned palm, and watched. She acted superbly sure of herself. Down the street another show window lit up, controlled by an automatic clock.
The redhead standing beside the car opened her purse, removed a cigarette case, a matching lighter, and something else. In the fast gathering dusk the something else appeared to be a small, red package. There must have been strings or wires attached to either end of it for she hooked the string, or wire, over one finger and let the small red something dangle there while she lit a cigarette.
All the while she was removing the articles from her purse and lighting up her sharp eyes were casually yet closely and completely examining both sides of Wilsey Street, skipping along the sidewalk and store fronts looking for somebody... anybody.
The man in the window grinned, involuntarily. Wilsey Street was being cased by an obvious master of the art. At last satisfied there was no one along the street to observe her actions, she raised penetrating eyes to the bank of upper windows on the opposite side of the street, searching out possible onlookers. They were blank, dark.
She would have discovered him within seconds.
He slid quickly out of his chair and dodged behind the window casement to wait. He felt thankful there was no pipe smoke in the window to betray his presence. The office behind him was dark; the lights hadn�t been on all day and for the last hour or so he had simply been sitting there waiting for dusk to fall so he could go home. He was usually the last tenant to leave the building; there would be no lights elsewhere on the second floor.
Unlike the stores below him (with their jangling cash registers), he had had no business to speak of all day. Save for one caller. The caller had been waiting for him when he arrived at the office; the man had been standing flushed and impatient in the hallway outside his door, playing with a key ring.
The caller was an obese person wearing, and wearing well, the wet personality of a worm. Horne unlocked the door bearing the inscription:
CHARLES HORNE
CONFIDENTIAL SERVICES
and stood aside to let the worm enter.
�You are Charles Horne?�
�I am.�
Horne saw it coming. The worm that walked like a man wanted a divorce, he said, from a nagging and adulterous wife; and Charles Horne of Confidential Services was to obtain the necessary evidence.
Horne said, no thanks.
�I beg your pardon?� The worm gripped the desk.
�You needn�t. I said no, thanks. I�m not buying.�
The worm could also imitate a pompous ass.
�Now, see here, Horne! I do not brook refusals. I have money � you have a price. I am more than willing to pay you any reasonable fee you may demand.� He was tapping a gloved finger on the desk. �I realize there will be other expenses involved. (I�m not interested in the unpleasant details.) Bother the cost! I am hiring you to deliver to my attorney an airtight case.�
Horne grunted skeptically. �If you had an attorney he wouldn�t have permitted you to come here. He would have contacted me. Now skedaddle.�
�Mr. Horne! You are a confidential investigator, are you not? You are for hire by reputable citizens, are you not? Obtaining evidence for divorce is a legitimate procedure, is is not?� He was shaking in near-anger. �Just whom do you believe you are, my dear chap?�
Horne stood up, wishing the pipe was hot so that he could blow smoke in the worm�s face.
�I�m the guy that�s going to push your face in if you don�t get out of here.� His voice was level and cold.
�By the devils of hell! I�ll have your license!�
Horne felt a distinct surge of sympathy for the worm�s wife. Unless justice was a mockery she was certainly entitled to sleep in someone else�s bed, almost anyone else�s bed. But she should have had better sense than to marry a worm; no one but another worm should mate with a worm, what with all the good men running around loose.
The very first morning she woke up and found a worm sleeping with her she should have slugged him, or fed him cyanide in his oatmeal. Maybe she would yet. In which case, Horne decided, he would get on the jury and free the woman.
He answered, �People have tried to get my license before this.�
�I promise you, Horne, it will be different this time! I mean it. I have some authority around here. I can do things to you.�
�And I,� Horne responded moodily, stalking around the desk, �can do some damned unpleasant things to you. Beginning with that fat face. Get out!�
The fat face propelled itself rapidly backwards. It was a wrathful red as it backed through the door.
�You will,� the lips in the face sneered, �hear from me!�
Horne walked across the room and kicked the door shut.
Confidential Services did not include getting the necessary details on adulterous wives or any other sort of wife. Horne had once possessed and lost a wife and because of that fact would not be a party to any similar occurrence.
An unclocked length of time after that the office door had opened again to admit the mail carrier. There were some letters from the Union Workman�s Mutual, in Chicago; routine forms over the signature of E. E. Everetts, the district supervisor, which Horne read briefly and filed. He had the local agency for the insurance company�s confidential stuff.
On policy applications of more than five thousand dollars it was his job to dig up the past, present and future of the applicant. There is more to an insurance policy than meets the eye. For instance, there is the actuary.
An actuary is an honest to goodness counterpart of an expert crystal-gazer. By constant use of the files covering hundreds of thousands of applicants and hundreds of thousands of deaths, complete with the data and dates they contain, he can predict to a gnat�s eye the date, place and manner of a policyholder�s death � almost. And let a man die of liver trouble at age forty when he shouldn�t have died of liver trouble (considering his drinking habits, his occupation, and such) until at least age sixty, someone will make a cautious check.
When tens of thousands of people in stated categories have died in a certain way, it is simple to calculate the risk of one more applicant in that category.
Between the agent writing the policy application and his questions, and the doctor examining the applicant and his thumpings, and skeleton-in-the-closet rattlers such as Charles Horne, a man�s life story pretty well becomes company property when he signs up. All this gathered-up information goes into the home office files where it is fondled and played with by that great big father spider called the actuary.
And that had been the extent of the day�s work thrust upon Charles Horne, Confidential Services.
He stepped back to the window and looked down into the street at the parked automobile.
The redhead was playing a practical joke.
Without noise she had lifted the hood of the car and was attaching the small, red package to the ignition circuit. The man watching her grinned with pleasure and expectancy.
The screech-and-smoke bomb is a marvelous little gadget for scaring the dying daylights out of the guy who steps on the starter. Even those who have been bit before invariably fall for the gag a second time, and tumble out of the car on the double when the hidden bomb begins to spout smoke and screech.
The girl fastened it into place quickly and replaced the hood. Then, coolly flicking the accumulated ash from her lipstick-tinted cigarette, she glanced up and down Wilsey Street for oncoming traffic, and finding none, crossed to the opposite sidewalk. She sauntered along the walk towards the carline, pausing once to inspect a shop-window, and then on again. Near the corner she passed from the line of sight of the man in the upper window. He could have leaned over the sill to watch her, but didn�t.
Instead he switched his gaze back to the parked automobile and began patiently to await the owner. Behind him the telephone rang. When he answered someone said, oh sorry, you must be the wrong number. It happened all the time. His phone number was similar to that of a feminine-wear shop. The license number of the car held his attention again. It read: D-1000000. One million, although no commas were used.
The sound of the streetcar coming back along; Main Street on its eastbound, return trip made itself distantly heard. Boone boasted just two carlines, again a tossup between the designation of a large town or small city, depending upon the public�s point of view. One line ran the east and west lengths of Main Street, crossing Wilsey only half a block away. The second line traveled the north and south lengths of Lincoln Avenue; the two lines intersecting at the center of town a few blocks from Wilsey Street.
The city light department suddenly made up its collective mind and the street lights came on. The amber glass clusters spread a pleasant glow the width and depth of the downtown business district. The parked automobile was between two light standards, the inflated license number showing up plainly in the reflected illumination.
Charles Horne turned his ear to catch the noise of the streetcar. Oddly somewhat quieter for a gladsome change, it had barely come to a full stop for Wilsey Street before the conductor clanged the bell and it was in motion again. Still keeping an eye on the automobile, he found time to wonder why the redhead hadn�t stayed to watch the fun. After that risk and trouble any jokester was entitled to see the results.
A well-dressed man appeared far down the block to the right. He was wearing a white suit which was momentarily tinted with amber as he passed beneath each street light.
Horne leaned across the sill. Hunch said this was the owner of the car. The figure was somehow vaguely familiar. He hitched the chair closer to the window and rested both elbows on the sill to see the circus.
The man approached the automobile, pulled at his ear and squinted uncertainly at the doused parking lights, finally reached into a coat pocket for the ignition key. The waiting detective sucked in his breath as recognition smote him.
It was the anonymous caller of early morning, the worm with the adulterous wife. Even from the distance his presence suddenly became repugnant.
Excitedly, with rapidly mounting pleasure, Horne hitched his chair nearer the window. This was certainly going to be good. A shadowy movement immediately beneath him caught his attention. He put his head out and stared down.
Someone else was waiting to watch the results of the joke, someone other than the recent redhead because it was wearing long pants.
The trousers and a pair of shoes beneath them stood just inside the doorway leading to the second floor. The man was holding himself flat against the wall so that he couldn�t be seen from the automobile. The heels of the shoes were backed against the baseboard, the feet sticking out, and the trouser legs slightly twisted as the man inside them craned his neck around the door frame.
The car door slammed shut, jerking the detective�s attention around to the wormy man. In spite of himself he hunched his shoulders and waited for the shrill, climbing screech of the gadget.
The sudden blast blew him backwards out of the chair, hurling him with terrific force across the office. His head struck a desk leg. The window rained down in a million splinters.
There was a quick, blinding flash of orange-yellow light from under the hood of the car, followed by a stinging, hot rush of tortured air that swept everything before it like a gale. After that came the thunderclap. Horne couldn�t be sure it was the flash of light or the rush of baked wind that knocked the glass out of the windows. In his dazed mind it seemed to be the awful, deafening explosion of sound that smote him seconds after everything else was all over.
It was an illusion of course, but he wasn�t sorting illusions just then. He was flat on the floor attempting to hold onto the desk leg with both hands and still cover his ears to shut out the blasting crash of thunder that bounded up from the street and played havoc within the four walls.

Two

Charles Horne put his aching head back against the inviting softness of the doctor�s bosom and waited for her to finish the tape job.
He found it pleasant waiting. She had been running; had taken the back stairs two at a time coming up to the office; his head rose and fell with her labored breathing. The doctor possessed an elegant bosom.
Dr. Elizabeth Saari was new to Boone; she had come in from Chicago less than six months before to open a practice, and had rented a suite of rooms just across the hall from the office of Confidential Services. Because people need doctors more than they need detectives � even confidential ones � her daily volume of business put his to shame. It was his habit to sit most of the day with his feet on the desk, listening to the trampling of people going in and out of her door, wondering what he�d do and say if just one of them wandered into his office by mistake.
It was a decision he�d never yet had to make.
The doctor was an efficient, alert young woman not many years out of medical school. She made friends easily and customers easier.
He found Dr. Saari to be an intelligent, attractive, chestnut-haired model with all the standard fixtures; about twenty-seven years old, and single. It pleased him. When standing near him on her medium heels she almost made it to his chin-level. Almost. And they had done each other a few favors since her arrival in town.
Chief among those favors was the finding of an apartment for her in an already overcrowded, underhoused community. Horne liked to remember that. With his usual sly cunning and adroitness, he told himself, the discovery of an apartment was simplicity in itself. He merely created one, and after an appropriate wait the better to impress her and to allow her hotel expenses to pile up, he �found� the empty apartment and moved her in.
He lived in a rather exclusive rooming house owned and operated by a sentimental old-maid character he called �Mother Hubbard.� He couldn�t recall just what her real name was. It was exclusive because the two of them were the only tenants of the house � until Dr. Saari was moved in. Using his slick tongue and his persuasive manners, he privately admitted, it was fairly easy to convince Mother Hubbard of the evil perils apt to be encountered by a big city girl in a small town... and you know how those hotel bellboys are. He talked Mother Hubbard into converting three rooms, front, on the ground floor into a �vacant� apartment.
Dr. Saari clinched the deal by volunteering to pay the telephone bill.
Nearly a week went by before the new doctor discovered her benefactor lived in the same house in the two upstairs rooms that comprised the second floor. Then, his slick tongue failed him, but only momentarily.
That was six months ago.
At the moment he was plagued with an insistent, violent headache and he was one of those people who are immune to aspirin. His ears hurt and no sound was coming through them. The strange silence didn�t help his peace of mind; the raging headache had been with him since he had picked himself up from the floor of his office twenty minutes past.
Jingling shards of window glass had fallen from his body to the floor when he sat up, some of them stained a reddish brown. The ears were beginning to sting deep down inside, but he was picking up sounds. He passed a dazed hand across his eyes to wipe away the mist and it had come down smeared with blood.
People were running and shouting down in the street. He had probably lain on the floor longer than he at first suspected for already the low whine of the police ambulance was coming through the shattered windows. It usually required from five to ten minutes for those boys to get around. A very heavy motor was thumping not too far away; the reverberations seemed to be coming through the floor. Presently he recognized it. Someone had turned in a fire alarm and a heavy-duty pumper was working down in the street.
Clutching the corner of the desk for support, he clawed his way upright and hung there for long minutes weakly. Rubble crunched under his hands. The room and its few contents were spinning, the dripping mist persisted in clouding his eyes. He wiped it away again and his shirt sleeve was sodden with blood. The three windows of the office, all facing the street, were broken. Only the jagged edges remained, clinging to the long-dried putty. The chair on which he had so recently sat was in three or four pieces scattered over the floor. Only the heavy desk was solid and dependable beneath his hands.
The seemingly cool night air of the open window invited him. Looking out, he found the streets and sidewalks jammed with milling people and unmoving automobiles. A second, steadier glance revealed that the automobiles were not on the sidewalks, it only seemed that way. People and cars were in the street, all tied together in a beautiful jam. The thumping fire truck stood at the intersection on the left, astraddle the streetcar tracks. The still-unused hoses snaked flatly away from an orange fire hydrant.
�Jeez,� Horne addressed the crowd below him. �That was some bang, wasn�t it?�
The oily worm�s big automobile with the big license number had been parked between two light standards up the street to his right. He craned his neck. Had been parked. He located the light standards: they were twisted around in pretzel shapes, looking like the newsreel pictures of the palm trees in a tropical hurricane. Of the car there remained only a gaping hole in the asphalt street.
The street surface immediately around the crater was swept clean by the force of the explosion; what remained of the car itself was hundreds and perhaps thousands of blasted pieces of anonymous metal scattered in every imaginable direction, including the pockets of souvenir hunters. There were chunks of it lying inside store windows and imbedded in brick walls, and still other chunks would be found in second-floor offices and on roof tops for days to come.
All in all it was a very successful practical joke, eh Mr. Horne? It was, he grimly answered himself. The only question being: was the fat man appreciating it now, wherever the hell he was? Could the deadly redhead have been his wife? How did she like being a widow? Damn her, I didn�t expect her to take my unspoken thought so literally.
A ragged and hastily organized police line was being thrown at an angle across Wilsey Street, making a clearing around the crater and lampposts. The mob was barred from the upper end of the block altogether. He looked to see why.
A tall and lanky Finn known as �Swede� kept a drugstore up that way, one of those typical places where one could buy anything from a filthy book to an automobile tire, in season. The Finn also accepted bets on the ponies. The police ambulance was backed to the curb in front of the drugstore.
At the present time the drugstore lacked windows but nobody was paying any heed to that. Every shop up and down the street within a reasonable radius of the explosion lacked windows. A man was sitting cross-legged on the sidewalk before the store, experiencing considerable pain to judge by his actions. Swede was on his knees beside him wrapping the guy in yards of bandages. A cop squatted in front of the man, asking questions and jotting down answers in a notebook.
A couple of cops bent over something hidden from view behind the cross-legged man and straightened up with a stretcher in their hands. If whoever it was on the stretcher was moving, Horne was too far away to see it. They slid the stretcher in the back door of the ambulance and returned for the man on the sidewalk. Ignoring the protests of the bandage-waving druggist, they put the man in the ambulance. One of the policemen climbed in with him. The door was shut and the car moved away from the curb.
Two more victims of your joke, redhead.
Charles Horne looked down at the crowd suddenly and wondered why they were making so little noise. They continued to mill and gape. Then, quickly, overwhelmingly, two facts crashed home to him. A jangling, searing headache took complete possession of his skull, instantly making life miserable. And at the same time his sense of hearing began to slip away from him.
He reached for the telephone and found it still in working order. No reason why it shouldn�t be, he reflected, the cables were underground in the business district. It was difficult to understand Mother Hubbard�s words when she answered the phone. He asked for Elizabeth Saari.
He made a brilliant beginning when she came on the wire. Her voice reached him faintly. He cleared his throat.
�Hi, babe.�
The woman made some answer or he may have cut in on her before she finished speaking; he caught only a mumble.
�Elizabeth, please speak louder.�
�Chuck, we heard an explosion. What was it?�
Her voice had always sounded nice on the phone but he was careful never to tell her so. The boys at the pool hall, very free with wise advice, said it was best to keep them guessing for satisfactory results. He wished he could hear that voice right now. As it was, he caught only a few key words to shape the question she was asking.
�Explosion,� he said briefly.
�So we gathered. But what was it?�
�What?�
�I said, what was it? That explosion?�
�Better come down to the office, doctor. Come on down and count your windows. Mine are all gone.�
�O-h, Chuck! My office?�
�All our offices. Up and down the avenue. Come on down and we�ll inspect your damage.�
There were some seconds of silence and then she yelled his name.
He questioned, �What did you say?�
�Chuck, what is the matter with you? You haven�t heard half of what I�ve said.�
�Sorry, babe. My hearing isn�t up to snuff. What did you say?�
�I asked if anyone was hurt.�
He caught only the last word and guessed the rest.
�Hurt? Yeah, two or three guys got themselves blown through windows, or whatever. Two of them have just been taken away in the blue wagon. I think one is kaput.�
In his mind�s eye he could picture the doctor reaching for her compact black bag with one hand and the dinky, trivial hat she affected with the other. He had no idea what she was using to hold the phone.
�Chuck!�
�Yeah, yeah, I�m here. Can�t hear you very well.�
�Charles Horne, you are acting very queerly. Were you hurt in that explosion?�
�You�re a mind reader, babe. Yeah. I�m the third guy what was blowed around...�
She smacked the phone down abruptly. He heard that all right. He hung up and sat down on the floor, sliding down the side of the desk for support.
Dr. Saari was a smart girl for her age. She guessed Wilsey Street would be blocked and came the back way, through the alley and up the rear stairs. The man on the floor didn�t hear her coming, his hearing was completely gone by the time she arrived.
Breathing hard from the exertion, she pushed open the door to his office and looked down at him on the floor. He reflected on the pleasant sight he probably presented. His eyes traveled up her slim body from the dark brown shoes to the dark brown eyes.
He spread his hands and grinned. �No hear English.�
She went to her knees beside him and opened the bag. He was suffering nothing more serious than a pair of long gashes in his forehead where one of the windows had fallen on him, the strange loss of hearing, and one of the most morale-crushing headaches since the days of creation, but she acted as if he were a fifty-dollar-a-visit patient with one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel. He guessed the bloody shirt gave a much worse impression of the damage than actually existed.
She helped him to his feet and guided him across the hall to her own offices. Her reception room was untouched but the inner sanctum was a glass-strewn counterpart of the room they had just quitted. Like his, it faced the street and contained three windows. They were out. She placed her black bag on the floor and brushed the broken glass from the long, leather examining table.
�Lie down there.� She removed her jacket.
He guessed at the words and sat down on the table.
She began by unbuttoning the ruined shirt he was wearing. He pulled it off and tossed it in the waste can.
�Nothing wrong with me there, doctor. Just my head and my ears.�
She ran hot water into the basin, wet a towel and washed away the muck on his face and arms. The sensation was pleasurable.
�You know what?� he smiled up into her face. �This is the first time a woman has given me a bath since I ran away from home to be a hobo.�
She said nothing. Elizabeth Saari would make somebody a swell wife. But not him. He unconsciously shook his head at the thought. Not him. He took a towel from her hands and dried himself.
Standing behind him, she tilted his head back against her and swabbed the gashes in his forehead. Then she reached for the bandages and tape. He put his head against the inviting softness of her bosom and waited for her to finish. The doctor had an elegant bosom.
What, he wondered idly, was the redhead doing now? Now there was a woman! She must have heard the explosion. The streetcar couldn�t have carried her too far away. The daring, icy-steel nerve of her! What manner of motive, how powerful a thrust could be behind her to force her to such an act? He wished he knew.
There had been her careful plan of action. Her every move had been premeditated; the whole crazy thing screamed of sureness, of foreknowledge, of timing and iron ruthlessness.
From somewhere the redhead had ridden to Wilsey Street, carrying with her in her purse that small, deadly bundle of dynamite. Dynamite? Something more powerful than that � it had been one hell of a blast for mere dynamite. Nitro, probably.
From somewhere across town she had ridden on the rattling streetcar, stepped off to walk three-quarters of a block, and planted the package in a waiting automobile. She had known the automobile would be there, at that precise time, somewhere along the block. She had known it would be empty, that the owner was not far away.
And then just as casually she had crossed the street, walked to the corner, and waited for the returning streetcar to carry her back to the unknown point from which she had come. That was timing. It implied practice, or at least an accurate knowledge of the haphazard streetcar schedules. They seldom ran on time.
And what had brought his disappointed would-be client back to Wilsey Street? What caused him to park his car almost beneath the windows? He hadn�t been wearing the white suit on his early morning call so it was a return trip. He had returned and the redhead knew it; had known his car would be empty when she reached it. He might have told her of his plans � depending upon who she was.
If she were his wife, the chances were he hadn�t confided in her. Not if he�d been on the level about the divorce. It was much more likely she had lured him back to Wilsey Street; such an explanation would account for her knowing his movement, knowing of the car.
So unless he had other business along the block the only thing to bring him back was Charles Horne. Had the redhead roped Charles Horne into the deal? Suppose she had told him the detective was willing to reconsider his offer? No � it wouldn�t work. She would hardly be in a position to know her husband had been refused in the first instance. Not if she were his wife.
If she weren�t his wife she simply didn�t fit into the picture at all. Still, the worm had come crawling back to Wilsey Street for some reason, and he was the only reasonable reason, and the redhead had known all about it.
But above all the act was incredibly ruthless. The fat man would die in the trap, and so could other people, innocent bystanders.
The fat man could have been accompanied by another man, a woman, or perhaps children. There had been children playing in the block earlier. And there had been other men present � witness the unmoving stretcher case and that fellow sitting cross-legged in front of the drugstore. Oh yes... and there had been Charles Horne poking his long nose out the window.
Had Charles Horne been an intended victim? Not likely.
Not unless the redhead was familiar with his habits and had known he would still be in his office. Besides that, the parked car was a trifle too far away to do him any real damage. Ummm... there was something else... now what the hell was it? Somewhere in his rocking, numbed skull there was one little thing asking to be remembered.
The redhead hadn�t cared a damn about all those others who might have died with her victim. She had been interested only in the worm, had succeeded in killing him, and if any other unfortunates wandered along to be caught with him � how sad.
Red hair. A redheaded girl shouldn�t be so hard to find, not in Boone. Of all the colors of hair in the world, the various shades of red were undoubtedly in the minority. Even gray- and white-haired oldsters outnumbered them. A redheaded girl would be easy to find... too damned easy.
She didn�t have red hair. Horne jumped with the impact of the thought.
She didn�t have red hair, not if she was smart. And everything else about the crime advertised her smartness, everything except the amazing risk. There would be a good explanation for that, too, he felt, if she were ever found.
The careful planning, the precise timing, the cold logic and ruthlessness said she wasn�t a redhead. The wig was red but underneath was some ordinary shade of brown, or black, or blonde.
A startling fact occurred to him. In different dress and a longer stride, Elizabeth Saari could have walked beneath him in an auburn wig and he wouldn�t have known the difference. He could have misjudged the height by a few inches, the weight by a few pounds. And the trick change from medium heels to high, spiked heels. No, the deadly practical joker wasn�t a redhead.
What else? There must be something else.
She had come to Wilsey Street on the 7:20 car. She had arrived from the east and afterwards returned to the east. That presented alternate possibilities. Either she had boarded the car at some far eastern point of the line and had traveled direct to Wilsey, or she had come from the north or south and had transferred to the westbound car. Transferred and ridden just a few blocks, because the Main and Lincoln intersection where the carlines crossed was a short distance away.
The streetcar people had built a safety island in the center of the intersection, for transfer fares. Was it logical to assume she had come from the north and changed cars at the island?
No... not for a two-block ride. The conductor would have noticed that, would mentally label her lazy, and would remember the label in connection with an explosion on the same night when the police began to ask questions. To transfer would be dangerous.
The return trip was less logical, more dangerous.
In the time wasted standing on the Wilsey corner waiting for the incoming car, she could have walked to the safety island and caught a northbound car. But she hadn�t. So the only line of thought left open was that she had deliberately made the transfers to confuse the police, at the same time running the risk of being recognized later by the conductor, with or without the auburn wig.
All right, so he had narrowed her back trail to the eastern end of the line. The police could do as well. Providing she also hadn�t taken that into consideration and had walked from the northern section of town to the east-side carline and then boarded the car. Oh hell, one argument was as silly as the other. She could have walked or driven to Wilsey Street from any section of town and escaped the same way. Why bother with the streetcars?
Why hadn�t she walked? Too great a distance. A taxi was out of consideration. Why hadn�t she driven her own car? Either she had none or she had just blown it up. Or what? Or nothing. It ended right there.
Now where was he?
He was sitting on the comfortable examining table in Dr. Saari�s office, practically sleeping on Dr. Saari�s comfortable bosom. And Dr. Saari reminded him of it. She must have been standing there for some time, waiting for him to move or speak. A pad of writing paper was shoved before him.
�Are you going to lie there all night?�
He said, no mam, and sat up. �Sorry. I�ve been thinking.�
She moved around in front of him. He had very little difficulty in following her lips.
She nodded, smiled slightly, and said, �Out loud.�
�Aloud? I must be nuts. What did I say?�
He watched her fast scrawl on the writing pad.
�Something about a redhead who isn�t a redhead, and that it might be me wearing a wig, and a worm.�
�I�ll tell you all about it some time.�
�Bend your head over.� She wanted to poke into his ears. �Why not now?�
While she was poking he repeated the night�s adventure, as much of it as he had seen and much of what he�d guessed, including the comparing of her to the girl who had walked beneath his window. He sensed rather than saw her following smile.
He told her about the blast and the windows coming down and the thunder bounding around the room, and that he had been able to hear at first but not at all by the time she arrived. He asked, was it permanent?
She shook her head and made a note on the pad.
�Temporary loss of hearing due to the concussion. No serious or permanent damage to your ears. Will probably be okay when you awake in the morning.�
�Hell � if I get to sleep to wake up in the morning. I�ve got to call the sergeant. You know Sergeant Wiedenbeck. I want to get in on this...�
She shook her head violently this time and wrote some more.
�No! Am going to give you an injection and take you home to bed.�
�You are not! I�m a respectable citizen, see? I�ve got rights, I�m a taxpayer. I�m going to call Wiedenbeck. Look, Elizabeth, I�m an eyewitness...� suddenly then the missing thought struck him... �and I know of another one!�
The note pad, �And I�m your doctor!�
He stood up, staggering, and started across the room to the telephone on her desk. She jumped in front of him and pushed him back onto the leather table.
The gleam in her eye wasn�t exactly friendly, but she reached for the phone. He watched her dial the police number.

Three

Charles Horne sat upright in the three-quarters bed with his knees virtually propping up his chin, surrounded by scattered blankets and a deep, penetrating silence. He reread for the fourth time the hour-old telegram in his fingers.
Mother Hubbard had brought it in on tiptoe, placing it on his pillow without awakening him, she thought. As soon as she had closed the bedroom door behind her he sat up and ripped open the yellow envelope.
There followed the sound of the ripping a single, expressive word.
Crisply, abruptly, the telegram yanked Charles Horne from the passive role of eyewitness to the crime and put him to running with the hounds. He glanced at the clock and saw it was long past his usual breakfast hour. Union Workman�s Mutual had had time to be notified of the death, but the beneficiary must be in one hell of a hurry. Of course, they could have been notified by the police while the latter were asking questions, or it may have been on the night wire services and already published in Chicago.
Sergeant Wiedenbeck would love this.
Union Workman�s Mutual had become most concerned over the untimely demise of policyholder number G-388,017, more familiarly known as Mr. Walter Alfred Channy III.
Mr. Walter Alfred Channy, the Third, was the sleek and overfed gentleman who so strongly reminded one of a worm. The same sleek and overfed gentleman who had so recently been removed from Boone by the machinations of a practical joker. Union Workman�s Mutual directed Charles Horne to proceed with the investigation of said death and to co-operate with the police in every way.
Which was another way of saying he was to pump them for every scrap of information worth knowing. The death was definitely not an accidental one. It was bare and premeditated murder, but proof of the same must needs be forthcoming, if Union Workman�s Mutual hoped to avoid paying the face value of the policy doubled in greenbacks, as contained in the accidental death benefit clause.
A photostatic copy of the policy application along with other pertinent information was enroute to him via special delivery mail, for his confidential use. A code word embodied in the telegram stated the face amount of the policy was forty-five thousand dollars.
Ninety thousand dollars in cold cash to some lucky individual who happened to be the beneficiary, unless he or the police could present concrete proof of murder. Premeditated murder. And it had to be concrete. The courts were funny that way; they figured insurance companies had money to burn.
There were the so-called �Pearl Harbor cases� in insurance history. The Japanese attack that December day was an act of war and therefore (presumably) put into effect the war clauses in policy contracts held by some individuals who were killed on Sunday morning. But several courts ruled otherwise. Because Congress had not declared war until the following day, the courts held these deaths were murder, and not acts of war. The claims were paid.
Horne read the telegram again.
He noted that one of Everett�s assistants had sent the wire; the old man himself was probably in a state. That was the kind of a supervisor Everetts was; Union Workman Mutual�s penny and dime watchdog who had his nose in everything having the smell of money. Everetts personally checked each new policy-before it took effect, and double-checked each claim before it was paid. The man worked on a flat salary but every employee under him stood ready to swear he received a commission on all monies not paid out.
Horne recalled the futile efforts he had made to pad his expense accounts, and hoped Everetts was developing ulcers over this case. It wouldn�t be hard to prevent the payment of double the face value, but Union Workman�s Mutual was stuck for forty-five thousand as sure as Channy�s death.
Horne�s thoughts switched back to Dr. Saari. She had made him sleep, but the sleep did not wash away the memory of last night�s interview with the police sergeant.
Dr. Saari had difficulty in locating the man.
She had first dialed the police station and asked for him, only to be told he wasn�t in. After she had identified herself, the desk man explained that Wiedenbeck was at the scene of the explosion. She hung up.
�He�s here,� she explained to Charles. �Down on the street.�
�I�ll get him.� The detective stood up.
The doctor shook her chestnut locks, and pushed him down again.
�I�ll get him. Be back in a few minutes. Sit down and rest.�
�What?�
�Oh, sit down!�
Charles Horne sat down. He watched the doctor go out. Waiting until he judged she had had sufficient time to descend the stairs he stood up, crossed the hall to his own office, located a bottle of medicinal spirits and lightened its weight. Then he returned to her office and stretched himself out on the examining table, contemplating her ceiling.

Dr. Saari stood before the broken windows of the drugstore, estimating the damage to this one establishment alone. The nearest window was in complete shatters. Blood flecked the jagged edges still in place around the window casing and was spattered over the displays within the window.
An easy, familiar voice spoke up beside her.
�A man went through that window, doctor.�
She nodded. �I guessed as much. How are you, sergeant?�
The sergeant was a runt as far as size was concerned. She turned to face him, her eyes on a level with his own. But from past experience and talk-about-town she knew he was no runt in brain power. He had risen from patrolman to detective-sergeant in a little over three years� time.
�I�m getting gray, doctor, getting gray. Things like this don�t help any. There was another guy. He didn�t get it so bad. He was coming out of the drugstore. He got blown back through the door,�
�Badly hurt?�
�Who, the guy kicked through the door? No, he�ll live. The other man won�t, though. The one that went through the window. He�ll be dead by the time the wagon gets him to the hospital, or my name ain�t Wiedenbeck. Thanks for coming down, though, doctor.�
She smiled at him. �There is still another casualty, sergeant. He called me downtown. He wants to see you.�
�Another one! Who?�
�Chuck � Charles Horne.�
�The hell! Where was he? We checked everybody up and down the street.�
�He was in his office. He�s waiting in mine, now. Nothing serious. He wants to see you.�
�To see me? Why?�
She shook her head in mild bewilderment. �I�m not too sure. Something about a wig and a worm.�
He stopped in mid-stride, whirled to face her.
�You�re not... No, you ain�t. What about a wig and a worm?�
�I�m not sure. You�ll have to ask him. He�s groggy to the point where he is thinking out loud. He claims he saw the entire episode. He says he saw the person responsible for this, and a wig and a worm fits in, somehow.�
The sergeant already had her by the arm and was covering ground in long strides. She was forced into a half-run to keep pace with him. Onlookers stared at them, curiously. As he walked, he questioned her.
�You sure he ain�t out of his head?�
�Oh, he�s that all right. But he�s sensible. I mean he can make sense if he wants to. He�s all in and I�m taking him home to bed. Probably have to give him an injection.�
The sergeant dragged her up the stairs and into her office. Horne peered around at them as they burst through the door.
�Good evening, officer. Some joke, wasn�t it?�
Dr. Saari stopped in mid-step and stared at him. In spite of herself she shot a glance at the locked medicine cabinet which contained some bottles of whiskey. Charles followed her glance and grinned impudently at her.
�Never touched your precious golden liquid, Elizabeth, but thanks for telling me where you keep it.�
She sat down across the room from him but said nothing. Instead, she opened the black bag and began to fill a needle with a colorless fluid.
Sergeant Wiedenbeck walked around the examining table and looked at the casualty. He put his balled fists on his hips, elbows askew, and tried his best to express bitter disappointment.
�Too bad they missed. Better luck next time.�
Horne didn�t hear what he said but could follow the lip movements with sufficient ease to get the idea.
He snapped back, �Oh, go to hell.�
Dr. Saari cut in from across the office.
�He can�t hear a thing you say, sergeant. The blast affected his ears. He�ll recover in a day or two, I believe.�
�He can�t hear? Then how did he know what I said?�
She smiled. �Your face told him as much, sergeant.�
The resulting interview was something of a three-way conversation with Wiedenbeck putting the questions to Dr. Saari, who penciled them on paper in a fast long-hand. Horne answered his questions in what he thought was his normal voice. It wasn�t. The sergeant twice made motions with his hands, imploring the patient to not make so much noise.
Dr. Saari explained it. Now that he could no longer hear his own voice, could only �feel� it in his throat, the suddenly-deafened man was unconsciously stepping up the vocal power to compensate for the unnatural loss. A lot of permanently deaf people do it constantly.
The sergeant had come up with his inevitable notebook and pencil, and had asked a fool question. He instantly saw his error; Horne had him there. He had to eliminate the fool questions police love to ask for fool questions look damned foolish when written on paper.
On the other hand he hardly expected some of the answers the private detective began giving him; the astonished expression on his face showed that plainly enough. He began to regard Horne � openly � as something of a fool.
The pencil moved slowly and spasmodically across the pages of the notebook, jotting down a fragment of a fact or sentence, a rough outline of the oral whole. Horne knew Wiedenbeck, knew him well. He had known him from the time the man had come in from Battle Creek to join the force as a rookie. Wiedenbeck�s physical appearance wasn�t such as to cause any maiden to leave home but everyone who knew him had a healthy respect for his intelligence.
Wiedenbeck was keenly interested in the story.
What police officer, intelligent or otherwise, could fail to be interested, Horne asked himself without humor. Here was Charles Horne talking, confidential investigator, protector of the common man (for a fee), the prize sucker of the twentieth century.
His license hanging on the wall said he was a detective. The identification papers he carried in his wallet also mentioned it. His friends and acquaintances assumed he was just that. But he knew a police sergeant who was beginning to suspect otherwise.
Policemen sat at his feet... so to speak... and listened in awe as he poured out his astonishing story. What had this super-mortal, this alert, keenly vigilant protector of the common man (for a fee), done? Nothing much. He had only perched on his thin-boned posterior and somewhat musingly watched a beautiful redhead blow a man to hell with a stick of dynamite.
All without so much as a gently waging finger lifted to reprove her, mind you. To be sure, his face had been pushed around some in the blowing to hell process, but pshaw, that was a mere bagatelle.
The police sergeant�s eyes were unduly expressive, studying the supine man, counteracting the blankness of his face. They were so expressive the eyewitness struck out in self-defense.
�Well, dammit, how was I to know it was dynamite? I thought she had a screech bomb.�
The sergeant answered, and the doctor wrote, �Not dynamite. Probably TNT.�
�Yeah? Where can a girl get TNT these days?�
�Where can any Tom, Dick or Harry get it? We don�t know. We intend to find out.�
�That stuff was damned powerful. Even for TNT.�
A worried frown creased the sergeant�s forehead and he changed the subject.
�I don�t see why you didn�t stop the woman.�
�I told you, sergeant, I thought it was a joke. And besides, so did the other guy.�
�What other guy?�
�The guy that was standing on the stairs. Downstairs, below my office window.�
The sergeant searched his face. �I just come up those stairs,� he said. �I didn�t see any guy.�
�He was there, all right. He was peeking around the corner of the stairway, watching the girl.�
Wiedenbeck glanced at the doctor. Horne didn�t follow his glance and missed whatever took place.
�Describe this girl,� the police sergeant ordered, �as fully as possible.�
That wasn�t too difficult. In her high, clacking heels she stood about five-foot-nine. The build was wonderful and she weighed perhaps a hundred and thirty to forty pounds. There was no excess fat, only well-rounded curves. She had been wearing a thin, white blouse that shown like nylon. The skirt was a shade which Horne judged to be nile green. The hose were probably nylon as well. Black, open-toed shoes. And spiked heels.
And that, he explained with a spread of his hands, was the best he could do. After all it had been rather dark.
Dr. Saari made a remark to the sergeant which she neglected to write down and pass to the witness. The sergeant grinned but it was more of a leer.
After that had come the shot in the arm. The doctor drove him home and he had put himself to bed.

With the late morning sun shining in his eyes, Horne jammed the telegram in his pajama pocket and hopped out of bed. The bedpost saved him from hitting the floor. He clung there weakly until the dizzy spell had passed.
While he was dressing he heard Mother Hubbard in the kitchen below him. Heard Mother Hubbard!
�Hey!� he said aloud. �Well whaddya know? I can hear again!�
Going downtown on the streetcar he read the morning newspaper over the shoulder of the passenger seated in front of him. The worm�s glorious departure was a front page sensation. Boone had seen nothing like it in all history.
The paper even mentioned the only other dynamiting within memory of Boone�s oldest inhabitant, a bit of business about a tool shed being blown up during a labor dispute long before the first world war. It had ultimately been proven the owners of the shed had themselves dynamited the building to discredit the striking workmen. The incident had nothing at all to do with the current explosion, but then that was Boone and Boone�s newspaper. Too, the relatives of the oldest living inhabitant bought extra copies to see grandpapa�s name in print.
Charles Horne climbed the stairs to find his office door standing open. The building janitor and a man from the paint and glass store were putting new windows into place. Most of the rubble had been haphazardly swept into a pile near the door. Horne stooped down to pick up a piece of anonymous metal lying in the pile and pocketed it as a souvenir.
The janitor looked around at him and said good morning. Horne returned the greeting and picked up the mail lying on his desk. There were two letters and a post card. The post card offered him a thousand-dollar life insurance policy for only one dollar per month, and no medical examination. He crumpled it and dropped it on the pile of rubbish.
Across the hall someone left the doctor�s office. He strode across the hall with the letters in his hand and walked into the waiting room. Some of the waiting patients looked up at him curiously. Behind the closed door of the doctor�s inner sanctum her voice could be heard in a low and indistinct mumble. Horne picked the most comfortable chair not already occupied and sat down to read his mail.
The first letter was a confidential note from a concern which hand-painted neckties to order � confidential because the customer could send a photograph and receive in return a nude painted on the tie, the nude bearing the face of the girl in the photograph. He rolled the letter into a ball and sent it spinning across the floor. A youngster looked at it incuriously and kicked it through the door into the hallway.
The second letter commanded his attention.
It bore a Boone postmark, dated early the same morning, and contained only a single sheet of typing paper. In the center of the sheet was typed a telephone number. His own telephone number, in his office across the hall. There was nothing else.
Dr. Saari came out for him about forty minutes later. She found him sitting there, staring blankly at the letter. Without words she tapped him lightly on the shoulder and led the way into her inner office. He pushed the door shut behind him.
She asked, �How are you this morning, darling?�
�I�m... what did you say?�
She laughed lightly. �Forget it. I wanted to see if you were hearing well. You are.�
�Where do you get this darling business?�
�I advised you to forget it. It was a test.�
�Is that so?� He eyed her curiously, watching her movements.
�That is so. Come over here and sit down.� She indicated the leather examining table he had come to know so well. She laid out clean bandages.
He held the letter limply in one hand while she changed the bandages. A typewriter on the desk across the office caught his eye.
�Your typewriter?�
�I rent it. And I can type. Wait until you get my bill.�
�What size of type?�
�Size...?�
�Yeah, pica or elite?�
�Elite. Mind my asking why the curiosity?�
He held up before her the letter with his telephone number typed in pica.
�Thought maybe you might be pulling a gag.�
She read the number, turned the paper over, and finally examined the postmark on the envelope.
�You have a suspicious mind, Chuck. Why should I do a thing like that?�
�Why should anybody do it? Somebody did it to me.�
�But why...?�
�How do I know? It isn�t a joke. I�ve a hunch about that, now. But what the hell does it mean?�
She shrugged and put a tiny light into his ear.
�Any dizziness this morning? Nausea?�
Her voice warned him. �Umm. Should there be?�
She stepped in front of him and grinned impishly down into his upturned face.
�There sometimes is, and in your case, was. That�s what happens to bad boys who gulp whiskey when the doctor isn�t looking.�
�Bosh! I�ve never had a hang-over in my life.�
�Except for this morning. Don�t forget the injection I gave you last night.�
He swung out for her but she danced out of reach.
�You�re doing fine, Chuck.� Her merry face sobered. �Of course, there is a possibility of a recurrence, but don�t let it frighten you. It won�t last. Frankly, I didn�t expect you to be using those ears at all for another day, perhaps two. They took a terrific beating.�
�For that matter, so did Wilsey Street. Did you notice how fast Wiedenbeck changed the subject last night when I began harping on TNT? I�ll bet you a steak dinner at the Blue Mill it wasn�t TNT. It�s something stronger, so damned strong it has the sergeant worried.�
�Oh,� she said, �...the sergeant; that reminds me. He dropped in here looking for you. He said he was so upset last night he forgot to go through the motions. He told me to tell you not to leave town without his permission. You are the only eyewitness. The only one known, that is.�
�How about those two guys at the drugstore?�
�I was called to the hospital this morning. One man died before he arrived there last night. The other one was released this morning, after I made an examination.�
�How was he?�
�Fair. I can�t go into details, Chuck.�
�I didn�t mean that. I know your ethics.�
�And I didn�t mean that in the way it sounded. My professional ethics have nothing to do with it. The sergeant has forbidden me to discuss the man�s condition.�
The detective glanced at her sharply. �The hell!�
�Yes, the hell. Don�t ask me any more, Chuck.�
He shook his head grimly. �I won�t. You�ve told me quite a lot.�
�I�ve told you nothing.�
�In words, no.�
Someone pounded on the door.
�Just a moment.� Dr. Saari started for the door.
A voice came through it. �Special delivery for Horne. They said he was here.�
�He is.� She opened the panel and let the postman in.
�Hear ya� got banged up last night, Chuck?� The newcomer peered at the bandages. He held out a fat letter, a pencil and a pad. �It�s in the papers.�
�Yeah? That makes me famous.� He signed for the letter. The doctor was watching him.
�From the insurance company,� he explained after the postman had left. �The poor sap in the automobile last night was a policyholder. I have to take a look-see. The company doesn�t want to pay out double the face value.�
He ripped the letter open and scanned the papers. The line he wanted was near the center of the application blank.
�Guess what�?�
�What?�
�He left his money to a dog and cat hospital!�
�That�s... rather unbelievable.�
�Here it is, right here. Forty-five thousand bucks to the Boone Animal Hotel, 116 Mulberry Street.�
She offered information. �I�ve made professional calls there. An old lady by the name of Bridges owns the hospital, Deebie Bridges, I believe.�
�She runs the hospital?�
�Oh, no. A veterinarian handles that end of it. I understand she owns the establishment.�
�According to this application the policy was taken out... uh, in May, three years ago. Deebie Bridges will be a nice gal for a male gold digger to latch onto. Ninety thousand bucks, maybe.�
�Will she get the money?�
�Probably. The company will pay in the name of the hospital, but if she owns the joint, then she writes the checks.� He slipped the letter into an inner coat pocket. �Thanks, doctor, but I�ve got to get busy. Chicago will start hounding me by telephone this afternoon.�
�What are you going to do, Chuck?�
�See what there is to see about the animal hotel and Deebie Bridges; also the vet. Say...�
�Say what?�
�I just mentioned that Chicago will be hounding me by telephone.� He held up the anonymous letter containing his phone number typed on the sheet of paper. �It suddenly occurred to me: someone phoned me last night while I was sitting in the office, someone who hung up when they found it was the wrong number. Or so they pretended!�

Four

Charles Horne swung down the stairs after leaving Dr. Saari�s office and emerged into the bright summer sunlight flooding Wilsey Street. He blinked.
A rope barrier had been erected around the twisted lampposts and the crater in the street, holding off the gaping, jabbering crowd of curious who thronged the block. Up at the far corner stood the Finn, watching the new panes of glass being installed in his display windows. He saw Horne and waved briefly. The detective returned the greeting and started off towards the carline, examining the windows he passed. Most of them had been replaced although a few were still hung with canvas curtains or wide slabs of plywood.
There were no streetcars in sight when Charles Horne reached the corner. Shrugging, he turned east on Main Street. He wanted to question the crew of the car that stopped at Wilsey Street at approximately 7:20 the evening before, but it could wait.
Of more importance was the cat and dog hospital, the �Boone Animal Hotel.� Ninety thousand dollars, he reflected, would certainly feed a lot of cats and dogs. Mulberry Street was eight blocks across town.
Dr. Saari�s rather strange report on the man who had been hurt fought its way to the fore of his mind. The police had forbidden her to discuss the man�s situation with anyone. That order alone was strange enough to rear up on its feet and command attention. Why would a police official order a physician to keep quiet when the physician�s own code of ethics forbade disclosures? Why build a double fence around the pasture?
Because whatever was inside was something so strong that it might break down one fence. It was so important that it needed the bolstering of the second safeguard.
And that would be � what? The man�s condition. What was the matter with the man? He had been blown backwards through a doorway by the explosion. What was so mysterious about that? Dr. Saari had examined him this morning and sent him home. He, too, had probably been warned not to talk. So what? He was well enough to be sent home but his condition was so... so strange it was a secret. Hell, that didn�t make sense.
Let�s get back to the explosion. Wiedenbeck had none too subtly changed the subject when he was questioned about it last night in the doctor�s office. Why? Probably because he didn�t know what had caused it and didn�t wish to be reminded of the fact. The girl had removed a small red package from her purse, something resembling a cylinder perhaps three or four inches long and as thick as a roll of quarters. That had been it, whatever it was.
He sighed and bought a morning paper.
Leaning against a lamppost at the curb he scanned the front page for news of the tragedy. Rapidly skipping the matter he had read over someone�s shoulder that morning while riding downtown on the streetcar, including the bit of business about the oldest living inhabitant and his memory, he dug for the meat of the report.
The newspaper was delightfully vague, showing the official hand of the police department and the actual lack of real details. It quoted Sergeant Wiedenbeck as blaming �a powerful explosive in the hands of an ignorant or unscrupulous woman� for the crime, and that while �the motive was not clear, an important development was expected at any hour.� Naturally, an arrest was promised within the following forty-eight hours.
Horne was willing to bet Sergeant Wiedenbeck had never told the papers that. Wiedenbeck was not a man to make promises he couldn�t fulfil. The forty-eight hour business had come from someone higher up, the chief himself, or the mayor; someone who didn�t have to get out and get the culprit.
He read again the statement that an arrest was promised within forty-eight hours, and snorted aloud.
A feminine voice at his shoulder sniffed, �Huh! They always say that.�
He turned on the girl, amazed and amused. She was peering nearsightedly through thick glasses at his paper.
�May I?� he inquired, holding it out to her. �I can wait until you�ve finished.�
She was a mouse, peering up at him.
�Pardon me!� she answered contritely. She had forgotten to take her stenographer�s pencil from its resting place in her hair. �I�m sorry I bothered you.� And she flounced away. He watched her legs until they disappeared into a stationery store.
Back to the newspaper. What did they say about him? And the other two casualties?
Oh, yes, here was his name. Charles Horne. Too bad the paper didn�t use larger than eight-point type. Charles Horne was slightly injured when cut by falling glass. Hell � was that all? Charles Horne was slightly injured when cut by falling glass. Not a word about his being an eyewitness, not a word of his descriptions of the entire scene. Not a word � belatedly it came smashing home to him why the paper said nothing other than Charles Horne was slightly injured when cut by falling glass.
Wiedenbeck was not throwing away any chances. Charles Horne happened to be an eyewitness and was probably the only man in Boone � other than the unknown nobody who had stood below him on the stairway watching � who could describe the redheaded girl. And why should Wiedenbeck be so dumb as to advertise that fact?
The two other men: the dead man�s name and address was given following a brief report of how he had been blown through the window and had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. The body was at so-and-so�s funeral home and burial plans were incomplete. The other bystander, the one who had been sent home from the hospital: there was his name and address and a brief description of his wounds.
Compared to the main points of the murder of Channy and the terrific damage done to Wilsey Street, the sticks devoted to the three other casualties were masterpieces of brevity.
Turning to an inside page, he carefully tore the crossword puzzle from the sheet and threw the paper in the street. Charles Horne was slightly injured when cut by falling glass.
He swung eastward along Main Street, watching the shop windows and the reflections they threw back at him. Wiedenbeck�s shadow should be back there somewhere, it he were suddenly as important as the brevity of the newspaper implied. Wiedenbeck would be having him guarded, not simply followed. But all the way to Mulberry Street there was nothing to reward him.
The �Boone Animal Hotel� was a squeaking sign swaying in the breeze over a screen door through which came the not unpleasant odor of clean dogs. He pushed open the screen and walked in.
A man in a white smock and rimless glasses got up from behind the desk.
�Yes sir?�
�Are you in charge?�
�Well, sir, yes and no. I�m the veterinarian, if you have a pet. Miss Deebie Bridges is the owner.�
�She�s the one I want. I represent the Union Workman�s Mutual of Chicago. Insurance.�
�I�m sorry, sir, but I have instructions about salesmen.�
Horne gave the man a soft, disarming smile and removed his wallet from an inner breast pocket. His badge was pinned inside the wallet. The veterinarian stared at it.
�I�m not a salesman,� the detective purred.
�No sir. I can see you�re not.� He reached under the ledge of the desk and pushed a button. A buzzer sounded in the faraway reaches of the building. A buzzer, and the slamming of a door. Slow, dignified footsteps came towards the door at the other end of the office and presently the door opened.
A withered, dried up little lady peeped through at them.
�Yes?� she asked patiently.
�This is a detective, Miss Bridges,� the vet said. �To see you.�
�Well, come right in, young man, come right in.� The wrinkled face screwed up into an inviting smile and the old lady stepped aside, allowing him to enter. He was in her living quarters. She shut the office door, shutting out the sight of the staring veterinarian and almost shutting out the agreeable odor of the dogs. With a frail, gracious hand she waved him to a chair.
�What�s your business, young man?�
�Miss Bridges, does the name Walter Alfred Channy mean anything to you?�
She frowned, not at him but with straining memory. �Walter Alfred Channy? Channy? I knew a family named Channy many years ago, oh, it must have been fifty years ago, but that was in the Old Country. No, not here young man, not since I left the Old Country. I don�t believe I�ve heard the name in forty or fifty years. Why?�
He said carefully, watching her, �Miss Bridges, a man named Channy was killed yesterday. Walter Alfred Channy, the Third. He was insured by my company for forty-five thousand dollars. He left it to you.�
�Young man, you�re joshing.�
�Miss Bridges, I am not joshing. I represent an insurance company that would have paid ninety thousand dollars � double the face value � if that man had met with an accidental death. The company doesn�t josh about things like that!�
�But,� she protested skeptically, �why should a stranger leave me all that money? My lands!�
�That, lady, is what I am here to find out.�
�I simply don�t understand it � I simply don�t. Young man, step to the door. Ask Dr. Lainey to come in here a moment and bring the card file with him.�
Horne opened the door and did her bidding. Lainey came in with the file box in his hand, questioningly.
�Dr. Lainey,� she directed, �please look in the files for a... a... what was that full name again?� She turned to Horne.
�Walter Alfred Channy, the Third.�
The veterinarian spun through the cards filed behind the C tab and plucked one from the box.
�Here it is,� he read. �Fox terrier, distemper, one inj.� There followed the in and out dates, showing the dog had been left with the hospital two days.
Deebie Bridges blinked and supplied, �The record means that the Channy gentleman brought us his fox terrier, which was suffering from distemper. We are usually able to cure that with but one injection, nowadays. It doesn�t make the little thing sick, either.�
Horne stared at the file card. �There�s something written on the back of it,� he pointed out.
The vet turned it over. �Oh, yes: Owner went out of his way to express appreciation.�
�I�ll say he did. Did you write that?�
�Me?� The vet was startled. �No. It must have been Ackerley, my predecessor. I�ve been here only some months.�
Deebie Bridges offered again, �Dr. Ackerley died a short while ago, poor soul. He�d been with me for years and years. But Mr. Lainey is very capable.� She smiled sweetly at the veterinarian. He blushed.
�I�m still here,� Home reminded them. He sighed and massaged the back of his neck. �That�s a mighty nice way to express appreciation.�
The old lady smiled at the doctor. �Thank you, Dr. Lainey. That will be all.� Her face in soft smiles, she held the door open for him. He thanked her with a low nod.
Horne said, �Hey! Leave that card, will you?�
Lainey gave it to him and left the room, closing the door behind him. Horne reflected the old woman must have been quite a charmer in her day. She hadn�t lost the art.
Horne thumbed the card. The shriveled old lady sat down in a well-padded rocking chair and regarded him.
�I can hardly believe it,� she exclaimed.
�You and me both,� was his rejoinder. �Especially me. Why should a man leave you forty-five thousand simply because your hospital cured his dog?�
�Young men often do unpredictable things,� she pointed out.
�So do young women,� he snapped. �Redheaded ones.�
�I don�t believe I understand that.�
�Haven�t you read the morning paper?�
�Oh lands, no! That trashy thing. Young man, I only read the evening paper. It�s Republican!�
He almost choked. �Last night, as I said, this Channy was killed. In his car. By a young, redheaded girl. She blew him up with a stick of dynamite or something.�
Miss Bridges jumped. �It�s those radicals!� she hissed. �I read all about those radicals in the Tribune!�
Horne stood up and took a turn about the room. �No, Miss Bridges, this wasn�t the work of radicals. Not your radicals, at least. This was murder. And don�t you see: the murdered man left his money to you. That�s what I�m getting at.�
�Aha!� She peered up at him sharply. �Aha, young man, at last I do understand. You think I was the redheaded girl!�
He walked to the window and stared into the street. A man loitered across the way, eating a sack of popcorn.
�No, Miss Bridges,� he said wearily, �I don�t think you are the redheaded girl.�
�But how do you know I�m not?� she insisted. �I may not have an... an alibi for last evening.�
He turned slowly to face her. �Did I say evening?�
There was no hesitation. �No, I don�t believe you did, come to think of it. You mentioned �yesterday� and �last night.� You also mentioned an explosion. I heard it.�
�All right. Let it pass. I know you�re not the redheaded girl because your heels don�t clack, and your hair wouldn�t glint with copper beneath the lights on a dance floor, and�� He stopped suddenly, aware that he had walked into it.
Miss Bridges beamed at him in inner satisfaction.
�You must be well acquainted with this young radical?�
He returned to the window. The man across the street was feeding his popcorn to the birds. Something about his face reminded Horne of the City Hall. He addressed the old lady behind him.
�I�d like to ask you some questions. Personal questions.�
�Go right ahead young man.�
�Are you insured? What company?�
�Oh, my yes. I have two thousand dollars. Half of that is my burial fund; it states that in the policy. The remainder goes to the man... or woman... who assumes the responsibility of the hospital.�
�What company?� he reminded her.
�Why... yours, I do declare! Yes, the workingman�s company.�
He kept his eyes on the man feeding the birds but his thoughts were on Deebie Bridges. One thousand dollars � for Dr. Lainey, probably. The old lady couldn�t live for too many years more. A thousand bucks is a trifling sum to kill for; trifling, that is, for a man in Lainey�s position. Lainey wouldn�t risk it for a thousand bucks. But he might for forty-five more added to it. Yes, indeed.
�Have you a will, Miss Bridges?�
�Certainly, young man. Everything I have � the hospital, that is � is left to the veterinarian in charge at the time of my death, if he will carry on. If not, the hospital may go to any individual or organization that will carry on the work.�
�And your executor?�
�The Boone National Bank.�
He rubbed the back of his neck. It was all so simple and beautiful. Absolutely legal and expected. Save that when the will was made there had been no forty-five thousand dollars or its doubled equivalent. Unless Deebie Bridges was somehow connected with the dangerous redhead and would share in the money, Deebie Bridges was the next slated for the axe as sure as hell. Unless there was a reasonable expectancy that she would die of old age in jig time.
�Will Lainey want to stay on with the hospital?�
�I�m sure I don�t know. I imagine so.�
�Miss Bridges�� he hesitated briefly and plunged on � �you realize this new development puts you in a new light? You�re worth a lot of money � now.�
She chuckled. �I wondered when you would mention that, young man. Yes, I think I understand what is involved. But I shan�t worry over it. Young man, do you know how old I am? No, of course you don�t. I�m sixty-one. I�ve lived a full life, and the hospital provides enough income to keep me comfortable for as long as I shall live. I�m not too worried at your fears.�
�That�s hardly the point,� he objected.
She began, �I�� but the buzzer interrupted. Smiling, she arose from the chair and walked to the office door. Lainey was beside his desk, his serious face turned to hers.
�This is the police, Miss Bridges.�
�Come in, come in.� She stepped aside as she had done earlier for the private detective, and Sergeant Wiedenbeck strode into the room. He looked at Home without a flicker of emotion.
�Hello, hot-shot. Did Dr. Saari tell you...?�
�Yeah. I can�t leave town. I�m not. What brings you here?�
�What brought you?�
�Channy. He was a policyholder.�
�So your company has informed me. That�s why I�m here.�
�I leave you,� Horne said, �to the tender mercies of Miss Bridges.�
Miss Bridges smiled upon him in a friendly fashion. �Good-bye, Mr. Horne. I�m sorry I couldn�t be more helpful.�
�My name is Wiedenbeck,� the sergeant cut in. �And helpful or not, Miss Bridges, I�m going to ask you to go over it all again for me. Please.�
Horne looked at the file card he still held in his hand and noted the date of the fox terrier�s injection as being more than eleven months past.
�Here.� He gave the card to Wiedenbeck. �Play around with this. And be sure to read the other side.� He nodded politely to Deebie Bridges and stepped through the door to the office, closing the panel after him. Lainey looked up.
Horne said hello.
The veterinarian responded with, �Hello. I suppose all this has to do with what I read in the morning papers?�
Horne nodded. �You�re clever. Did you know Channy was a client of the hospital? Before you found that card, I mean?�
Lainey shook his head solemnly. �I couldn�t guess why you were here until I saw his name on the file card. And then what I had read in the papers told me half the story.�
�And the other half?�
�Where Miss Bridges fits into it all?�
Home read the eagerness to know in his eyes. He looked behind him at the closed door of the apartment, peered suspiciously under the desk, and asked in a whisper,
�Are we alone?�
�Yes.�
�Promise you�ll keep this quiet?�
�Certainly! I�m a doctor.�
�Well,� the detective confided, �it�s an incredible story but it goes like this: this man Channy was a money-sucking playboy. He lived off rich old women. We suspect he was playing Deebie Bridges and this other unknown woman at the same time. Apparently he had a tip to the effect that Miss Bridges has a pile of money hidden around here somewhere. Bringing his dog for a shot was only a cover-up, an excuse to give him a chance to look around the premises. You know � case the joint!�
�But,� the perplexed doctor cut in, �the dog was ill.�
�Sure. Channy picked it up somewhere and said it was his. So he looks around and finds Deebie Bridges a poor but honest woman. He drops her like a hot potato. No money in it for him. You know what�?�
�What?�
�Until we talked to her, we thought maybe Miss Bridges had killed him in a fit of jealousy.�
�No!� the veterinarian exclaimed. Horne let it go at that.
He picked up an unused envelope lying on the desk, inserted it into the typewriter standing there, and rapidly clicked out a telephone number. Bidding the confused Lainey a pleasant good morning, Horne put the envelope in his pocket and sauntered out into the street.
The man who had been feeding the birds was not in sight.

Five

An inbound streetcar clanging its way through the moderately heavy traffic of Main Street joggled his memory.
Horne continued on to the next corner, waited for a break in traffic and dashed across the street. The car was yet a block away. A clock in a jeweler�s window behind him registered a few minutes of noon. He wondered idly if it was the right time.
Swinging aboard the rear door of the streetcar he gave the conductor a dime and asked him a question.
�Oh, God!� the conductor groaned, �you too?�
�Whaddya mean, me too?�
�Look, bud,� the weary conductor growled, �all morning its been the same thing: did you see her, where did she get on, where did she get off, did she get a transfer? If I told �em once I told �em a thousand times, I did not see any redheaded dame get off at Wilsey Street last night. Now, does that answer your question?�
�Nope,� Horne shot back. �She might have been wearing a wig.�
�That�s what they thought, too.�
�Who?�
�The rest of the cops. Say � how come you�re asking me questions? Ain�t you a cop? How come you don�t already know?�
Horne shook his head. �I�m not on the force.� He pulled out his wallet to display the badge. �I�m a private investigator. Handling the insurance angle. My name is Charles Horne.�
�Oh, yeah � I read about�cha in the paper.� He pointed to the bandage. �That where you got nicked? Does it hurt much? Hey, lady, how old is that boy?�
�He�s only eleven. He won�t be twelve �til next September nineteenth. He�s just big for his age.�
�Well, all right this time, but he�s gotta pay a dime when he�s twelve, see?� The conductor passed the woman and the boy in. He turned back to Horne. �How�d it feel to get blowed up?�
�Like hell,� the detective returned feelingly. �Can�t you remember any woman getting off at Wilsey last night? Maybe someone who acted suspicious?�
�Naw. Look, bud. I work from six at night until after midnight, and I come on again the next morning at five-thirty and work until noon. I see too damned many people to remember one woman!�
�Even a pretty one? With red hair?�
�Even a pretty one with red hair. I heard that boom last night. We was only a few blocks away. The cops asked me if I didn�t remember a woman getting on at Wilsey just before the big bust. I didn�t even remember that.�
�You�re a lot of help!�
�Well, that�s how it is. Step aside, let the lady in. Hold it lady, wait for your change.� He dropped fifteen cents in the girl�s hand and she passed inside. �Now see there, I gave her fifteen cents five seconds ago and right now I can�t tell you what she looked like. See, fella? I just see too many people.�
�How about the motorman? How�s his memory?�
�Big Forry? They asked him lot�sa questions, too, but he couldn�t help them. All he looks at is legs.�
�Legs?�
�Yeah, legs. When he stops and opens the door for �em to get off, he looks down at their legs to make sure they get off before he starts again. Safety first, y�know.�
�I see what you mean. Well, thanks, anyway.�
�Okay, fella. But next time there�s an explosion you can bet I�ll watch! The cops razzed me plenty.�

Horne got off the streetcar at the safety island and looked back to see if Big Forry was watching his legs. Big Forry wasn�t. The crew was changing shifts with the afternoon men and Big Forry was diligently searching under his seat for an evasive thermos bottle.
The detective turned in at the first public telephone sign and called Dr. Saari�s office.
�Hullo, hard worker. Had lunch?�
�Hello, Chuck. It would be a pleasure.�
�Be there in five minutes. But you�ve got to make a promise...�
�What is it?�
�That you won�t order more than fifty cents� worth. I�m almost broke.�
�I�ll be glad to pay for it, Chuck.�
�Oh, no you don�t! I have pride. I�ll borrow money from a woman but I won�t let one buy my meals.�
�You�re silly. Come on over.� She hung up.
He found the police still active on Wilsey Street. They had barricaded the street at the far end and were preparing to do the same at the Main Street end. Most of the stores along the block were closed to business, their interiors vacant. All the parking spaces along the entire block were unused; he was one of the very few persons there not in uniform.
Climbing the stairs to Dr. Saari�s office he puzzled over it. She called out to him from the inner room.
�In here, Chuck. Make yourself at home. I�ll be ready in a jiffy.�
�Hi, Elizabeth. What�s going on down in the street?�
She shook her head and continued clearing the desk. He stood beside her, toying with the telephone.
�The cops are roping it off,� he explained more fully. �And the stores are closed.�
�Oh, that. The sergeant said something about making some tests. In secrecy. He�s clearing the block. I imagine business is closed for the remainder of the day.�
�The chamber of commerce won�t like that. But why?�
�I really couldn�t say, Chuck. Ask the sergeant.�
He crammed his hands into his coat pockets and considered her answer. It wasn�t satisfactory. She could have told him she didn�t know why, and instead, she had implied that she couldn�t tell him. Wouldn�t tell him, perhaps. A crumpled envelope in his pocket met his fingers.
He jerked it out and looked at his phone number. She glanced down at it.
�Another one? Still searching for the jokester?�
�Another one, and it�s no joke, Elizabeth. This one doesn�t match with the letter, either. Somebody mailed me my own number for a reason, a better reason than just wasting a postage stamp. I think maybe it�s a warning, but if so, it doesn�t make much sense. I�m positive the redhead didn�t see me in the window.�
�You said someone called and pretended to have the wrong number.�
�I wish I knew whether or not it was pretense.�
Idly he picked up her telephone and dialed the number typed on the wrinkled envelope. Across the hall in his office the phone began to ring. He moved to replace the receiver when suddenly there was a click. The other phone continued ringing. Surprised, he held the phone away from his face, staring at it.
Elizabeth Saari was watching him, uncomprehending. He put a quick finger to his lips, motioning for silence.
He placed the instrument in her hand, turned, and sped across the hall to his office. The ringing phone was loud through the door. Pushing it open, he rushed in. The office was empty. The bewildered detective paused, staring down at his phone. Abruptly he turned and walked back to the doctor�s office.
Taking the instrument from her, he placed it on the cradle. His own phone ceased calling him.
�I thought I heard a noise,� Elizabeth said.
�You did hear a noise. Somebody cut in on my wire like it was a party line, which it is not. Elizabeth, phone me when I get back to my office. I�ll hesitate a few moments before I answer. Listen for a click.�
�What shall I say?�
�Say anything you want to, but don�t make a break and tip my hand. Don�t mention anything about clicks.�
He crossed over to his own office for the second time. The phone began to ring as he crossed the threshold. He stood beside the desk until he had counted twenty aloud, and scooped up the receiver.
�Yes?�
Elizabeth�s voice came to him. �I understand fifty cents is the limit?� She said it gravely.
�The absolute ceiling,� he responded in like tone. �I�ll walk out if it�s a penny more.�
�Thank you,� she said. �I am ready.� She hung up.
He waited, but there was nothing. Reaching down, he gently tapped the bakelite receiver against the cradle base.
And was rewarded with a small click.
He hung up and joined Elizabeth. �I heard it, Chuck! The same click.�
He nodded. �Me too. Know what it is?�
It was her turn to nod. �I�ve seen it lots of times in the movies. Your phone has been tapped. But Chuck, that�s against the law!�
He laughed hollowly. �So is killing people. Let�s go eat.�
�I�m ready.� She picked up the inevitable black bag and locked the outer door behind them. �Did you mean that about the fifty cents?�
�Yup. A dollar and forty cents is all I�ve got until payday.�
�Which payday?�
�The twenty-fifth of the month. The insurance company sends me a check once a month.� He grinned without humor. �Thanks to Walter Alfred Channy � the Third � the check will be larger, this month.�
They descended to the street. It was empty of people except for them and three or four policemen. At the corner of Wilsey and Main he held up the rope barrier for Elizabeth to duck under. One of the patrolmen walked over.
�Hello, doctor.� The patrolman looked at Horne and put his tongue in his cheek. �Hello, sleuth. You people can�t come back in this afternoon.�
Elizabeth nodded without question.
Horne said, �Why not?�
�Orders. There�s going to be some investigating.�
�Yeah, but look here, I�m a detective.�
The patrolman regarded Horne carefully. �Well, I wouldn�t brag about it if I were you, sleuth.�
Elizabeth smiled carefully from the corners of her mouth and tugged at his arm.
�Come along, Chuck. You can�t answer that one.�
She piloted him across Main Street and up the block.
�We�ll have to hurry. The noon rush is gathering strength.�
�Take it easy,� he advised. �I know a babe in the Blue Mill. She saves me a table.�
�Charles Horne, I am not eating at the Blue Mill! There is a basement tearoom up this way.�
�What! A tearoom? Not on your life. You don�t catch me in no tearoom! I want something to eat.�
Elizabeth found them a corner table in the basement tearoom. She ordered two �Noon-day Specials� at forty-five cents each. Horne spent his time ogling the women at the adjoining tables until Elizabeth, uncomfortable under the returning frowns, kicked him sharply in the shin.

They parted an hour later, Elizabeth going to the garage that housed her car. She informed him that she had to make some calls and would probably spend the balance of the afternoon at the hospital. She had made arrangements with the telephone operator to switch office calls to her.
Horne headed for Wilsey Street at a swift pace. He found a large crowd of curious citizens hanging on the ropes, looking up the street towards the crater. Additional patrolmen stood behind the ropes, facing the crowd.
Peering over the shoulders of those in front of him, Horne was disappointed. Between him and the crater were two automobiles, nose-to-nose in the middle of the street, effectively blocking from sight whatever activity was taking place around the hole in the pavement. On the far side of the hole were parked two more automobiles, similarly placed, blocking the view of the smaller crowd at the upper end of the block. Between the four cars, around the crater, was sketchily seen tense, swift movement. Horne caught sight of men in and out of police uniform.
Edging out of the mob, he struck off for the mouth of the alley in the middle of the block, an alley which ran parallel to Wilsey Street and would allow him to enter by the rear door of his office building. When he reached the alley mouth he took one look at the policeman who stood there and kept right on going. He circled the block and approached the north end of the alley. Another policeman was on guard. Looking down the alley towards his building he saw two others, prowling around.
Once again on Wilsey Street, this time at the opposite barrier which held back the smaller crowd, he met the Finn.
�They won�t let me in my drugstore,� the Finn complained. �I think you should do something.�
�They won�t let me in my office and I�m supposed to be a detective,� Horne shot back. �I think you should do something.�
The Finn sat down on the curbing and propped his chin in his hands. Horne lifted his eyes and searched the roof tops of the buildings on the opposite side of Wilsey. Rapidly he walked west, away from town. There was no alley in this block. Continuing on to the next street, he turned and slowed his pace, searching for second-floor stairways. He found one almost due west of his own office building.
Climbing the stairs to the second floor, he searched along the corridor for a way to the roof. There was none, but there was an open window at the far end of the corridor. He put his head out the window and looked up. A steel fire ladder ran from the roof to the ground. The wall of the adjoining building was but two or three feet away, leaving no room for a regulation fire escape.
Without hesitation he swung out the window and climbed the ladder. The rungs were filthy from the weather, soiling his hands. The black coat of tar on the roof was hot and sticky from the baking sun. His shoes made soft indentations as he walked across the roofs towards Wilsey Street. There were three fire walls to hurdle.
The brick front of the building overlooking Wilsey jutted four feet above the roof top. He removed his hat, bent his knees before he reached it, and peered cautiously over the edge.
Below him he saw a bent-over and nearly-bald stranger standing in the bottom of the crater that had been blasted out of the street.
The stranger was clad in a dark gray business suit and was wearing thick, white cotton gloves. Slowly the man moved across the crater and Horne noted his feet were wrapped in heavy canvas boots. Held tightly in the gloved hands was a small thing that looked like a box, apparently made of black metal and glass.
Everyone in the street below him seemed to be staring at the box and listening. Listening intently.
Charles Horne saw a shadow of movement on the street below him, and discovered it was the shadow of his own head, peering over the wall. The sun was behind him. He ducked away from the wall and sped towards the fire ladder.

At five that evening, entering the Blue Mill for supper, he saw the nearly-bald stranger and a companion seated at a table. Sauntering past them, he suddenly paused and stared.
�Why, hello, professor!�
The two men stopped eating to glance up.
�I�m sorry,� said the stranger. �I don�t seem to place you.�
�My fault, really. We�ve never really met. I heard you lecture at Northwestern a couple of times.� Horne beamed what he hoped was a friendly smile.
The stranger returned it.
�Then it must have been some time ago,� he replied courteously. �I haven�t lectured for several years.�
�Oh,� Horne explained glibly, �this was before the war. Excuse me for butting in, will you?�
He left them and pushed his way along the crowded aisle, searching for a table. A waitress grabbed his arm and tugged.
�This way, handsome. I�ve been saving it for you.�
�Remind me to leave you an extra ten-dollar tip, Judy. What would I do without you?�
�You�d keep right on telling lies, handsome. How�d you know those guys were professors? And why did you tell them you went to college?�
He seated himself at the table as she spread napkin and silverware before him.
�I guessed they were professors and I had to find out if they were from Northwestern because that adds up to something hot and I never said I went to college. I only said I had heard him lecture there. So it isn�t a lie, it�s only a stretched truth.�
�I think you�re goofy at times,� Judy pronounced.
�You�d think I was a hell of a lot goofier if I told you what actually happened in Boone last night!�

Six

The private detective sat in the open window of his second-story office waiting for the sun to go down.
A cold pipe was clenched between his teeth and his shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbows in a futile attempt to evade the heat of the summer evening. Below him Wilsey Street was still closed to automotive traffic but hundreds of curious pedestrians surged the length of the block. The crater was roped off.
Just twenty-four hours ago a svelte redhead had walked down Wilsey Street and destroyed the peace of Boone.
The detective turned from his contemplation of the street to stare at his telephone. Abruptly he walked over to it, removed the earpiece and dialed police headquarters.
�I want to speak to Sergeant Wiedenbeck.�
While he waited for the sergeant to be found he wondered if the wire tapper were listening in. There had been no betraying click but that was a negative proof. The eavesdropper may have cut in while he was still dialing.
The sergeant came on the wire.
�Hello. This is Wiedenbeck.�
�This is Horne. How are you?�
�You asking about my health?�
Horne shrugged. �Well, I had to start with something. I have to send a report to the insurance company tonight. Did you make anything of that file card from Deebie Bridges� files?�
�No more than you did, hot-shot. Nothing. Lots of suspicions of course, but they don�t add up, not yet.�
�I was afraid of that. How about the dope from the motor vehicle office? You said this afternoon you had wired them.�
There was a brief pause. Horne heard the rustling of paper. Wiedenbeck said, �Here it is. License number D-one million. By request, year after year.�
�D-one million,� Horne repeated laconically. �Delusions of grandeur maybe.�
�Maybe. Channy applied for a driver�s license in 1940, got it, applied for his first one-million a few weeks later, got it, and has held it ever since. He drove a new car, of various makes, each year for the years 1940, 1941, 1942 and 1946. One of the boys found that he�s on the waiting list for a 1947 Kaiser.�
�Money, money, money,� Horne whistled. �That guy is rolling in dough. I had a look at his apartment this afternoon. Nice landlady � very co-operative, that landlady.�
�Yeah,� Wiedenbeck cut in gently. �I was there a little while after you left. Much to my surprise she told me a police officer had just left.�
�Don�t get gentle with me, sergeant. I know you from away back, remember? I didn�t tell the old girl I was a police officer. I just let her look at my badge. I mentioned something about a quiet investigation. She took it from there.�
�You didn�t,� the sergeant pointed out, �correct the misimpression that you were from the police.�
�Sergeant, a long time ago I learned not to attempt to change someone�s mind, once they had made it up. Especially a woman. They�re happier if you let them go along believing what they want to believe. I�ll swap you information.�
�About what, hot-shot?�
�I talked to the ticket agent at the Union Station a little while ago.�
�What kind of a police force do you think we got here, Horne? That landlady told me, too, that Channy dropped out of sight one or two weeks every month. And left his car in the garage.�
�Well, it was a try. Didn�t want you to get the idea that I was always hanging around begging for information. Oh � do you know about the Credit Bureau, it��
�Horne.�
�Yeah, what?�
�Exactly what are you after?�
�Information.�
�I know,� dryly, �but what particular piece of information?�
�Okay. How about�� He stopped in mid-sentence.
�How about what?� the sergeant asked patiently.
Horne hesitated. He winced, realizing how close he had come to putting his foot in his mouth for the second time that day. All he had to do was mention a man with a Geiger counter and he would quickly lose his liberty � for reasons of self-protection, of course. That�s the way the police blotter would read.
�I�m waiting,� Wiedenbeck reminded him.
�What about this business of blocking off the street this afternoon? I couldn�t get back to my office.�
�Now that�s too bad; that�s just too damned bad. You have my sympathy, Horne. And listen, what�s the big idea, trying to pump the professor in the restaurant?�
�Oh � so he is a professor. Thanks, sergeant.�
�Yes, he is. You ain�t fooling me, hot-shot. You never saw that guy before in your life.�
�That�s right. But when I found him prowling around Wilsey Street, I wanted to know why.�
There was a small, loaded silence from the phone. Wiedenbeck asked quietly, �And do you know why?�
�Nope,� Horne lied. The sergeant�s tone carried ample warning. �That is, not yet.�
�Look here, Horne; I know this is like dangling bait in front of you, but take some advice. Don�t find out. For if you do... well...�
�Well, what?�
�You might need protective custody,� he finished.
�Like that, eh? Thanks for the tip.�
�I think I�ll drop over there and have a talk with you, Horne. A heart-to-heart talk.�
�You�ll have to prove first that you�ve got one. A heart, I mean. I�ll be here for an hour or so.�
�Nope. Not tonight. You won�t get away. Suppose I drop around in the morning?�
�At your service, sergeant. Office hours from nine to sundown, with appropriate time out for wetting my whistle and whatnot. And if I go anywhere I�ll take my faithful shadow with me. He�s across the street having his twentieth cup of coffee now. Bad for the stomach.�
Sergeant Wiedenbeck hung up the phone with a grunt.
Horne turned to the typewriter on his desk and inserted a sheet of stationery provided by the insurance company. In a rich black ink on a light green background the letterhead bore the legend
THE UNION WORKMAN�S MUTUAL INSURANCE CO.
MERCHANDISE MART     CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

and below that, in italics, the words, Direct communication, followed by a long blank line.
Horne typed in �Attn: Mr. E. E. Everetts� on the line.
The office was growing dark. He stood up, reached blindly over his head for the light cord and snapped it on. Then he slumped back in his chair to cogitate on the two men he had met so recently in the restaurant. Carefully he visualized the entire scene in his mind�s eye, recalling what each had said, had done.
One of those two men hadn�t said anything. Not a word.
The unmasked professor had carried on the whole conversation with him, surprised into talkiness. That other man at the table � he had been busy scrutinizing Horne while Horne was pumping the professor. One of those two men had carried Horne�s description back to Sergeant Wiedenbeck, a description sufficiently accurate as to enable the police sergeant to identify Horne immediately. The man hadn�t said a word; the man had been quite busy mentally photographing him.
�Government stuff!� Horne said softly, aloud.
The sheet of paper thrust into the typewriter caught his eye. He hitched his chair closer and extended two nimble index fingers.
Re: Policy G-388-017
Dear Mr. Everetts:
In compliance with your wired instructions of this morning I have thoroughly investigated all known facts and evidence in the death of Walter Alfred Channy, III, this city, holder of the above policy. In addition, I have interviewed Miss Deebie Bridges, beneficiary of the above policy as owner and proprieter of the Boone Animal Hotel.
Miss Bridges states she is sixty-one years old, holds a policy with our company in the amount of two thousand dollars, and believed I was joking when I informed her of the sum now due and payable to her establishment under the terms of the above policy. I must call your attention to the fact that her estate is now rather large, she is well along in years, and there are no apparent relatives or heirs.
As stated in her policy, one thousand dollars of the face amount is set aside for burial expenses and the remainder is payable to the person who assumes control of the animal hospital upon her demise. At the present time this appears to be a veterinarian named...

Horne broke off typing to leaf rapidly through the telephone book, and then continued:
...Dr. Bristol J. Lainey, sometimes referred to by Miss Bridges as Mr. Lainey. Lainey superseded a Dr. Ackerley as the hospital�s veterinarian. Miss Bridges states Ackerley died some months ago. May I suggest a check to determine if Dr. Ackerley was, and Dr. Lainey is insured by our company?
The local police department is extremely secretive concerning the nature of the explosion used in the crime; secretive to the point where I am barred from the investigations. In regard to these investigations, the police department has brought into town a professor from Northwestern University to examine the scene of the explosion, particularly the crater left in the street by the bomb.
This man is constantly accompanied by a bodyguard, a detective whom I believe to be in federal employ. He is not a local man nor do I believe him to be a commercial investigator. I�ve drawn certain conclusions from this development that tend to give the case a rather alarming nature.
Meanwhile I intend to again subject Miss Bridges and Dr. Lainey to the severest examination, for obviously only through them � the actual management of the animal hospital � can I hope to find the causes of Channy�s death. Will you please send the usual letter of introduction and papers of authorization which will permit me to obtain information from the banks about the principals involved?
Channy�s only known connection with Miss Bridges was upon one occasion when he brought a sick dog to the hospital for treatment. Hospital records show this was eleven months ago and that Channy was excessive in his appreciation of their curing the dog. However, the insurance application blank shows the policy, drawn in favor of the hospital, was taken out three years ago. It is this irregularity which may break the case, unless it was pure error on the part of Dr. Ackerley, who recorded it.
Both the police and myself have uncovered little of real value on Channy himself. He maintained a modest apartment here in the upper-bracket residential district, which, according to his landlady, he occupied only two or three weeks of each month. The local railway ticket agent states Channy purchased a round-trip ticket to Chicago (via chair car) regularly on the tenth of each month and has been doing so for perhaps a year. His periods of absence from his apartment agree with the ticket agent�s information.
Channy drove a new car each year in 1940, 1941, 1942 and 1946. He held the same license number, D-one million, each year by request. His first appearance in Boone coincides with the 1940 automobile record; he was killed in the 1946 car. He had a new one on order. He apparently had ample funds at all times.
You will note on his policy application he stated he had no other insurance, no living relatives, that his occupation was absentee-farmer, and that he had no drinking habits. If he owns a farm, no trace of it has yet been found. His only known address was the apartment.
As to his personal side: he wasn�t too well known here, apparently keeping much to himself. His only known acquaintances � not to be mistaken for friends � were those merchants and their employees from whom he made purchases and took his meals. He had no business, maintained no charge accounts that can be found in Credit Bureau files. All purchases were strictly cash. His apartment has a well-stocked library of some two thousand books.

Horne stood up from the typewriter, flexed his fingers and walked around the office. Now came the ticklish business. Should he mention that Channy had been to see him about a divorce? In view of the fact that his later investigation showed pretty conclusively the man had no wife? The visit had no apparent connection with his subsequent murder. On the other hand, further developments might bring just such a connection into the open � and then who would be holding the short end of the stick? Charles Horne.
He sat down again before the typewriter. The typed sheets of paper were piling up.
Inquiries are being made at the state office of registration to determine if the man was married. I personally doubt the results of this inasmuch as the man could get married in any one of the forty-eight states. This angle is mentioned here only because Channy visited this office early on the day of his death seeking information concerning divorces. I did not learn his name at the time, and did not encourage his business because I do not practice the sort of business he said he was interested in. This visit has no apparent connection with his death, unless of course a wife is found. His landlady stated he had never had a woman in the apartment, and she had never seen him in company with one in six years.
I doubt that the woman who planted the bomb in his car was his wife.
A good description of this woman has been furnished the police by an eyewitness (so to speak) who saw her just before the explosion. As you may have read in the papers, it occurred outside my office, a short distance up the street. I was in the office at the time and was cut by falling glass.
There is absolutely no clue as to how this woman fits into the case. If you�ll pardon the expression, she seems to have appeared from nowhere and afterwards vanished into nowhere. The police and myself are stumped as to motive.
There is strong indication the woman lured Channy to Wilsey Street by prearrangement. Police questioning this afternoon revealed that Channy parked his car, walked to a drugstore on the corner, and spent some twenty minutes eating ice cream while obviously awaiting someone. The druggist who waited on him was suspicious of his actions but did not converse with him. (The druggist operates a few questionable sidelines and may have believed Channy was a detective.) He reported that Channy finished his ice cream, waited impatiently for some minutes, repeatedly glanced at his wrist watch and the store clock, and finally left. He then returned to his car.
It is fair speculation to say that the woman made arrangements to meet him at the drugstore, and kept him waiting while she wired his car. Such speculation answers the how of it, but not the why.
As you may know by now, I telephoned your office this afternoon to discuss with you the matter of the particular kind of explosive used in the crime, but was told that you were away from the office due to illness. I hesitated mentioning the matter to your assistants, realizing they would not believe me if I told them what I suspect about that explosive. I am enclosing a newspaper clipping in connection with this matter.
Hoping you are back at the office soon, I am,
Sincerely yours,

Horne whipped the last sheet from the typewriter and signed it. Fishing around in a desk drawer, he found the newspaper clipping he had torn from an Indianapolis paper.
HOOSIER WORRIED
ABOUT A-BOMB
State Senator Zachary Fulton (R., 91st Dist.) who believes that gangsters might get the atomic bomb secret, said yesterday he would introduce a bill into the next legislature banning the use of the bomb in Indiana except for military purposes. The bill would have strong �teeth� in it, he indicated.
Fulton said the bill would make Indiana the first state to protect itself against private or unlawful use of the deadly secret from the hands of unscrupulous persons. He indicated that should such a weapon fall into the hands of the Chicago underworld, Indiana would, by its nearness, not be immune.

Horne clipped the piece to the letter, inserted it in an envelope, and put it in a coat pocket. Slipping in, the envelope struck a wadded bulge of paper.
The two specimens of type of his telephone number.
He spread them on the desk to examine them again. The type characters on the envelope taken from Dr. Lainey�s office were the right size of type but obviously were from a different typewriter. The phone number was 36613. On the original letter the figure 1 wasn�t whole: the upper horizontal bar was dented, as though a heavy object had been dropped into the machine�s bank of keys and had landed a glancing blow near the top of the numeral. The loop in the 6 was dirty, too, but that didn�t amount to much.
On Dr. Lainey�s machine the 6 showed up clear and clean, and the 1 was whole and complete.
Horne suddenly stood up, took a quick turn about the desk and returned to slump down into the swivel chair. He swung far back in it, braced his feet against the desk to hold him there, and clasped his knotted fingers beneath his chin. He spent an unmoving five minutes staring at the two pieces of paper, black fury piling up like storm clouds on his face.
Finally he swore long and not too softly.
His feet crashed down from the desk to the floor. Rapidly inserting the original letter into the typewriter, he pounded out: �In re, policy, policy, policy, lux, lamp, lamb, lousy, llllll.� And then a long string of sixes.
The two type characters perfectly matched those that had come to him in the mysterious letter. They should. They had been written on his own machine.
He held the unsigned letter up to the ceiling light and stared through it, reading the watermark. That was recognizable, too. Of course, other people could buy the same paper, the stationery store on Main Street did a nice business, but he was willing to bet the entire amount of his next check from the insurance company that the sheet of paper had been taken from his desk, inserted in his typewriter, his phone number typed on it, and then mailed to him.
It wouldn�t be the least surprising, he mused bitterly, to find that one of the stamps from his postage box in the desk drawer had been pilfered, too.
�What in the hell,� he muttered aloud, �is going on here?� His wire tapped, his office entered, his stationery used, his own number mailed back to him. �What�s it all about?�
Why all this? Why mail him his own number? That failed to make sense; it certainly was the weakest of weak threats and it succeeded in pointing to exactly nothing. Wait a minute... It wasn�t a threat. Of course not. To have been a threat it would have to point out something, imply something might happen if he did or didn�t do such-and-so. A typed telephone number amounted to none of these.
The message did nothing but call his attention to his telephone.
Someone else knew the wire was tapped.
Someone who, quite naturally, couldn�t call him up and tell him so, someone who preferred not to get in touch with him at all, someone who wanted or was forced to stay in the background. Someone who relied on his intelligence to understand.
But who was that trusting someone?
Dr. Saari could be checked off; her surprise had been genuine and she lacked a good reason for wanting to listen to his conversations.
Likewise Sergeant Wiedenbeck. The sergeant might tap his wire in a moment of desperation if there was reason to believe information was being withheld from him, but then the case hadn�t, as yet, progressed that far. And too, the few people at the City Hall who would know of such tapping would never betray the sergeant by warning Horne.
Which eliminated the major figures and rung in the lesser ones. The sneak-act was of recent development. He�d have known long before this if the wire had been tapped last week or last month. Logic said it had happened since he had become interested in Channy � from yesterday morning, at a guess. Or certainly from the moment Channy was killed and he figured into the murder as an insurance investigator.
Who were the lesser figures?
The red-haired woman was a major one, but not from what little he knew of her at the moment. Was there any reason for her to listen in on him? Definitely, yes. She might want to keep in touch with him, to know what he knew. But she wouldn�t be so dumb as to write him a cryptic letter, telling him what she had done!
That left exactly who? Deebie Bridges? Dr. Lainey? As well suspect Judy, the waitress!
Disgustedly he gave it up and swept the letter and crumpled envelope into a desk drawer. There wasn�t the slightest sense in locking the drawer; someone walked into his office and helped himself to the contents of the drawers whenever he pleased, anyway. He put on his coat and hat, stuck the unlit pipe between his teeth and pulled on the light cord.
Cynically he locked the office door behind him.
Before going down the stairs he walked to the office on his left and rattled the doorknob. It was locked. The office hadn�t been rented for some months, not since that girl had closed her public secretarial service and married. His telephone wires vanished into the baseboard when they left his office; they might or might not emerge into the empty office to the left of his. It was more likely they stayed within the walls and swooped directly to the basement to join the trunk line under Wilsey Street.
Tomorrow, he swore, the janitor was going to conduct him over every inch of telephone line between his desk and the trunk line. And the janitor was going to give up any information he may have on the matter, whether he liked it or not!
Tonight, he decided, tonight he was going home early and play double solitaire with Mother Hubbard. Elizabeth would probably be out until late. He moved down the stairs and out onto the street. It was dark. The two missing amber clusters of light left a dark patch in the block. Along that area there were only one or two neon signs, unhurt by the blast, still ablaze.
The crowd of people on the street was thinning, aware that the rattling of thunder in the west promised an early rain. The night wind from that direction carried a pleasant cool smell, brushing away the clinging heat from the pavements.
Horne filled his lungs with the wind and started homeward walking. He was within two blocks of the house when he suddenly recalled the unmailed insurance report in his pocket. Stopping, he mentally searched for a nearby mailbox. Behind him there were footsteps.
Turning at an angle, he crossed the street and walked back to the corner he had just passed. A small mailbox on a thin upright post was planted next to a telephone pole. He inserted the letter, clanked the lid a couple of times to make sure the missive had fallen inside, and retraced his steps, smiling.
The pride of the City Hall�s plainclothes force, sauntering along opposite him, was having a troublesome time attempting to be just walking along without a care in the world. �You�ll never make a shadow,� Horne advised the man under his breath. �You crowd them too close.�
The heavy-footed shadow followed him the remainder of the way home. Just before he reached the door he felt the first few sprinkling drops of rain and grinned. He hoped the shadow wouldn�t get too wet.
The shadow walked right past him without pause.

Seven

He hugged the pillow without moving and watched the black shape moving towards him across the blacker darkness of the bedroom.
The formless thing was moving with extreme caution and apparently all the time in the world to reach its objective. The objective was his bed. Lying there, his eyes straining to follow the moving mass, he tried to estimate the size and outline of the shape but failed completely. It was simply too damned dark to see it clearly. When he didn�t try to stare directly at it he was aware there was something there, something moving across the bedroom that shouldn�t be in the room at all.
It moved effortlessly in a silent, halting glide, and had betrayed itself only by a strange ticking noise, the indescribable sound which had awakened him.
A wrist watch? He listened closely and decided against it. The shape was wearing nothing that gave out an audible ticking.
No, the initial sound had been something else, something that was familiar but which he couldn�t put his finger on. He had heard only a low, faraway gurgle-like ticking of very short duration. But it had been enough to awaken him. There was no further sound, nothing but the shape creeping upon him. He loosened his muscles, knowing that he could move more quickly if he wasn�t packed into a tight, nervous knot.
There came the sudden soft drumming of a summer rain beating on the windows. A small wind somewhere was blowing it in one of the windows, wetting the floor. Mother Hubbard�s lace curtains fluttered in the rain and the wind.
Several long, strained minutes fled by until finally the black and formless something stood beside his bed, near the footboard. Surprisingly, he caught the subtle, tantalizing scent of a heady perfume.
Home groaned silently when the odor reached his nostrils and in the next second realized the groan hadn�t been as silent as he had thought.
A low and husky voice reached out of the blackness.
�Are you awake?� it queried very softly.
�No,� he answered.
The scent moved nearer. He felt a finger creeping across the taut sheet pulled up under his chin, searching for his face. When the finger reached his chin it wasn�t a finger at all but the cold, steel point of a gun.
The business end of the barrel snaked across his face and came to a quivering stop immediately beneath his right eye, the round snout resting with an easy pressure on the ridge of bone guarding the eye socket.
�Do you understand this?� the husky voice asked.
He shuddered. �Only too well. Take it easy!�
�We understand each other. Get up. Close the windows and draw the blinds.�
�Yes mam.� He climbed out of the bed as the gun was withdrawn from his eye, dragging the sheet with him.
�Drop the sheet,� she commanded quickly.
�You�ll be sorry��
�Drop it!�
The gun was a pricking mosquito in the small of his back. He let the sheet fall to the floor and walked to the nearest window. Far away through the falling rain he saw a corner street light glowing dimly. He closed the window and pulled the blind all the way down. The others followed in as many seconds. He did it with a quiet quickness that surprised him.
�Well,� he asked, turning, �now what...?�
He sensed the formless shape of her moving across the room towards the door and the light switch.
�Don�t turn that light on!�
She flicked the switch and faced him. The overhead bulb caught him standing in the center of the room. Her eyes dropped down his body and a slow flush stole across her cheeks. She fought it away.
Horne shrugged as casually as he could manage and scratched the thick mat of hair on his chest.
�You insisted...� he reminded her.
She nodded curtly.
�I did. Shut up and get dressed. And be quiet about it!� She exhibited the revolver in a well-balanced hand.
Professional interest turned his eyes to the weapon. It was a Smith & Wesson. She handled it with an easy grace as though she were quite used to it; an amateur grips the handle too hard, nervous tension in the hand often leaping to the trigger finger with disastrous results. He noted she held the weapon in a bead on him that was a trifle to her left of center. In firing, the pressure on the trigger would swing the snout to the right, to dead center.
He went for his clothes.
�I can put a slug into you faster than you can try to pull a stunt � is that understood?�
�Yes mam!�
�Then get something on. You�re too tempting.�
Surprise and mild shock stung him; he wondered how she intended that? Few women expressed themselves so openly. If, of course, she had placed that meaning to her words. Well � why not? If the situation had been the reverse, he would be keenly enjoying the spectacle of her... He opened a bureau drawer and selected a pair of shorts patterned in large red polka dots.
�Sissy!� she stated witheringly.
�You�re dripping water on my floor,� he retorted.
He turned his back and stepped into the shorts, reached in the drawer for an undershirt, put it on, and turned to face her again. She was silently laughing at him.
She had taken up a position near the door, her back to the wall, standing with shining legs braced apart, watching his every move. The shining legs were clad in nylon, he decided. Fetchingly clad. He mentally compared her with an earlier description he had tabulated, already knowing the answer and already wondering what he was going to do about it.
She stood close to five-foot-nine in high heels. The boots she wore fitted over them. Water dripped from a small, mannish hat pulled low over her eyes, dripping onto a dark green raincoat that outlined her figure. The rim of the coat was depositing the water on the floor. She kept her eyes on him.
He hoped she wasn�t the nervous type, and slipped into his trousers. Later, in the act of buttoning his shirt the crazy humor of the scene struck him. He started to laugh, silently and steadily, his shoulders shaking.
Instantly she stepped away from the wall.
�What is so funny?�
�You... me... this�� He waved a wide hand to include both of them and the room at large. �A lot of things have happened to me, but this ties it.�
�Yes?�
�Yes. Sorry, but I can�t help it. Its comical.�
She whispered crushingly, �You may be laughing out of the other side of your face � soon.�
He abruptly wiped the laughter off.
�Say � how did you get in here?�
She shrugged. �Walked in.�
He brushed it aside, impatiently. �I mean up here? Up the stairs?�
�Walked up,� she answered irritatingly.
�But the front door was locked.�
She cocked her head aside. �I haven�t yet met the door that can stop me.�
He paused to consider the remark.
�Take off your hat,� he said suddenly.
She eyed him. �Why should I?�
�I want to see if your hair is red... or auburn.�
�It is.� She didn�t remove the hat.
�Ummm. You play tricks with automobiles?�
�Do I?�
�You do. I know who you are, you see.�
�Oh... do you?� She added a certain something to the tone of her voice that he couldn�t immediately identify.
�Well, I�ve seen you before.�
The face beneath the mannish hat nodded. �Yes, I�ve realized that. It�s too bad.�
�Is it?� he asked, imitating her replies.
�Stop stalling! Let�s be moving. Get your coat; don�t put your shoes on.�
�Don�t put my� But its raining outside!�
�Do as I say!� The gun moved suggestively.
He put his coat on, reached into the closet for his raincoat and a showerproof hat, picked up his shoes and followed her to the door. She stopped him.
�Turn out your pockets.�
�Turn out my� Why?�
Her hand whipped up behind him and there was a steady pressure in his back. She held out her other hand open.
�Turn them out.�
He shrugged and gave her the contents of his pockets. A comb, wallet, pen and pencil, key ring, a crumpled receipt, a bookie�s tab on a three-day-old horse race, a tin of aspirin, a handkerchief, and some small change. His pipe, tobacco pouch and a booklet of matches completed the haul. She took stock of it.
�Where�s your gun?� Suspicion was in her tone.
Horne�s face turned deeply pink and he jerked a thumb behind him.
�Where is it?�
�Under my pillow.�
A derisive laugh broke on her lips. �My hero!�
�A guy can�t win all the time,� he said defensively. �Only the movie heroes do. I want the handkerchief and��
�Does it have an initial?�
�No.�
�All right. Take it, and the comb, and the pills.� He took the articles from her hand and she threw the rest on the floor.
�Hey � my wallet.�
She wagged her head solemnly. �You�ll have no use for money, not after tonight.�
He frowned. She had let him keep some things.
�There is but one more word,� she said huskily. She stood close to him, so close he could stare down into the black pupils of her fascinating green eyes, so close there was but the length of the steel barrel separating his body from hers. Her heady perfume beat at him in waves. �A last word,� she continued, �of excellent advice.�
He said to the eyes, �Fire away, baby.�
The eyes flicked briefly. �The old lady who runs this house is a tidy housekeeper, I imagine?�
�You imagine right.�
�A tidy housekeeper would be rather badly upset to find a body at the foot of the stairs and the carpets ruined by blood, I imagine?�
�You have an excellent imagination.�
The fine skin about her eyes crinkled but the smile never appeared on her lips. She nodded. �Your body will not be found there, I can also imagine.�
�How right you are! But what is this leading to?�
�Simply this: go down those stairs and out the door without making noise. Do that, and the old lady won�t become upset. Do something foolish to attract attention and you�ll give her a shock. I trust I make myself clear?�
She did. He put on his hat and switched out the bedroom light. The descent of the stairway was made in silence. No one was stirring on the ground floor. He saw a light under the door of Dr. Saari�s room but there was no movement behind the door. Together they slipped through the front entrance. She put out a hand to stop him.
�You can put your shoes on now.�
He slipped them on, struggled into the raincoat, and turned to her. She was watching him with pursed lips, openly speculating upon something known only to herself.
�Well�� he demanded.
�My car is down there... around the corner. Now frankly, Jack, you were expensive and I�d hate to lose you. On the other hand, I value my car; I don�t want the upholstery ruined any more than this old lady would want to see her best rug ruined. So, if you�re planning anything foolish do it now, before we reach the car.�
�Like getting away from you, you mean?�
She nodded. �Go on, try it. The rain will wash away the stains.�
He hesitated, unable to decide the degree of seriousness to her voice. She correctly interpreted his hesitation.
�If you�re going to do it, Jack, do it now. Get it out of your system. Go on, I dare you.�
Still he hesitated. He thought he could disarm the woman before she could use the gun, possibly throw her from the porch, but he wasn�t sure. He wasn�t so foolish as to try to run away from her. On the other hand the desire to stay and see it through was a strong one. She had made some statements that were highly curious. Such as referring to him as being expensive... as if she had purchased him. He turned that over in his mind and was lost.
�My name isn�t Jack,� he said defensively.
She openly laughed at him.
�Come on... property!� She pushed him off the small porch into the rain. Holding onto his arm in the manner of an ever-loving wife, she firmly guided his steps towards the near corner. The car was a new Buick coupe in two-toned blue. She put him in, closed the door, walked around the front of the car to climb behind the wheel. Where was that plainclothesman?
She drove with one hand, holding the other at her side. He noticed that and looked up to find her eyes on him.
�I�m ambidextrous. Don�t make me spoil the upholstery. And listen, you can ride with me sitting up, or you can ride asleep. It all depends upon your conduct. I prefer you awake. You might make interesting conversation.�
�Tough little baby, aren�t you?� he asked.
�You�re damned right I�m tough, Jack. And any time you think I�m not, try something.�
�Maybe I will... sometime. Where�d you get it?�
�Get what?�
�This toughness, real or fancied? This urge to go around blowing up people? This... this anti-social attitude?�
�I was in the army... a while.�
�Oh � how short a while?�
�Eight months, maybe ten. And then I got out.�
�How?�
�Over the hill. Became fed up with it. That war was a racket. Why should I work like a bitch for fifty dollars a month when big men were getting fifty a minute?�
�Well, I�m... damned, I guess. I didn�t know they were.�
She nodded grimly, eyes on the street. �They were. I got wise. I decided to cut myself a slice of it, and I did.�
�How?�
She snapped, �That�s my business.�
He changed tactics. �You�re a swell looking girl.�
�I know it.�
�Ah... oh, you do? Hasn�t it ever occurred to you that a girl with your assets could climb to the top of almost any ladder you picked?�
She favored him with a brief, scornful glance. �Don�t be a sucker! I�m at the top of the ladder... almost.�
�But what a ladder! Death, destruction��
�It gets me what I want.�
�Does it?�
�I�ve got you!� she snapped at him.
�I�ve been intending to get around to that. I�m no prize. Why did you want me? And what�s the meaning � the real meaning behind all these cracks you�ve been making? I was expensive, I�m property, you�ve got me. Hell, talk sense!�
She whipped the car around the corner onto Main Street and headed west for the city limits. He watched familiar spots flickering by.
�And,� he added as an afterthought, �why the kidnaping and where are we going in such a rush?�
�You ask too many questions.�
�I can ask a lot more.�
�A hell of a lot of good it would do you, Jack. Listen, there�s something you must get through your skull.�
She cut it short to steer the fast Buick around a slower car. The rain was slanting down in sheets, hanging like shower curtains around the coupe. Visibility was poor.
�I�m waiting,� he reminded her curtly.
�Keep your britches on. Well, this: I bought you, Jack. Paid out good, hard-earned cash for you. My own money, too! I bought your life for my amusement. I liked you. And before you get hotheaded about it, I saved your life. You were first on the X list. Now go ahead: blow steam.�
He was too stunned to answer, he could only glare.
She waited a moment and went on, her lips hard and biting, the words harsh. �You were in a position to know too much, you and your damned mania for prying. If you hadn�t worked in Boone it would have been all right; easy sailing. But you knew everybody, everything about Boone. You�d have smelled a rat when the claims started piling up against your company. So you had to go before we could start work.�
�Go on.�
�If you hadn�t been sitting in your office that day, hadn�t seen me plant that howler in Channy�s car, it might have been different, I don�t know. I might have waited a few days to pick you up.�
�You knew I was there?� he asked incredulously.
�I phoned you, stupid. Don�t you remember that? And you answered. You thought it was a wrong number. After I walked away from Channy�s automobile, I remembered you and realized you still might be in the office. You were. We both made a mistake there.�
�Yeah. I�m beginning to see it.�
She nodded. �I should have phoned you first to find out where you were. And you shouldn�t have answered the phone after seeing me. When I phoned and found out where you were, I started back after you and at that instant saw Channy walking towards the car. I realized I wouldn�t have time to reach you.�
�You were there? All the time? You didn�t leave on the streetcar?�
�Why should I? I wanted to see the fun. I stopped at the restaurant on the corner to wait. And call you. Well, when I saw that I couldn�t get to you in time, believe me, I was mad! There was a hundred thousand dollars going up in smoke, and ten thousand of it mine! I was so damned mad I couldn�t see straight. I wrote you off my book right there.�
�I�m sorry to disappoint you,� he retorted stiffly. �I was only knocked around.�
�So I heard. And I don�t mind telling you it cheered me up. My investment wasn�t lost after all. So � tonight I came after you to collect.�
�Collect?�
�Collect. I paid out ten thousand dollars of my own money for your life, big boy, and arranged for the folks to collect ninety thousand more. I hope you�re worth it!�
Horne said dazedly, �G-388,017.�
�What�s that?�
�That was fat boy � Channy � his policy number. Forty-five thousand payable at death; ninety thousand if it were an accidental death � and we both entertain doubts about that.�
�That was the deal; it cost me his ninety and my own ten thousand to buy you. Papa agreed.�
Horne struggled to understand that and only partly succeeded. He said as much. �I watch you blow a guy to hell,� he complained dispiritedly, �and you kidnap me and tell me you blew him up to save me because I saw you do it. I think you�re bats. And you won�t get that ninety thousand.�
�Oh, no!� She made an impatient gesture. �You�ve got it all wrong, silly. Look at it this way: first, there is Boone, and there are us, and finally, there you are. Now a small city like Boone is much too small for both you and my... us. A gumshoe like you can make things difficult, mostly because you handle the confidential insurance business. You are the fly in our soup, if you�ll excuse the expression.�
�And you don�t like flies in soup?�
�Of course not. What can we do? You couldn�t be bribed, you would eventually pry into our affairs, so there remained but one other alternative; to arrange an accident for you. And then we could go about our business.�
He grunted and said nothing, collecting his thoughts.
She continued on a statement he had made.
�What makes you so sure we won�t get that ninety thousand dollars? Papa�s method is foolproof.�
�Only a fool,� he replied cynically, �can wreck a foolproof device. Lady, that certainly was not an accidental death!�
�It... wasn�t?� The words were hesitant.
�That was premeditated murder, and no insurance company in the world will pay double the face value for premeditated murder.�
The statement jarred her. The wheel wriggled nervously under her fingers. She considered his words for several minutes of thoughtful silence.
�But there�s no body � no corpus delicti.�
He laughed. �That doesn�t mean a damned thing here,� he said savagely. �You certainly stuck your white neck out this time. The greenest rookie cop on the force can collect positive evidence a bomb was planted in that car. And that was certainly no accident. Don�t you know what accidental death means?�
The girl said slowly, �That leaves me in something of a jam. Papa will be angry.�
Horne burst into savage laughter. �Papa will be angry! The prize understatement of the year. Who is Papa?�
�Shut up!� she lashed back. �I didn�t mean it that way. Papa is my Papa.�
�How did you mean it? And what has Papa to do...?�
She cut in. �Papa... they�re expecting a hundred thousand. The insurance company�s ninety thousand��
�You�ll never see,� Horne stated emphatically. �And when I get to a telegraph office, you�ll not see the forty-five thousand.�
She smiled at him but made no reply.
�Look,� he continued puzzledly, �a moment ago you said you saved my life, you bought me to prevent someone from killing me. Why?�
The girl was a long time in answering. She steered the car through the rain, watching the road. Finally she said, refusing to meet his eyes,
�I like you. I like you a lot. I think... I think I love you. And Papa said I could have you. For a hundred thousand.�

Horne let the answer ride for five minutes of deep silence. This �Papa� must certainly be a BTO. �Papa� and somebody else referred to as �they.�
Unless the girl was a graduate of an asylum.
These people were using, or preparing to use, an animal hospital as a means of milking money from the insurance company � and possibly other companies. That in itself wasn�t new. All sorts of schemes have been tried, many of them successful for a while. Here and there a policyholder dies, leaving a tidy sum to an institution to which he owes an emotional debt.
But first the local detective must be gotten out of the way; he handles an insurance account and is in a position to smell an unripe odor in short order. Very well, away with him!
But this girl beside him said no. She liked him, she liked him a lot. She even thought she was in love with him. She loved him to the extent of one hundred thousand dollars, ten thousand of it her own money. She loved him to the extent of murdering a man whose policy she expected to furnish the remaining ninety thousand dollars. All for love of him.
Certain institutions were full of people who thought like that.
He said suddenly, thinking out loud,
�How come they fell for this fantastic proposition?�
�They�re a couple of damned money-sucking hogs!� She was bitterly emphatic about it. �I suppose the sheer audacity of it appealed to them. And I had to agree to take you out of circulation and keep you out! Not,� she added warmly, �that I object to that part of it.�
A couple of money-sucking hogs. Two others, besides herself. And there was Channy�
He decided to ask it indirectly. �Channy wasn�t a whole lot of value to you, then. Alive, I mean.�
She answered no, and let it ride. Horne made a mental note to come back to Channy in a few minutes.
This girl loved him (she thought), to the extent of a right smart sum. But he had never seen her before the night she walked along the sidewalk beneath his window. Quite apparently she had seen him before that night � long before. She had known him long enough to feel sorry for him when her two cohorts decided to rub him out. She had known him long enough to shell out ten thousand dollars and kill for ninety more. That takes some knowing, he reflected ruefully.
�How long?� he asked aloud.
�How long what?�
�Do you claim to have known me?�
�I�ve had a lot of fun with you, Jack. For the better part of a year. You�re like a very dear friend.�
�I think you�re bats.�
She laughed. �I had to know you, Jack. You were a gumshoe; we made it our business to know all about you. Jack, I�ve kept my good eye on you for months. I know your every habit, good or bad. I know what you do in the daytime and where you go at night. In short, my stupid little playmate, I�ve been your constant companion. You�re an open book to me.�
�Well I�ll be damned.�
�No,� she rolled her head in amusement. �Since the other day, you�re Betty�s. That�s me. You�re mine, all mine. How do you like your new owner?�
�We�ll talk about that some day when I believe you. When I believe any of this fairy tale. Slavery went out with Lincoln. Or hadn�t you heard?�
She laughed in his face and spoke two words.
He cut back with, �You�re a cold... cold...�
�Go on; say it. A cold bitch. Sure. I know what I want. Money. And I�m getting it. I�ve also got you. I think I�m going to be very happy.�
�Until,� he reminded her, �I find a telephone.�
She waggled a gentle finger in his face. �You aren�t going to be near a telephone, baby doll. Not for a long time.�
�Want to bet on it?� he chided.
�Don�t ever doubt it!� she said severely. �You�re mine, darling, all mine, to do with as I please. And when I�m done with you, you won�t be allowed to live five minutes longer. I own you like a farmer owns a cow!�
�There�s a slight difference,� Horne reminded her stiffly, �between me and a cow.�
�So there is.� Keen, ribald amusement rippled across her attractive face. She chose to misinterpret his protest. �Yes, I�ll concede that. Wrong sex.�
�That isn�t what I meant��
�But I do,� she snapped back. �As you�ll discover. You�ll have to earn your keep, Jack.� She pointed to the dash compartment. �Get me a cigarette. Want one?�
�No.� He put a cigarette between her lips and held a match to it. She thanked him by blowing smoke in his face.
�Let�s get back to Channy.�
�That ass! Why talk about him? He served a purpose.�
�I want to talk about him because he interests me. He is the weak link in the chain. And I�m going to use him, redhead, to smash your racket.�
She shrugged. �The name is Betty.�
�If Channy had lived � what then?�
�He would have been useful as an errand boy.�
�You paid him too much money to run errands. He had a pretty good income since he appeared in Boone some years ago.�
The girl sent him a sidewise glance.
�A moment ago you said I was crazy, that you didn�t believe all this.�
�I can believe the parts I witnessed. What about Channy�s wife?� He asked that for the reaction, knowing well Channy never actually had a wife.
She shook her head. �Not married.�
�No?� Horne ran his tongue between his teeth and felt pleasure in delivering the jolt. �Then why did he come to see me about a divorce?�
Her auburn head jerked around towards him, startled.
Abruptly, she peered out the window for a place to stop. A darkened filling station loomed up on the side of the road after a few minutes of tense, pregnant silence. She braked the Buick and pulled off the road, letting the car roll to a stop by a locked gasoline pump. There were no lights around them.
And then she faced him, pulling her knees up on the seat between them.
Sharply, �Channy visited you? When?�
�The morning of the same day you killed him.�
�What did he want?�
�A divorce, he said.�
�I�ve told you he�s not married.�
Horne shrugged. �And I�ve told you that�s what he said.�
Her fingernails dug into his near shoulder. �Did he tell you anything else?�
�Now you�re getting hot under the collar.� In the enveloping darkness, the detective grinned. �No, he didn�t. I told him I didn�t handle the kind of divorce cases he said he wanted, and practically threw him out of the office. So what?�
She said slowly, �I think I believe you. You aren�t in the habit of lying.�
That gave him satisfaction. It was a little, personal victory to jolt this crazy woman once � just once. And, he told himself, he could probably jolt her again if he wanted to. He could tell her about the man who had stood on the stairs below his office to watch the fireworks. But he would hold that back, now.
He decided it was time to go home.
The game was played along far enough to convince him an unbalanced woman had killed a man and kidnaped him because she thought she was in love. He had been confident he could back out at any time he chose � after they had left Mother Hubbard�s place � and call it a night. The time was now.
�See here, redhead...�
�The name is Betty.�
�I can�t figure out if you�re sane or crazy, and I�m not going to try, tonight. I�ve had enough of this. I�ve been yanked out of bed at the point of a gun in the middle of the night, and taken for a joy ride. That I can understand because it happens. You pretend you�ve bought my life with an insurance policy and a hunk of money, and that you own me. That I refuse to understand because it doesn�t happen.�
�So?�
He put his hand on the door handle, watching for a movement of the gun. �So this is where I say good night. I�ve had enough of this foolishness.�
�May I remind you who you are?�
�No need to. I�m the world�s worst detective and know it. Good night.�
The hand on his shoulder quickly flew to his neck. He was surprised to find the hand was open, empty, and the fingers were soft on his skin. Her face loomed nearer his.
�Kiss me?�
�Kiss you! You?�
�And why not? Whatever you think of me, you must admit I�m nice looking.�
�Yes.� The soft fingers stroked his throat.
She removed her knees from the seat and edged closer to him. He saw that both hands were empty of weapons.
�And if I own you,� she persisted, �I can command you to kiss me, can�t I?�
�If you own me,� he pointed out sarcastically.
�You are a man, aren�t you?� she snapped icily.
�I hope so.� He didn�t notice that her right hand had left his neck and had dipped to the small window shelf behind the seat.
�Then, damn you, kiss me!�
Even in the darkness, he reflected, the face matched the anger in her voice. He shrugged and smiled at her.
�Why not, baby?�
Leaning towards her, he instinctively closed his eyes, searching for her lips.
The blackjack caught him behind the ear.
Horne sagged instantly. She caught his falling body and pillowed his head on her lap. The rain beat down on the steel top of the car. Singing aloud softly, as though she were afraid of waking him, she piloted the Buick back onto the highway and pressed down hard on the throttle.
�I�ve got him, Papa,� she said happily. �Damn, but he�s stubborn.�

Eight

Sergeant Wiedenbeck struggled vainly with the locked door and his midmorning grouchiness deepened.
The painted legend: CHARLES HORNE, CONFIDENTIAL SERVICES, on the frosted glass seemed to taunt him. Savagely he planted a thumping kick against the bottom of the door. The panel only quivered under his thrust.
The sergeant had struggled through a poor night. Of restful sleep there had been none; what sleep he had snatched had been stolen in fitful dozes, broken innumerable times by the ringing telephone (one was the wrong number), and broken twice more by his wife arousing him, complaining that his unconscious swearing was disturbing her slumber. That, he told her the second time she did it, was the last remaining straw: the camel was taking his pillow to finish the night on the davenport in the living room. Davenports aren�t conducive to sound sleeping.
Too, the breakfast coffee had tasted wrong somehow, and the eggs were overdone. She had put salt on his grapefruit again, instead of sugar. Were she and the criminal element conspiring against him, or was it only his perverse outlook on life that morning?
He rattled the locked door hopefully and listened for telltale signs of occupation. There were none.
Before he had left home his wife had almost forcibly separated him from twenty dollars to purchase an encyclopedia set for Junior; the set was contracted for and was to be delivered by the handsome salesman later in the day. Somewhat bitterly he consigned all encyclopedia salesmen to hell, pointing out that as Junior was only eighteen months old, he couldn�t be expected to read a book for a couple of years yet. He lost the twenty dollars nevertheless.
Two stern and righteous faces awaited the sergeant when he reached the City Hall. The faces reminded him that they had promised the papers an important arrest within forty-eight hours and... well, the only new faces in the cells below stairs were two drunks and a disturber of the peace. He had tried to placate the faces of the Mayor and the Chief of Police, tactfully attempting to point out that such rash promises should never be made. His success with the task was comparable with his success in withholding the money from his wife.
And now, blast his dishonest soul to limbo, Charles Horne wasn�t to be found, neither at home nor his office. And all the indications were he had skipped town.
He bit out a pair of scorching words men aren�t supposed to use in the presence of a lady and turned around to find he was in the presence of a lady. Elizabeth Saari stood in her open doorway watching him.
�I�m sorry,� he apologized. �Didn�t know you were there.� He scuffled his feet, embarrassed at his language.
�Obviously,� she said. �Good morning, sergeant. Come on in.� She led the way into her inner office, closing the door behind them. As yet there were no waiting patients in the outer chamber. She indicated a chair and hoisted herself onto the leather examining table.
�Sit down, sergeant. I need no crystal ball to tell me it isn�t a good morning with you. Want to talk about it? It usually helps.�
He sat down mechanically and stared at her legs in automatic reaction. She crossed her knees, the movement breaking into his concentration. He shifted his eyes to the carpet.
�Yeah. I�m mad. That rat has run out on me.�
�What � you don�t mean Chuck?�
�I mean Chuck, if we must call him that. I can think of better names. He�s gone � skedaddled.�
�I don�t believe it. Why should he run away, sergeant? He�s out somewhere, at work.�
The policeman grunted. �He may be at work, and he is out, but he�s disobeyed my orders. He�s skipped.�
She shook her head in loyal disbelief. �Not Chuck. How can you be so positive? I don�t think he would do anything like that; I know him too well.�
The sergeant said, �That�s his quirk.�
�Quirk? I don�t understand you.�
�Know anything about psychology?�
She reminded him, �Naturally.�
�Oh � sure. That was a stupid question. Know more about it than I do. Doctor, I learned mine at police school. It doesn�t amount to a whole lot, but it covers what we need to know in police work. How to trip up a guy by what he usually thinks of, and by the one or two things � or thoughts � he keeps secret. Everybody has a private quirk.�
�Go on.�
�We watch for those quirks; we look into a man�s life and find out what his quirk is, and then we keep after him until he exhibits the quirk � and he�s in the bag.�
She nodded, but he wasn�t ready to talk about the missing detective yet.
�For instance, I knew a prize fighter in Battle Creek. Know what his quirk was? He liked to play with dolls. In a fight one night he hit a man too hard, and the man died. The boob got panicky and ran away. I looked around his house and found these dolls. The family swore they belonged to his kid sister � that was the alibi he always used, see? He was afraid people would make fun of him, and the family was afraid there was something wrong with him � you know � so they used the kid sister to cover it up.
�I saw through it when I found a doll in his closet. He wasn�t too hard to pick up. We found him in a doll store.�
�But what about Chuck?�
�I�ll get to him in a minute. My point is that there is a quirk somewhere in every one of us that makes us act differently � say when nobody is looking, or we get in a jam.�
She smiled confidently at him. �I like to look at pictures of bare-chested men.�
�See there!� He almost crowed. �That�s what I mean. If I was hunting you I�d watch the newsstands where they sell nudist magazines, or maybe keep an eye on the gymnasiums. Sooner or later you�d want to satisfy your quirk and look at a guy�s chest again. Now me...� He paused.
�Yes?� she urged him gently.
He got it out defiantly, �I make baby clothes for my kid!�
She nodded sagely. �Saves money.�
�You bet it does. Take this punk detective: he has two of them. He doesn�t lie any more than does an average man; he wouldn�t lie to me, or you, unless I put him on a tough spot and he just had to wiggle out somehow because it was too tough. I can understand that. So yesterday I warn him not to leave town and he promised me he wouldn�t. But today he�s gone. He left because his character slipped, I figure, because something happened that made unimportant the promise he made. I think he tossed the promise out the window as so much nonsense.
�Ordinarily, he�s not that kind of a man. You know that as well as I do. But just this once he slipped into his quirk and said to hell with me and promises � and he left.�
�Well,� she agreed dubiously, �it�s quite possible.�
�He�s gone,� the sergeant pointed out flatly.
�You said he had two quirks?� she reminded him.
The police officer grinned dryly. �He has. I found the second one this morning when I was searching his room. It may lead us right to him. There�s a cedar chest at the foot of his bed. It was locked, but his keys were on the floor with some other stuff � I�ll come to that in a minute. I opened the chest and found about sixty volumes of snappy poetry.�
�Snappy poetry?�
�And I do mean snappy. Not quite pornographic; there weren�t any dirty words used, only flowery terms with quite plain double-meanings. Can you picture Charles Horne collecting risque poetry?� He pronounced it �risky.�
�No. Risque stories perhaps, but not poetry.�
�That�s the quirk. We know of course that there are only two places in town that sell the stuff: Swede�s drugstore and a gasoline station out on the highway. There are plenty of other places in the state, yes. We�ll circularize the departments to watch them. And you can bet that everyone who buys a book of snappy poetry in this town from now on is going to be investigated. At least until he turns up again. He could send someone else in for it, you know.�
�Grant the point readily enough. But how are you so sure Chuck has skipped out?�
�Now there is where we have more than a quirk to work on! Incidentally, doctor, all this is confidential. I think Horne stumbled onto something � quite possibly our business down in the street yesterday afternoon.�
�He tried to question me,� Elizabeth volunteered.
�He also tried to pump the men we-brought in from Chicago. He found out one was a professor, and undoubtedly knows who the professor is and what he has been doing the last few years. He�s smart enough to tie in the professor�s background with what we were doing in the street and the force of the explosion. Which was one of the reasons why I wanted him under my thumb. If what we fear is true, we certainly can�t have him blabbing it.
�And of course, he�s the only man who can put the finger on the red-haired girl. I only half believe his yarn about the other man on the stairs below him. I don�t think he lied, there; but it might have been something he dreamed up afterwards and in the confusion of the explosion, believed he actually saw such a man.�
�There�s always the possibility he did see him.�
�Certainly. But how could this other man escape the blow of that explosion?�
�He was protected by the stairs. After it happened he could have climbed the stairs, run down the corridor, and escaped by the rear stairs. Chuck wouldn�t have heard him � he was beginning to lose his hearing by then.�
The sergeant pulled out a package of cigarettes and offered one to Dr. Saari. When he had successfully surrounded himself with a cloud of smoke he continued speaking.
�Let�s get back to when this started. Chuck, I mean. I had a hell of a night, last night. Something or somebody was waking me up every five minutes. About three o�clock this morning one of my men phoned in to say he�d woke up.�
Elizabeth frowned at him but kept silent.
He noticed the frown. �Don�t mind me, doctor. It�s my way of being sarcastic. This dumbbell telephoned me to say that he had just awakened � under the bushes of the house across the street from your place. Sure, I was having Horne watched, day and night.
�This man followed him home early in the evening, watched him mail a letter, and walk through the front door of your place. You weren�t in yet; this Mrs. Hubbard was, and Horne sat down in the living room to play cards with her. By that time it was raining rather hard so my man crossed the street and hid himself behind some thick bushes next to a house. This other house had a large bay window that jutted out over the yard, and the man could keep out of the rain by squatting down close to the house under this projection.
�He couldn�t, of course, see in the living room window where Horne and Mrs. Hubbard were playing cards, but he could see the front door and that dinky little stoop that serves your back door. He had the house covered so that Horne couldn�t get out without his knowing it, and that was all that was expected of him.�
�I think I�m ahead of you, sergeant. Chuck did get out � unobserved?�
�He did. You arrived home before midnight; Horne had already gone upstairs and gone to bed � presumably. His lights were out. My man was watching your lights � he won�t admit it but every guy�s something of a Peeping Tom � when wham! something took him across the back of the head. And out he went.�
�But isn�t it safe to assume that the people in the house across the street mistook your man for a prowler and knocked him out?�
�No. If it had been that way, they would have immediately called the station and reported him, either before or after knocking him out. Unless they were a nervy bunch they wouldn�t have touched him at all, would have simply waited for the radio car to get there before he got away. No such call was received at headquarters, so the people in that house never knew he was there.�
�Would Chuck do a thing like that?�
�Ordinarily, no. But the first quirk popped up. My man claims he didn�t betray himself to Horne but I think differently. Horne isn�t that much of a fool; he knew he was being shadowed when he visited the dog and cat hospital. I think he suddenly turned a cog in his head and decided to hell with me. Somehow or other, I still don�t know how, he got out of the house, sneaked around the block and up behind the man under the bushes.
�That, too, is another facet of the quirk. He didn�t have to knock him out � once he escaped from the house he was free to do as he pleased, unobserved. But something in him drove him to conking the shadow first � maybe retribution for spying on him, I�m not sure. The man was out between two and three hours. It was a hefty conking, expertly delivered. There are no serious injuries, but it guaranteed him to be out of circulation for a few hours.�
Elizabeth shook her head. �That I won�t believe.�
The sergeant stubbed out the cigarette and dropped it in an ash tray. �I�m not insisting that you do.�
�You searched the house?�
�Not then; not at three in the morning. I realized he had skipped when the man reported what had happened; there was little sense in rousing you out at that hour just to search an empty room. I went out there the first thing this morning. You had already left��
Elizabeth Saari chuckled, �Twins. Both boys.�
�Make mine a girl next time. I looked the house over closely and I searched that punk�s room. I still don�t know how he got out. A while ago I mentioned finding his keys on the floor: he didn�t need them any longer for he wasn�t coming back to the office. He has a post-office box, too, but if you forget your keys the man at the general delivery window will hand you your mail, providing he knows you. There were some other things on the floor: his wallet, a pen and pencil, some silver money, and a few papers.�
�But sergeant � that doesn�t make sense.�
�Oh yes it does! He leaves behind everything he won�t really need, in an attempt to plant a false trail. The pile of stuff on the floor was supposed to say to me: �Look here, I wouldn�t leave these things here under my own free will. These are the things I always carry in my pockets.� And it�s phony! Don�t you see why?�
�Frankly, no.� She was frowning again, and becoming alarmed.
�Because in the first place he wouldn�t be allowed to leave his personal possessions in a little pile like that, where they�d be noticed. Might as well write a note telling what was happening. This is assuming someone else abducted him, you understand. And in the second place, he left behind only the things he can do without.
�He didn�t leave those few things he felt he couldn�t do without: a handkerchief and a pocket comb. And those very ordinary but necessary items give his plan away. Consider his wallet: he left that, but he didn�t leave the money that was in it. Phony � see?�
�No, I don�t see, and I�m beginning to think there is something wrong. Sergeant, Chuck didn�t have any money in his wallet. He took me to lunch yesterday and spent his last dollar paying the check. He said there wouldn�t be any more until payday � whenever the insurance company paid him.�
Sergeant Wiedenbeck shrugged. �If he had no money, then there was little sense taking his wallet.�
�But his badge was in it; identification cards...�
�If he�s hiding out, he needs none of them. If he�s working up something out of town, he can get along without them if necessary.�
She slid off the examining table and stamped her foot.
�You refuse to believe there is anything wrong, don�t you?�
�Quirk,� he said by way of reminder.
�Quirk my eye!� She whirled on him. �Did you know his telephone line was tapped? Did you know he received a threatening letter? Did you know��
He jumped up and grabbed her shoulders roughly.
�Slow down! Repeat that, slowly. Telephone tapped?�
�Yes, it�s tapped. I heard it. I called him on this phone and he took it in his office. We both heard it. Like a click. I recognized it from the movies.�
�And this threatening letter?�
�Someone sent Charles a letter which contained only his phone number. That was all, just his own phone number typed in the middle of the page. Chuck was upset about it.�
Wiedenbeck stood there, hanging onto her shoulders. He was staring past her, staring at the last year�s paint on the office wall. Then he turned to study the telephone.
�That wasn�t a threatening letter,� he said half to himself. �It might have been a warning, or just a friendly tip. Someone was telling him to either stay by his phone for a message, or to beware the phone. If the line is tapped, it was a message to that effect.�
He picked up the doctor�s phone and dialed the number in the detective�s office across the hall. Short seconds after the phone began to ring they both heard the clear and distinct sound of another listener cutting in.
�There it is!� Elizabeth cried, �That�s the sound I heard��
Quickly the sergeant slapped his hand across the mouthpiece. He was too late. The click came again. He hung up, glowering at her.
�Why can�t you keep your mouth shut?�
�I�m awfully sorry. I didn�t realize��
�Sometimes women disgust me, and today is one of those times!� Wiedenbeck stalked to the door and yanked it open. �They�ve been warned now; it�s not likely we�ll catch them. Where does the janitor spend his time? I want to get into those offices across the hall.�
�I can let you in. I have the key.�
�You have the key?�
�Yes. One key unlocks every door in that corridor. I have a special lock for this door, but all those outer doors have the same kind of lock.� She handed him a key.
The sergeant unlocked the door to the detective�s office and pushed in, Elizabeth Saari at his heels. She picked up his phone and dialed her own number, but other than the ringing of her phone there was nothing.
The sergeant ignored her. He pulled open each desk drawer in turn.
�There it is,� Elizabeth pointed. �That�s the letter.�
Wiedenbeck studied it.
She pointed out the numerals in the center of the sheet. �That�s the original message. These have been added later. Oh look, he found it! Look at these numbers � they match the original.�
�I see them. And guess which typewriter made them all.�
�H� His?�
�His. He spent some time pecking out all these other things.�
�But you surely don�t believe he mailed the letter to himself?�
�No, not that. Somebody got in here, somebody smart enough to discover the tapped wire, somebody who thought fast and used shortcuts. That�s why the somebody didn�t say �your telephone is tapped, be careful.� That�s the long way around. It�s quicker, easier to type down the number and let it go at that. Whoever the somebody was, he�d understand such a message concerning his own phone and he expected Horne to do likewise.�
�But why mail it to him? Why not leave it propped up on the desk?�
�Supposing the party who tapped his wire wandered in? He might be in the habit of hanging around the office. If he were sufficiently nosy to tap his wire, he wouldn�t hesitate to read a note on his desk.
�But a letter coming in the morning�s mail is different. There are likely to be other letters, and it wouldn�t be noticeable. Too, the nosy party isn�t so likely to be around when the mail arrives, whereas he could come in sometime during the night. It works out right.�
�You make it sound so simple, sergeant. Why couldn�t Chuck see through it?�
�Charles Horne doesn�t think fast until he�s thrown for a loop, then he shines. This letter puzzled him but didn�t scare him. He probably has tumbled to it, by now.� �He must have attempted to do something about it.�
�He did,� the sergeant replied dryly. �He left town.�
Elizabeth whirled on him and grabbed his lapel.
�Sergeant Wiedenbeck, where would the other person be who tapped that phone?�
�Two or three places. In the next office � which isn�t likely, somewhere in the basement where all the wires come down, or in the tunnel under the street where they join the main cable.�
�Why are we standing here? I have a key to the next office.�
He snatched it out of her hand and strode rapidly to the next door opening into the corridor. The key turned and the door was shoved open. The office was empty; the wires for a telephone installation vanished into the baseboard. The sergeant pulled the door shut and made for the back stairway. Elizabeth Saari was right behind him.
The janitor maintained his own one-room �office� in the basement, adjoining a locked room which housed his supplies. The janitor was lying face down in the open doorway of his own room, his head bleeding.

Nine

A confidential investigator wearing a sore skull and nothing else opened his eyes sleepily and stared up at himself lying in the most effeminate, luxurious bed east of Hollywood.
He pulled his straining eyelids down, then cautiously and slowly re-opened them to discover he was still there, looking down upon himself � or up at himself. He was in an ornate four-poster, a rose-pink coverlet pulled up over his chest, his head resting on an undersized pillow covered with a dainty slip. The slip bore a monogram �BE� in reverse.
Studying the monogram, he saw that it was placed almost under his ear and therefore he shouldn�t be seeing it unless he was sitting up.
He sat up.
The monogram, now no longer in reverse position, rested on the rim of the indentation in the pillow made by his head. He contemplated it for thoughtful seconds and then craned his neck back to stare at the blue-toned mirror which covered the entire ceiling of the bedroom.
Slightly incredulous, he threw back the rose-pink coverlet and put his feet over the side of the bed. They came to rest on a soft, fluffy throw rug about the size of a dollar bill. Looking down at it he wondered what the hell use it might be.
And where were his clothes?
A pair of sharply pressed tweeds he had never before seen hung over the back of a chair near the head of the bed. Beside the chair, on the floor, was a pair of new house slippers. There was nothing else to wear.
A door behind the chair and tweeds drew his attention. Striding to it, he pulled it open to find a spacious closet filled with dozens of dresses and skirted suits and fluffy, useless-seeming articles of feminine wear. With one hand he reached up and shoved all the burdened wire hangers first to one end of the rod and then the other. The filmier things fluttered in the breeze created by the movements, but there was nothing there he could wear.
Several pairs of shoes lined a rack near the floor, and the shelf overhead held a half-dozen hat boxes.
Horne backed out and slammed the closet door violently shut. He turned to inspect the bedroom. A pair of sharply pressed tweeds hung over the back of a chair near at hand, and on the floor were the house slippers. He let his roving glance slide over them and on to the dressing table.
A pipe caught his eye. His pipe, lying beside a matching ivory set of comb, brush and hand mirror. He strode over to them.
There was a new and unopened pound jar of pipe tobacco, the kind he used. Matches were missing but she had left a gold-plated lighter. He picked it up and inspected the monogram.
�Betty,� he mused just under his breath. �Betty�? Batty Betty. Judas Priest! where did she get such ideas? May as well ask what the younger generation is coming to � how old is she?� Mentally and in retrospect he ran his eyes over her figure, recalling the look about her eyes and the skin of her hands and wrists. �Five to ten years younger than I am, anyway. Edging close to thirty, maybe.�
Looking at his face in the mirror he noted his beard. Instinctively putting up a hand to rub it, he rediscovered the sore spot. �Batty Betty with the loaded wallop.� Now that he had time to think about it, that had been an exceedingly lousy trick. So lousy and low-down it begged for retribution.
Horne sat down on the rounded stool before the dressing table and began to search the drawers. The first one he opened was obviously set apart for him. It contained socks and handkerchiefs; he automatically looked at the size of the socks and saw they would fit. He put on a pair.
The other drawers held her things; all shapes and sizes and colors of things, but nothing he could wear. Idly he fingered over the boxes and bottles, reading the brands and sizes, noting the color of the nail polish and the matching lipstick, the wishful thought behind the name of the perfume, several pairs of sheer nylons, leg make-up, brands of facial lotions and cosmetics, the particular preferences of her more personal life. He opened the lid of one box and found the contents untouched.
Slamming the drawer shut, he arose and walked across the bedroom to the chair that stood near the bed. There was no use, he realized, in reading the label giving the waist and inseam measures of the trousers. They would fit.
They did, as well as if he had bought them himself.
Betty knew him like a book: she had said so, and there was little sense in disputing it. He stepped into the slippers and they fit. And he had been accepting money for years under the impression he was a detective! He couldn�t so much as guess the size of her shoe.
Throwing up his nostrils, he sniffed the air in the room. Her perfume, the subtle scent whose acquaintance he had first made when it came into his bedroom the night before. It seemed at first to come from the bed, and then again seemed to permeate the atmosphere of the entire room. He turned to examine the ornate instrument in which he had spent the remainder of the night.
The scent was everywhere; he found himself half-liking it. But the bed�!
Curiously, he bent over it to examine the other pillow. It was smooth and unmarred. Looking at his own, he found the indentation made by his head had vanished, leaving it the unruffled, unmarked twin of the other. From the sheets he could learn nothing: they were twisted in the manner all sheets became after he had slept in them.
Angry with himself, he punched a pillow. All right, so maybe she had, so what? He had been asleep ever since she clipped him.
The bedroom had three doors. One was the already explored closet and he dismissed it from his thoughts. The other two? That one, near the foot of the bed on the opposite side would be the bathroom. And the third would provide exit from the room if it were not locked. If and when it opened, it would open on the rest of the house.
But how about the windows? There were two.
The dog glared back at him when he put his bearded face to the nearest window.
The bedroom was on the ground floor, the window a few feet above a grassy lawn. The sun was somewhere on the other side of the house, throwing its bungalow-shadow out across the yard. The shadows showed a chimney at either end of the house. There was a latticework fence, quite high, around the house and encompassing a huge yard. Between the fence and the far blue horizon there was nothing but parched cornfields, empty pasture land and a distant clump of tall, green trees standing motionless in the blazing summer sun.
Between his window and the high fence stood the dog, legs stiffly apart, watching him with savage intentness. He thumbed his nose at the animal and tried to raise the window.
It wouldn�t budge. He repeated the experiment on the second window without success. The dog had moved his head.
Growling a throaty to-hell-with-it he turned and stalked to the bathroom door. The room was tiled in cream and green. He opened a mirrored cabinet above the washstand and found his shaving needs.
They weren�t his own of course, but they were exact duplicates of everything he owned: the same type of razor and the blades made for it, the same kind of brushless shaving cream, the same brand of face lotion. A new toothbrush wrapped in cellophane hung beside the identical flavor of toothpaste he was currently using.
Dammit, he thought bitterly, she must have been watching over his shoulder! A year � an entire year, and he had never tumbled. To his dismayed face in the mirror he directed a thought: she knows you, too. Like a book, each and every page in the book. She said so! In fact, you must be page one.
He scrubbed and shaved page one.

He walked back to the window and showed his newly-shaven face to the dog. The animal apparently hadn�t moved and if it noticed any appreciable difference in the face, it gave no sign. He peered downward through the pane of glass searching for nails, but none were visible. Well, there remained only the third door.
Crossing over to it he put his fingers on the knob and rotated it silently. It moved with his fingers. Surprised, he pushed the door open. The corridor beyond the sill was empty but for the unseen, tantalizing odor of fresh coffee, bacon and eggs. He stepped cautiously into the corridor, without anyone taking a shot at him, punching his jaw or turning another dog loose. Encouraged, he turned to follow the beckoning odor of food to its source.
In the kitchen doorway he paused.
�A... hello,� he offered.
The buxom and middle-aged colored woman turned from the stove to survey him. Examining him from neatly-combed hair to the tips of his slippers, she suddenly chuckled. He wished he had a shirt.
�Good morning, Mister Jack,� she said, and motioned to the table. �Breakfast is ready for you.�
�I can use it,� he assured her. �My name isn�t Jack.�
The Negro woman pursed her lips into a friendly smile and studied his answer. She had shining white teeth that contrasted with her skin, interrupted only by one gold filling in the center of her mouth, upper row. She also had an unconscious habit of running a thumb back and forth over the filling when engaged in serious study. She did it now. She scanned him again, repeating the previous route from his head to his feet, and then back to his face.
She said, �Miss Betty, she said your name is Mister Jack. Sit down and eat your breakfus�. It�s pas� nine a�clock.� And that closed the matter of his new name.
Mister Jack only grinned at her. �What�s your name?�
�Hilda, Mister Jack. Now sit down and eat.�
�But supposing I don�t want to, Hilda? Supposing I make trouble instead?�
Hilda favored him with a becoming smile. The gold filling shone. Somewhere inside her she was amused.
�Miss Betty, she said you might ask foolish questions like that. She said that�s what Bumble is here for.�
�She did, eh? And who is Bumble?�
Hilda pointed behind him. �That�s Bumble.�
�Mister Jack� pivoted very slowly and very carefully on his heels. Oh � yes: that would be Bumble.
Bumble was standing like Mount Everest in the doorway of the corridor he had just quitted. Bumble was grinning at him in comradely fashion, amiability and friendliness fairly oozing from his massive, idiotic face. Bumble was, furthermore, thoughtlessly playing with a regulation police nightstick of heavy mahogany.
The mountain called Bumble was a six-and-a-half-foot-tall, two hundred and forty pound Negro Adonis.
�Good morning, Bumble,� the detective said soothingly.
Bumble grinned the wider and remained mute.
�Shucks, Mister Jack,� Hilda broke in, �Bumble can�t hear nothing you say. He can�t hear nothing and he can�t talk nothing. He was born that way. But he�s a mighty good man, he is.�
�I don�t doubt it, Hilda; not a damned bit! I think I�ll eat now.�
She chuckled again and began transferring the hot meal from the stove to the table.
�This is wonderful!� he told her enthusiastically.
�I guessed you�d be hungry, Mister Jack. Miss Betty, she said you was in a fit when you come home last night. Menfolks are always hungry after they�s a fit.�
�I was in a fit?�
�Yessir, you sure was. Bumble carried you in.�
�He did? Oh. Yes � I guess I was pretty heavy. Ba� Betty couldn�t do it.� He massaged his head.
�Yessir. If you want more, just say so.�
�More of � oh, sure. Thanks.� He ate a few moments in silence and explored another avenue. �That�s a fine dog you have out there.�
�Yessir, Mister Jack, that�s a right smart dog! Miss Betty, she and Bumble trained him. There ain�t nothing that dog can�t do. You know what she calls him?�
�No, I don�t. I�m a stranger around here.�
She passed it over as if it meant nothing to her.
�Miss Betty, she calls him Winken, Blinken and Nod.� Hilda didn�t bother with a chuckle, she laughed outright this time. �That�s because he don�t almost ever sleep.�
�Betty has a keen sense of humor. For instance, she nailed down the windows to keep the flies out.�
�Oh, nossir, Mister Jack, that ain�t for flies. We spray for flies. All the windows is fastened shut. We got air-cooling!� She chortled it, proudly.
�Of course!� He stopped eating to stare at her. �I had noticed it was cooler in here than it looked outside, but I didn�t stop to think about it. Now imagine that � air-cooling!�
Hilda wanted to parade all the improvements in the house before him. She thoroughly enjoyed her modern domain.
�This is a fine house, Mister Jack. A wonderful house! Miss Betty, she�s got everything in this house. That there air-cooling ain�t half of it. We got electric lights and a� electric stove and a� electric icebox. And down in the cellar there a big, red electric pump that brings water right up from the spring. And we got hot water any time you want it; you just turn on the faucet. In the winter time Bumble don�t have to shovel no coal, there�s a� oil burner. Mister Jack, we even got flush toilets!�
�No!�
�Yessir, just like in town!�
�That is certainly wonderful,� he agreed. �Just how far are we from town?�
Hilda�s proud grin vanished as completely as if it, too, were electric and he had pushed the wrong button.
�I don�t rightly know, Mister Jack,� she said shortly.
�Ummm. Are we all alone out here?�
�Oh, no, Mister Jack. Me and Bumble stay here.�
�I didn�t mean it that way. I�m speaking of neighbors. I noticed we were away out in the country: how far away is the nearest house?�
Stiffly, �I couldn�t rightly say, Mister Jack.�
Mister Jack decided it was time to change the subject if he desired to keep on the good side of Hilda � which he earnestly wanted to do. Stupidity and cocksureness had got him into this. Brains were needed to get him out.
He cleaned up his plate without pushing the matter further, held out the empty coffee cup for a refill, and asked, �Where�s Betty?�
That was the right button. The electric Hilda smile and personality flooded back over him.
�She went away in the car, Mister Jack. She told me and Bumble to take good care of you. She said to tell you she was coming home pretty soon, maybe by lunch time, and if there was anything you wanted, me and Bumble was to get it for you. She said, if we haven�t got it here, she�d get it in town for you, Mister Jack.�
�Swell. I need a shirt. Size fifteen. Suppose she can manage it?�
�Miss Betty, she can get anything you want, Mister Jack. Anything. Miss Betty, she thinks the world of you.�
�She does?� He rubbed the touchy point of his skull. �She�s an excitable girl, all right. Can I walk around outdoors?�
�Oh, no, Mister Jack! Miss Betty, she said to keep the doors locked so tramps can�t break in.�
He got up from the table, thanked Hilda for the breakfast, and said he�d like to see the rest of the house. Hilda invited him to make himself at home, and said if there was anything he wanted, send Bumble. Send Bumble.
He soon discovered what she had implied. The faithful Bumble dogged his every footstep, grinning at the back of his head as if it were a constant, ludicrous joke. Well, he reflected, perhaps it was.
He inspected the basement first; looked admiringly at the big red pump that sucked up water from the spring, at the hot water heater, at the oil burner which saved Bumble so many hours of labor of shoveling coal and carrying ashes. There was a fruit room well stocked with scores of jars of home-canned food, a barrel of homegrown and hand-wrapped apples, and five cases of beer.
He pulled a bottle out of the uppermost case. It was cool from the temperature of the basement but not cold enough to drink. Suggestively, he turned to Bumble and held out the bottle. Bumble grinned, turned to dash up the stairs, and was back again in seconds with an ice-cold bottle.
Horne accepted it, thanked him, and made as if to offer a bottle to Bumble. The giant Negro made a negative wag of his head, his grin never lessening. Horne replaced the bottle in the case and continued his tour, sipping from the cold bottle. Bumble followed him.
The bungalow had five rooms. Upstairs again, he saw a door leading off the kitchen and guessed it was the bedroom of Hilda and Bumble. He didn�t go in but crossed the kitchen and entered the short corridor. Hilda was making up the bed he had recently climbed out of. She was singing to herself, punctuating the song with gleeful chuckles.
He ignored her and tried another closed door directly opposite the bedroom. It was firmly locked. A Corbin lock, he noted, was set in the door above the regular lock built into the doorknob assembly. Double locked.
The source, he thought to himself, the source, the stockpile, the root of the evil. From that room had undoubtedly come the little red cylinder the size of a quarter and perhaps three or four inches long. There might be more in there. The little red things that had blown a man to hell and made a crater in the street deep enough for a man to walk in.
Betty carried the keys. She would always carry the keys, but not in her purse. Comparatively speaking, that wasn�t a safe place. A purse could be mislaid, lost or stolen. The keys must never be mislaid, lost or stolen. Betty would carry those keys on her person.
The fifth room occupied the entire width of the house in front and was the size of two rooms.
There was a fireplace at one end, flanked by glassed-in bookcases that reached from the floor to the ceiling. Before the fireplace was a long, low divan that seemed to fill that end of the room; it was at least eight feet in length. It faced the fireplace.
He walked to the windows facing the front.
The latticed fence blocked off all sight, entwined as it was with thick greenery, including what seemed to be hundreds upon hundreds of pink and red roses. From somewhere on the other side of that fence, far away and heard very dimly in the airtight house, was the sound of speeding automobiles on a paved highway.
There was also the ever-present dog, glaring at his face. He wished it would go away, or at least turn tail to him.
He inspected the room. Betty was one who liked the best in comfort at home and cared not a whit for formality. The room was a living room, a rumpus and game room, an everything room. One corner contained a small bar. There was a juke box which would play continuously, when switched on, without coins being fed into it. There was a long and sinfully soft studio couch.
He walked to the bookcases to see what she read.
Betty went in heavily for romances, both the pure, and the suggestive volumes. There were a couple of thin books of poetry he recognized. He had their counterparts at home, locked in the chest at the foot of the bed.
Somewhat idly he wondered if Sergeant Wiedenbeck would get around to opening that chest when they started searching for him. His keys were lying on the floor. Yes � the sergeant probably would. The sergeant would see the volumes of poetry and clamp his lips shut. And if he, Horne, were missing long, Wiedenbeck would make the druggist report every sale of the stuff. That... that was an idea.
At random Horne picked up a heavy volume. The title struck him as being ironic: The First Freedom. What was that Betty had harped on? �You�re property. My property.�
She regarded him as so much property, like Hilda, like the house and its electric gadgets, like the dog, like the books! The books... Military Aspects of Atomic Energy, Fission Materials, The Atom As A Weapon...
He stopped reading, stung.
Involuntarily, he glanced at the double-locked door. Bumble had wandered across the room to sit in one of the easy chairs, a picture book in his hands. The beer stood on the end table by the studio couch, forgotten.
Using his index finger, he counted the number of books dealing with atoms and atomic energy. There were fifteen that he recognized, perhaps more that he did not.
Horne�s thoughts spun back to the man he had watched at the bottom of the crater, the man holding the glass box, listening. He had supposed he knew the answer then; in his all-wiseness he thought he saw it all. But now, at the source, with the very obvious screaming at him from the bookshelves about him, he was suddenly a little afraid, unsure of what he had uncovered, afraid he was suddenly a part of it.
He turned on the Negro.
�Bumble � how does she do it?�
Bumble continued looking at the pictures.
�How does she do it?� Horne demanded desperately. �How can it be done on so small a scale? Those things aren�t like pineapples, to toss around or wire under a hood. They�re big! Little parts fit into big parts and pretty soon the last vital part is fitted into place and wham, it goes off. Nobody can reduce those things to red packages carried in a purse! Bumble! How does she do it?�
He raced across the floor.
The Negro looked up and grinned, showed him the picture book he was holding. It was Ripley�s Believe It Or Not.

Ten

He suddenly sensed her intimate, perfumed presence behind him. He didn�t turn. He was seated astraddle a chair by the window in her (his-? their-?) bedroom, exchanging stares with the watchdog.
The room had been filled with the clinging scent of her but this new thing was something fresh, something more personalized. He kept his back to her and looked out across the sun-drenched fields. His chin was in his hands.
She shocked him, twice.
She reached down and tenderly raked her long fingernails the length of his naked spine. And then, while the tingling was playing along his back, she bent over to kiss the back of his neck.
He jumped, upsetting the chair.
Betty screamed in delight. �Sissy!� she taunted.
He put the chair back on its feet and faced her. The wind created by the swift car had blown her auburn hair into a luxurious tangle about her head. The large black pupils were laughing at him deep within the green eyes.
She looked wonderful; wonderful and inviting.
But he said, �You go to hell.� There was no strength behind his words and they both realized it.
She wrinkled her nose. �You�ve been drinking.� Walking to the bedroom door she called into the kitchen, �Hilda! Draw two.� Presently the beaming Hilda appeared in the room with two freshly uncapped bottles of beer.
�We�ll have lunch in half an hour, Hilda.� Betty accepted the bottles and passed one to the detective.
�Yes, Miss Betty.� And she vanished into the kitchen.
Betty started the bottle to her lips, and paused.
�Did you want a glass, Jack?�
�No. You should know I drink from the bottle. And my name isn�t Jack.�
�It is now, Jack.�
He groaned. �We�re back to that again!�
�You aren�t going to be allowed to forget it. Well, what�ve you been doing? I�ve had a busy morning.�
�So have I. Busier than hell. Thinking.�
�Oh? That�s interesting.� She pulled up another chair. �Sit down, be comfortable. Now tell me all about it.�
�I suppose,� he commented dryly, �that that�s an order, too.�
�Oh, don�t be stuffy. Of course it isn�t. But I�d like to know what you�ve been doing. And then I�ll tell you what I�ve been doing.�
�I�ve been thinking.�
�You said that.�
�I�ve been thinking about G-388,017. That�s Channy,� he added in explanation. She nodded, her eyes on his face. He continued. �Channy came upstairs to see me that morning and told me a story about wanting a divorce from his wife. He let me know that she was, uh... entertaining other men, and made it plain that I was to catch her in the act.�
�And you refused.�
�I refused. For what it was worth, I outlined my rather thin code of ethics. I�ve never gone in for that sort of work and I don�t intend to. I told him so. Sitting here, now, I realized that I told him exactly what he wanted to know. He wasn�t married � you said so. There wasn�t any woman for me to frame. He simply wanted to know what kind of a detective I was. Whether I was a straight guy or a louse.�
She nodded. �Don�t stop there.�
�If I turned out to be a louse, he would have looked elsewhere. But because I convinced him I was on the level, he decided on me. He would have come back to see me � shortly. I think there was something he wanted to tell me. I think he was in a jam and wanted my help in getting him out. But first, of course, he had to know if I could help him and keep my mouth shut about it afterwards � not bleed him for money.�
�I follow you. And then�?�
He focused his eyes on her. �I think you killed him because he was going to tell me about you.�
�O-h?� she murmured.
�Yes. And I�m ready to believe most of your story. I�m ready to believe that you � they � Channy and these others � had cooked up a plot to collect on insurance policies. You see, I once called upon a nice old lady who owned a cat and dog hospital. She was a very nice old lady who had never before heard the name Channy, except in the Old Country, of course. I believed her, right up until the moment I left her place.�
�And then...?�
�And then she said to me, �Good-bye, Mr. Horne. I�m sorry I couldn�t be more helpful.��
�Is that unusual?�
�It is,� Horne answered, watching the girl narrowly, �when you have neglected to introduce yourself by name, have never before seen the nice old lady, and yet she knows your name.�
Her face was a mask. She said nothing.
�I�ve come to the conclusion,� Horne continued, watching her, �that someone else besides a redheaded girl has been keeping close tab on me. Someone who knew all about me before I called on her to find out if she knew a man named Channy.�
Betty said slowly, �You gave me a bad time yesterday.�
�I did?�
�You talked to her about a redheaded girl. You identified me. That brought everything to a head � last night.�
Horne sank back in the chair. So there it was.
�Who�s the remaining member?� he asked. �Tell me about Papa.�
She shook her head, avoiding his eyes.
�Where�d you pick up Channy?�
�Draft dodger. Oregon. He... he wanted to marry me. I hated him!�
�A draft dodger? He appeared in Boone in 1940. Frightened early, didn�t he? We hadn�t gone to war, yet. But his recent conduct is quite in character. He sat around for a number of years drawing a nice salary, doing nothing much. But it was something else again when he suddenly faced reality and had to kill someone. He found himself in a very disagreeable mess. Something of the same kind of a mess he ran away from in Oregon.�
�He had no guts,� Betty said disdainfully.
�No, he hadn�t. He visited me, thinking I could get him out of it. Why not? I�m handling the insurance account that is involved here. All he had to do was tip me off to what was coming. I think you killed him to keep him from talking. I think you�ve been lying.�
She sipped the beer and eyed him in amusement.
�You shouldn�t talk like that, Jack. I�m your Betty, remember?�
He didn�t answer that one, hoping the silence would provide the words he couldn�t bring to his lips.
�You are a stupid bunny, Jack. Here you are, face to face with a situation you cannot understand and cannot master. I�ve tried to explain it but you insist I�m lying because that conventional, rutted mind of yours refuses to accept a situation it has never before encountered. Now please believe me: I did not know Channy had been to see you. His death had already been decided before that, to save you for me.
�I decided that, and Papa and the old lady agreed, in payment of the hundred thousand dollars. Incidentally, I saw her this morning. Darling, did I catch hell!�
�So now what happens?� he asked casually.
�I don�t know. We�re waiting for Papa. I�ll... I�ll probably have to make up the difference between the forty-five your company will pay, and the hundred I promised them.�
�How?�
She shrugged. �I don�t know � yet. Perhaps in the other room�� The sentence trailed into nothingness. Horne wondered if he could fish for information about that room.
�What,� he inquired, �would have happened if Channy had told me everything? Before you reached him?�
Betty put down the beer and considered him soberly.
�I shouldn�t have liked that, Jack. You both would have died.�
�I don�t own an automobile,� he pointed out.
�You have a desk.� She paused to consider it. �You pull open the drawers. The lower, right-hand drawer, probably. You sometimes keep whiskey there. That would be awful, Jack!�
He opened his mouth and started to ask, what about a battery, a firing charge? Then closed his mouth abruptly. A small amount of knowledge concerning that bomb was public, but he knew it didn�t operate on the battery principle. And yet, in Channy�s car, it had. Could he be mistaken about the kind of bomb? But there had been the man from Chicago with a Geiger counter. Oh, what the hell. Let Wiedenbeck take care of that.
�What,� he asked, �if it hadn�t been necessary for Channy to die? What was his destined role in this?�
�He was to assume control of the animal hospital when the old lady died. She�s in her sixties.�
�Huh! I�ll bet she didn�t know that.�
�Of course not. Papa told her he was a contact man. Papa wouldn�t mention death to her.�
�Just what is the connection between your father and this woman?�
Betty smiled warmly at him. �It�s romantic. Papa stole her from her husband years ago. They ran away together.�
�And you,� Horne said cautiously, feeling his way, �are an offspring of this... this...� He floundered.
�They�re married!� she flung at him.
�You don�t treat her as a mother.�
Betty shrugged. �I don�t give a tinker�s damn for the old witch. But I like Papa.�
�Where is Papa?� he thrust in quickly.
Her eyes were troubled. �We don�t know. He... he hasn�t been in touch with us for several days.�
�Aren�t you worried? Maybe he took a run-out.�
�Not Papa!� she flared. �Papa wouldn�t do that to me.� She hesitated, then confessed, �The old lady said that, too.�
�Where did all this start? Mind telling me?�
�No, not at all. It�ll never do you any good. We�re going to have fun here!� she added warmly, eyes sparkling at him.
�Don�t change the subject.� He was beginning to have a bright and shining idea. �You�re rather new in this business. You make too many mistakes.�
�I�ve been working for Papa for a couple of years. Since I went over the hill.�
�And that was where?�
�In Riverside, California. She and a veterinarian named Ackerley ran a hospital there.�
�Ackerley is dead,� he said significantly.
She nodded. �He was a good joe until he got suspicious. Papa kept him for a straight front in the hospital.� She held the beer bottle up before her eyes and stared through it at the sunshine filling the window. �Poison, I think. He outgrew his usefulness.�
Horne jumped up.
�Why you cold... cold...�
�You tried to say that before,� she reminded him. �Cold bitch. So what? Sit down.�
He sat down. �And by and by things got hot in California and the outfit moved here. Right?� He questioned her softly. �How many would you say are leaving money to this doggie joint?�
�Two or three, perhaps. Not many. We can�t afford to excite the curiosity of the insurance company. Accidents, you know, bear looking into.�
�Accidents,� he echoed. �With your kind assistance.�
�An automobile smashup here, a kerosene stove explosion there,� she shrugged it away. �And juries still fall for the �I didn�t know it was loaded� gag. Funny thing � most of the boobs didn�t know it was loaded. They fret and stew for weeks and months afterwards, tormenting themselves with that question. How did the bullet get in the gun? And they never find out.�
�Slick,� he said admiringly, in spite of himself. �Damned slick. People are so sure the gun isn�t loaded.�
�I�m pretty good,� she admitted modestly.
�Betty,� he asked quickly, �what happens to the money after it passes into the hospital�s account? Who splits with who?�
She looked at him, interestedly and warmly. �Jack, that�s the first time you�ve called me by name.�
�Never mind that. Answer my question.�
�Go to hell!� she retorted sharply. �Oh, Jack! Don�t make me say things like that. I want to love you.� She stopped, brightened considerably, and dug into her purse. �Look, baby doll. I�ve brought your mail.� She threw three letters at him.
He scooped them up, saw that two were addressed to him at the office and the third was the report he had mailed to the home office last night on the way home.
�Hey!� he exclaimed in surprise and alarm. �I mailed this one. In a street box.�
She grinned in delicious amusement. �I thought you�d take it that way. I have a key, darling. I got it out again.�
�You have a key to a mailbox?�
�I have the key to all the mailboxes. Every letter carrier has one. One key unlocks all the boxes in Boone. It comes in handy.�
He started to remark that was a prison offense, and didn�t, thinking how utterly foolish it would have sounded to her. Instead, he just stared at her.
She waited. �Well, aren�t you going to thank me? I want a kiss.�
He put his index finger to the back of his ear and touched it tenderly.
She jumped up and ran over to him. �I�m sorry, Jack. I really am. I had to do that.� Taking his face in her hands, she softly kissed the spot where she had hit him. He kept his eyes open.
�I was looking over your books,� he said some moments later.
�Were you? Do you like our house?�
�Ever stop to think of the jam you�ll be in if I get out of here?�
�If you get out,� she taunted, smiling.
His jaw stiffened. �Want to make a bet on it?� he asked softly, flexing his cheek muscles.
�Charles Horne! I know that expression! You�re just being stubborn.� She broke off to rummage in the purse, angrily. In her anger she had used his right name. He noted that and wondered about it. She brought a key ring from the depths of the purse and jerked off a single, flat key.
�Here�� she practically threw the key at him. He knew the kind of a key it was. �Take this. That key is to my safety deposit box in the Capitol City National Bank. It�s yours. Yes, I�m giving it to you.�
�But why?�
�Because in that box is everything of value I have, other than what is in this house. No one else can touch it. It�s yours; all yours. It�s yours to keep � if you get out of this house! There, that�s what I think of your wager, Charles Horne!�
�I�m broke,� he answered stupidly. �Stony broke. I can�t bet with you.�
Instantly the burning anger vanished and she was soft with smiles again, running her fingers over his hair.
�Never mind, Jack. The bet still stands. Everything in that deposit box against your nothing. Except what I have of you here now. Put the key in your pocket.�
He hesitated a moment and then pocketed the key.
�I want some shirts,� he said. �And a couple of books of poetry.�
She cocked her head. �Poetry? Like those you�ve been buying?�
�Yeah. And don�t forget the shirts.�
�All right, darling. But I�d rather look at you the way you are. You give me cozy ideas.�
He cast about for a diverting subject. �Who falsified the record concerning Channy�s sick dog?�
�Oh, Jack! Must you always play detective? Relax and enjoy your new home. We�ll have fun here. Isn�t it nice?�
�Swell. Who gummed up the record file?�
She sighed in exasperation. �Oh, very well. Ackerley did it. Channy never had a dog; he was sent into Boone as a sort of advance agent in 1940. Two or three years later he opened the animal hospital for the old lady, who was preparing to leave Riverside. He took out a policy, naming the hospital as his beneficiary.
�Ackerley made out the false card and placed it in the file sometime recently. Before he died, I mean. And don�t think it didn�t foul us up when you discovered it!�
�That,� offered Horne, �must have been the exact reason for placing it there.�
�I wonder why he didn�t trust us?� she asked musingly.
�That�s a good question. After all, you never harmed the old gaffer except to poison him. Why didn�t he?� Horne grimaced. �Let me ask one: why did the old lady call Lainey to examine the files for me?�
�She never suspected a Channy card would be found there, ninny! By not having a Channy as a client, she could disclaim any further interest in him as the man who left her money.�
�She was certainly a good actress,� he admitted grudgingly. �The appearance of the card never fazed her.� He finished the bottle of beer and contemplated the girl. �Speaking of acting: how did you do it?�
�Do what, baby doll?�
�Tail me for a year without my getting wise? I thought I was smart. I hate to admit it, but I�ve never seen you.�
�But of course you have, darling! Dozens of times. Think back. Remember one winter evening in that little restaurant on Indiana Avenue? I dropped my purse and a handful of silver dollars rolled across the floor. You and a couple of other men helped me find them.�
�No, I don�t think � yes I do, too! That was you?�
She grinned delightedly and wrinkled her nose at him.
�But that girl didn�t have red hair. At least, I don�t think she did.�
�No, not showing, she didn�t. But there were other times.�
�Name one � a recent one. This week, for instance.�
�Ummm. Well, going downtown on the streetcar the morning after the explosion, you read the newspaper over my shoulder. And I read one over your shoulder, later, when you were standing by a lamppost on Main Street.�
His jaw slacked. �The girl with the pencil in her hair?�
�The same,� she laughed.
�But she was shorter...�
�For a detective, Jack, you�re awful damned dumb. High heels, no heels, clothing having vertical stripes, or broad checks and plaids, up, down.�
�I�ll never trust a woman again,� he exclaimed.
�You�ll have to trust me, darling. You�re going to live with me for a long time.�
The little sounds Hilda made while setting the table for lunch drifted into the bedroom. Horne held in his hand the three letters Betty had brought him from town.
�I wish to hell,� he said, �that you weren�t so thorough. I wish the boss could have read this.� He held up the one he had mailed the insurance company the previous evening.
Betty shook her head. �He doesn�t need it.�
�How did you get these two?�
�From your office, silly.�
�But how did you get in without anyone seeing you? Doctor Saari��
�I waited until they went down the back stairs.�
�They?�
�The woman and the police sergeant. The one named Wiedenbeck. And then I slipped in and picked them off your desk.�
�Why were they going down the back stairs?� he asked in wonder.
�They intended to question the janitor about your telephone. It seems that it was tapped.�
His face changed. �Oh � they did? And what did they find out? Now don�t disappoint me, snoop. Surely you know that.�
�I do.� Her lips thinned into a line and she shifted in her chair. �He was able to tell them very little. He had been hit on the head. Knocked out, I imagine.�
�That janitor must have been getting close to you,� he snapped at her. �Where did you hide it?�
�Hide what?�
�Your phone. The one you used to listen in on my wire.�
She didn�t answer right away. Instead she settled deeper into the chair and folded her hands in her lap.
�Well?� he demanded.
�Behind the janitor�s supply room,� she said sullenly. �There was a small door opening into the tunnel under the street. All the cables are in there. I had a key...�
�You seem to have a lot of keys to a lot of doors, sweetheart. One of them will get you in trouble, someday. But why did you have to sock the janitor?�
�I had to get out of there in a hell of a hurry. That damned woman doctor told the sergeant your line was tapped. I heard her say so while he was listening on the line. They would have come downstairs and caught me.
�Well, when I crawled out of the tunnel the janitor heard me. He was in his office and mumbled something about rats. You should have seen his eyes pop when he saw me there.�
Horne took hope. The sergeant was on his trail, either before or after Doctor Saari told him about the tapped wire. Trouble was, not even a bloodhound could follow his trail through the rainstorm of the previous evening. Whatever in the world happened to that clumsy shadow that had followed him home? Had the crazy redhead...?
The crazy redhead asked bitingly, �Anything else, Paul Pry?�
�Is he a detective too? Funny name. Never heard of him. When did you tap my wire? I don�t have to ask why.�
�About a week ago. Never had occasion to use it until a few days ago.� She paused once more but he saw there was a further question on her lips. It struggled with the desire to be sullen, to pout. Curiosity won over.
�Jack...� softly. �Jack, what did that woman mean by saying fifty cents was the limit? And you said you�d walk out if it was a penny more?�
He exploded into laughter, reading the poorly concealed jealousy in her words. She was vaguely hurt.
�I�m broke, redhead.�
�Betty,� she corrected.
�Broke, Betty. I told the doctor I�d take her to lunch but made her promise not to spend more than fifty cents. A dollar was all I had.�
�O-h.� She whispered the sound in obvious relief.
He sobered instantly. �Now, Betty! Not the doctor.�
She flashed him a winning smile. �Let�s change the subject, shall we? Aren�t you going to read your mail?�
�Why bother?� He shrugged ironically. �I can�t answer it.� He stuffed the letters in his trouser pocket. �I want a shirt, size fifteen.�
�I�ll get one for you the next time I go to town. The sleeve length is 33 inches.�
�What the hell did you do? Look over my shoulder every time I bought something?�
�Yes, practically. I did pretty well, don�t you think?�
�You forgot the shirt.�
�No, I didn�t.� She giggled. The auburn hair danced. �I deliberately omitted it. I had hoped you wouldn�t mind. The less you wear the better I like it.�
�I... I�m trying to think of an answer for that one. Something about morals.�
�I have none, Jack. Wait until you see what I wear.�
Acutely uncomfortable, he changed the subject.
�Tell me something I already suspect; tell me, just so I can be sure. Did you ever mail an anonymous letter to me? To my office?�
�No.� She searched his face, puzzled. �And that is the truth. Why should I?�
�I didn�t think you did. But someone did. Remember last night when I jolted you by telling you something you didn�t know? Something that, with all your clever prying, you never discovered? Well, I can jolt you again.�
�I�m waiting...�
�All set? Someone mailed me a letter, warning me the telephone was tapped.�
She sucked in her breath, staring at him. He laughed; it gave him a lift having these little victories over her. Abruptly she got out of her chair to pace the floor of the bedroom. He watched her swinging back and forth, his head following the movements of her lithe body. It dawned on him that he had handed her a greater jolt than he suspected. The worry written on her face was genuine; it put furrows in her forehead, pulled down the corners of her eyes.
Stopping before him in mid-stride, she shot her hand out and grasped his shoulder, the skin clenched in her wiry fingers. He tried to squirm out from under them.
�Do you have this letter with you?�
�Nope; left it in the office.�
He was watching her eyes; with his words he saw the pupils suddenly contract into dangerous points. Her hand slipped from his shoulder. Palm open, it hung there in the air before his face, poised for a stinging slap. He tightened his facial muscles and waited for it. His fist was knotted; unashamed, he mentally searched for the soft spot on her stomach that would double her up like a folded sausage.
She must have guessed that. Her hand dropped and she backed away from him.
�Damn you, you stupid fool!� she gritted. �The cops have that letter now!�
He said nothing, watching her warily.
�If you weren�t such a damned sissy you�d lie once in a while � you could be lying about this. But you aren�t. What did that letter say? How was it worded? Where was it mailed? Tell me!� She stepped quickly to the door of the bedroom and screamed a single name, �Bumble!�
�Now hold on!� He was out of his chair. Bumble appeared in the doorway, propelled by Hilda. Their faces were set, lips clenched. Bumble pushed past the redheaded girl and advanced towards him. He sat down quickly before the giant Negro could reach him. �Hold on!� he repeated. �Gimme time to answer, will you?�
Betty reached out to touch the Negro�s arm. Bumble stopped, his strangely colored eyes never leaving the sweating face of the detective.
�What about that letter?� she demanded savagely.
His answer tumbled out in a torrent of words. �There wasn�t anything to it. Honest. Just my telephone number typed on a sheet of paper. My own paper and written on my own typewriter. That�s all. It was mailed in Boone; night before last, I think, and picked up and canceled yesterday morning.�
Her eyes narrowed. �You must have a reason for pinning down the time like that?�
He nodded. �Channy was killed about sundown. I think he mailed me that letter on his way to the drugstore. It was picked up from a street box early the next morning.�
�Channy!�
�Yes. He knew you�d tapped my phone. He came to see me that morning to sound me out, as I�ve explained. He was satisfied with me. You see � he was standing outside my door, playing with his key ring when I first arrived at the office. He must have gone inside, looked around, typed the letter and had just let himself out again when I climbed the stairs. If he hadn�t planned to consult me that morning, he had to stay and bluff it through, then. So that evening he mailed it.�
Betty said hesitantly, �He knew it was tapped.�
Heavy silence enveloped the tableau in the bedroom, the three unfriendly faces studying his. Bumble would move first, he speculated. Bumble would leap for him; the two women would stand aside waiting for Bumble to finish him. One blow from the Negro�s fist and he was done for. He�d have to evade that somehow. He�d have to get to the insane redhead, use her as a shield.
But watch Hilda. She was undoubtedly armed. Somewhere in those voluminous folds of clothing would be a kitchen knife at the very least. Grab the girl � back up against the wall � force Bumble and Hilda into the bathroom; lock them in.
And make a run for the car before the imprisoned pair could batter their way to freedom. He tensed, the thoughts exciting his muscles.
They noted that.
Betty broke the tension in the room. She walked in front of the Negro and shoved on his chest. He backed towards the door.
�Are you going to behave, Jack?�
�I haven�t misbehaved,� he pointed out coldly. �You started this ruckus.�
Her eyes dropped. �I did, and I�m sorry. I apologize, Jack. Shall we forget it?�
He shrugged as though to suggest the occurrence were an everyday affair. Betty refused to meet his eyes. She turned to the pair of servants waking in the doorway and dismissed them with a wave of the hand. They returned to the kitchen, Hilda nudging Bumble along.
�Lunch will be ready in a few minutes, Jack.� Her voice sounded strange and strained. She was on the verge of tears. �Please go away. I want to clean up.�
He walked out shutting the bedroom door behind him.
A newspaper she had brought from town caught his eye. He scanned the headlines but there were no new developments there. Nothing had been printed about the men from Chicago or the examination of the crater. The Chief of Police made his usual bluff about an early arrest.
Buried near the bottom of the fifth page, below the daily horoscope, he found news.
The item stated briefly that a man registered at the Warth Hotel as W. Mason Robinson had been found unconscious in his room, apparently the victim of a beating. The man had been in the room for some time. The discovery of a trail of blood up the back stairs had led a bellboy to his door. Police advanced the theory he had met with foul play on the streets but had managed to reach his room before collapsing.
The beating had occurred from twenty-four to thirty-six hours earlier; the man was given an even chance of recovering. Visitors were not permitted at the hospital. That was all.
That was enough, quite enough, Horne reflected.
Robinson had been beaten on the street, all right. The miracle of it was that he had not been beaten to a pulp, that he had possessed the remaining strength and the tremendous will power to return to his hotel room. He must have had a compelling desire to return and hide in his hotel room.
Robinson hadn�t been very well protected, not nearly so well as had Horne in his upstairs office. Robinson had stood in the stairway at the street level and taken a much larger shock of the blast.
�Talk about poetic justice...� Horne murmured. �Any time the redhead wants to apologize for that sock on the head, I�ll tell her where her father is. Any time.�

Eleven

Sergeant Wiedenbeck emerged from the restaurant to blink in the bright sun and pick his teeth with an oversize toothpick. He paused on the sidewalk, glancing idly up and down the street. Someone sitting in a car across the way sounded a horn.
He waited for the traffic lights to change, and ambled across to the parked car.
�Hi�a, doctor,� he greeted Elizabeth Saari.
She pushed open the door nearest him. �Climb in, sergeant. Busy?�
�Nope. Not now. I�m off duty.�
Doctor Saari started the motor and slipped into the stream of traffic.
�Nice afternoon,� she commented pointlessly. �Let�s take a ride.�
�Don�t mind a bit. Not at all.�
The doctor didn�t fool Sergeant Wiedenbeck. Not an iota. Charles Horne had been missing for four days.
Elizabeth Saari drove steadily away from town. Traffic thinned out and she fed gas to the car, sending it speeding towards the city limits. The sergeant said nothing, knowing that her mental state was still wound in the wrong direction.
When at last they were in the open country, driving aimlessly along first one gravel road and then another, he made a few stabs at opening a conversation. He possessed news, what he considered good news, but how Elizabeth might take it was another matter. He decided to save the best for the last, to work up to it gradually.
�The perfessor and his bodyguard went back to Chi,� he said by way of an opening.
She nodded absently, her eyes on the twisting road but not really seeing it. �That lets the government out.�
�I don�t mind telling you,� Wiedenbeck continued, �that I was scared.�
�Weren�t we all? A thing like that � what we thought it might be, at first, was horrible to contemplate. I was too shocked to be frightened, until I knew for sure there were no fatal aftereffects in our patient. The one who was blown through the window, I mean; not the other.�
He nodded and let her ramble on.
�Eventually, I suppose, some perverted science will be able to reduce such a weapon to portable possibilities.� She paused. �By that I mean, someday, whether we like it or not, the thing will become what the hand grenade and such now are � and every hoodlum in the underground will have it.� Elizabeth shuddered. �I don�t think I want to live to see the day.�
�You probably won�t,� he reminded her dryly. �When every gangster in the country can toss an atomized pineapple into a bookie joint or whatever, there will be damned few of us left.�
�But the problem is how to prevent such a thing! Look how near we thought we were to that very thing, some days ago. We can�t just sit around, hoping regulations and laws will protect us. Practically every weapon invented has found its way into a thug�s hand sooner or later. With telling results.�
�I don�t know.� Wiedenbeck hunched down in his seat. �All I know is, this was something else. And I ain�t scared no more.�
�What was it, by the way? What could have caused such a tremendous explosion?� She was trying to shake off her low mood. Wiedenbeck noticed that, and did his best to help.
�Nitrochloride, we think. Damn ticklish stuff. The ignition of the car heated up the oil in it, and bingo!�
She frowned. �Isn�t that unusual?�
�Unusual as ice water in hell! It gives us something solid to chew on. Most of these bomb-tossing thugs use a powder bomb of some sort. During the war the army developed something like this for the commandomen and paratroopers to use. Y�see, with an ordinary bomb planted under the hood you run the risk of only killing the guy in the front seat. With this type, you can bank on getting everybody in the car and the car. It wipes away its own traces.�
She shuddered. �But you found something?�
�We found the unusual force of the explosion, and certain characteristics of the remains. We�ve been checking the army depots. The government man helped us there. I can only imagine one way for a girl to get into an army depot.�
�The WAG?�
�Yeah. And that gives us something more to work on.�
They drove along in silence. The tires made squirting noises in the loose gravel, throwing up small stones to strike the underside of the car. The country air carried the pleasant odor of a hot sun beating down on vast fields of ripe wheat. A small wind, swirling through the fields, caused the wheat to roll and billow like whitecaps approaching a shore line.
�Pretty,� she commented, pointing. �Those trees seem so lonely over there alone.� They left the gravel road and turned onto the highway.
�When I retire,� Wiedenbeck said dreamily, following her finger, �it�s gonna be to a place like that. That one, over there. A fence to keep the rubbernecks away, and roses all over it. See the two chimneys? That means a fireplace as well as a stove. I�ll bet you a drink that house has got an oil burner.�
�What makes you think so?�
�Because it�s modern, that�s why. And there ain�t no ashes scattered along the driveway. Most farmers put ashes there if it ain�t graveled. Tough going in wet weather, y�know.�
She slowed the car. �Would you like to go in and look at it?�
�I would not!� he stated emphatically. �See that dog? That ain�t the kind of dog that welcomes strangers. Keep right on moving.�
The car sped along the highway.

Finally Elizabeth Saari said, �Why don�t you tell me?�
He twisted to look at her. �Tell you what?�
�What you�ve been trying to say for five minutes. You wriggle and squirm like a nervous child. What is it, sergeant?�
�Oh, hell, doctor, I didn�t know it showed.�
�It does. And it concerns Chuck. What is it?�
�Well,� the sergeant began cautiously, �we�ve picked up some news of him. You know that gas station out on the highway the other side of town? The one that has a watermelon stand next to it?�
�Yes, I�ve seen it.�
�Well, they sell dirty books. I mean,� he amended hastily, �they sell these books of risky poetry.�
�Like those belonging to Chuck. And�?�
�A party showed up out there and bought some, yesterday morning.�
�Not Chuck!�
�Not Chuck. A redheaded girl. The same redheaded girl.�
Elizabeth�s startled reaction sent the car careening across the safety line in the center of the highway and quickly back again.
�Hey,� the sergeant cried, �watch it!�
�That means Chuck is with her,� Elizabeth declared.
�Now, hold on. Maybe it does and maybe it don�t. She could be getting them for herself, couldn�t she?�
�Did you follow her? Did you��
He cut in on a string of breathless questions.
�Nope. We didn�t. She got away. That guy at the gas station phoned us as soon as she walked out the door. We had him posted, y�see. But by the time we got a car there, she�d disappeared.�
�But why didn�t he stop her?�
�The damned fool didn�t recognize her. He claimed she didn�t have red hair; he phoned us only because he was supposed to let us know about every sale.�
�A wig!�
�Sure. But the description he gave us fits the redhead. We recognized her. We�ve got a man working there now, and another one in the drugstore. Should have done that in the first place.�
�But if she did buy them for Chuck, that means that...�
�Confidentially, doctor, she did. Because she also tried to get his shirts from the laundry on lower Wilsey Street. The laundryman wouldn�t give them to her. He didn�t know Chuck was missing, of course, but he wouldn�t give the shirts to a stranger. He told Mother Hubbard about it later, and she told us.�
�Chuck must be alive and well!�
�Must be, or he wouldn�t need the shirts. The girl�s next move, of course, would be to buy some. Only,� he added dryly, �there ain�t any to be had at the present time. Not in Boone. We�ve hepped all the clerks, of course. Any time any girl shows up asking for a size fifteen shirt, she�ll be asked to wait while the clerk looks in the stock room.�
�Chuck didn�t voluntarily go with that woman!� she stated heatedly.
�No, I don�t think so, either. Not any more. She must have discovered he was a witness to the killing and came back for him.� The sergeant glanced at her, and continued. �The only thing I don�t understand, the only thing that refuses to fit into a pattern, is why she didn�t kill him on the spot and be done with him.�
Elizabeth winced.
�I�m sorry,� he said, �but that�s it. He is alive and well, else she wouldn�t be trying to get him shirts and books. But why is she keeping him alive?�
Elizabeth gritted, �That... that...�
�The word you�re thinking of,� Wiedenbeck supplied, �is bitch.�
�I was,� she admitted.
�Well, just hold onto your patience, doctor. I have a hunch we�ll know a lot more about her before long. I don�t think that guy standing on the steps beneath Horne�s office was there just to watch a screech bomb.�
�No?�
�No. If you can pull him out of that coma, we�ll know a lot more about that redhead.�
�You mentioned that he checked into the hotel from Indianapolis,� she said then. �Find out anything?�
�Only that he carried a round-trip ticket to and from Chicago. In his brief case. We checked with the railroad and that particular reserved seat was used the day the ticket was issued � the day of the explosion � but no one recalls the description we furnished. The man is probably a private dick; perhaps out of Chicago, or perhaps from California. We�ll find out.�
�Do you suppose he�s trailing the redheaded girl � from California, I mean?�
�We�ll know more about that when you revive the guy. We�ll know a lot about that redhead.�
�I certainly hope so,� she whispered between clenched teeth. �Oh, I hope and pray so!�
The sergeant lit a cigarette and offered her one.
�Take me back to town, will you, doctor? I promised my wife I�d cut the grass this afternoon.�

Twelve

In four days Charles Horne had noticeably aged.
During that brief but hectic time span he had: (a) been outdoors twice for a walk, (b) patted the watchdog once and rubbed its nose once, (c) gotten drunk on his hostess� beer in company with his hostess and while in said state searched her person for a key, (d) been knocked down and almost stomped on by an angry Bumble, (e) spent some restless nights trying to sleep on the floor before the fireplace, (f) begun the manufacture of a dubious bomb, and (g) discovered in a book a method to break out of his prison.
These little adventures didn�t come to him in that precise order. The beer affair had been first. That, and the search for the key; for the circumstances of the first as good as dictated the action of the second.
Horne had been sitting on the studio couch in the living room, staring thoughtfully at the newspaper he had just read and waiting for Betty to appear for lunch. He was hungry and happy for he saw, or thought he saw, the breaks beginning to fall for him instead of against him.
The discovery of Robinson in the hotel would start things moving. And Sergeant Wiedenbeck was the kind of a man to keep things moving with a discovery like Robinson.
Doctor Saari, assuming the police had called her in on the case, would have the man awake and talking in no time. Perhaps they already knew the answers � why not? That newspaper had gone to press at three in the morning and Robinson had evidently been found some hours before that. He had been in the hospital several hours by this time; long enough to get a statement from him and begin working on it.
Horne fought back the silly impulse to glance out the front window with the expectation of seeing a swarm of men already approaching the house. It wouldn�t be that fast.
Instead he jumped to his feet and stared at the sight in the bedroom doorway.
Betty stood there, poised, smiling, anxious.
Horne exclaimed, �Ye gods!�
�Thank you, sir.� she curtsied. �That, I take it, is your quaint way of passing a compliment. Do you like me?�
The auburn-haired girl was wearing a two-piece playsuit. The suit was a dark shade of green with a lustre finish. Each of the two pieces was pornographically brief. At least Horne thought so.
�I haven�t,� he declared, �seen so much bare skin on the beach!�
�Can�t say I didn�t warn you,� she flipped. �It�s from France. I like it. Let�s have lunch.� She extended an arm.
He accepted it gingerly and walked with her to the kitchen. Seating her first, he sat down, avoiding direct stares at the playsuit and avoiding the eyes of both Betty and Hilda.
Still lacking a shirt to wear, he felt extremely conscious of the near-nakedness of the two of them. Betty�s mind, he realized for the thousandth time, rattled along in channels one couldn�t fully approve of. She seemed to deliberately practice the disconcerting habit of embarrassing him at every opportunity. And she thoroughly enjoyed it.
He discovered how hard it was to eat with his eyes on his plate for the entire meal.

Sometime after lunch Betty opened two bottles of beer for a refresher. And that was the beginning of it.
She silently handed him that first bottle while he was standing before the garish juke box in the long living room, arranging for it to play the twelve records without stopping. It was with surprise and wonderment that he looked up suddenly from one end of the studio couch to see why the records had ceased. The twelve platters had run their course and settled back into their respective places. He had no idea what had happened to the time needed to play those twelve records.
Betty�s head rested on a pillow lying in his lap. Her great green eyes were looking upward, watching his face in contented contemplation. Her lips were still.
Horne roused himself from his protracted spell of woolgathering and set the empty beer bottle on the floor. It clinked against another. Glancing down, he discovered seven empty bottles standing there, his and hers stacked together.
�I�m one up on you,� he said stupidly. �Or is it the other way around?�
�I don�t know, darling,� she half said, half whispered. �I don�t care.�
Sinking his chin to his chest he found he could stare down directly into her face. He put a long, cold forefinger on the tip of her nose and wobbled it gently from side to side. �That makes you look like a rabbit,� he informed her. �Only rabbits� noses go up and down, not sideways.�
�I�ll be a sideways rabbit,� she answered dreamily.
�I never seen a red-haired rabbit.�
�I never saw...�
�Huh? Saw what?�
�I never saw a red-haired rabbit.�
�Neither have I.�
He set his empty beer bottle on the floor. It clinked. The clink sounded familiar and he looked to see what caused it. Placing his finger on the rim of each bottle in turn, so as not to count any bottle twice, he tallied up eleven bottles. That couldn�t be right; he must have counted one of them twice. So he turned the first bottle over on its side and counted the evidence again. Correct � there were only ten. Then he discovered that he had forgotten to count the bottle lying on its side.
�Who�s bringing all that beer in here?� he demanded.
�Bumble is. You asked him to.�
�Bumble can�t hear what I say.�
�But darling, you wave bottles at him.�
�Oh.�
�He brought up another case from the basement.�
�I thought I saw somebody lugging cases around out there.� And then a wonderful idea smote him. �We shouldn�t make Bumble work like that.�
�He doesn�t mind.�
�I do. I�ll tell you what we�re going to do. We�re going to put a tub of ice-cold beer right here by the couch. We�ll fill it up with all the ice cubes in the refrigerator. And then Bumble won�t have to wait on us all the time.�
She sat up. �Wonderful!� Calling Hilda, Betty explained what was wanted. Hilda waddled into the kitchen and shortly Bumble returned lugging a galvanized wash tub containing a dozen bottles of beer and the contents of four trays of ice cubes. He set the tub within easy reach of Horne, and went back to the kitchen.
�Now that,� Horne declared, �is more like it. Bumble won�t have to work so hard.�
�I know what,� Betty said breathlessly, �I�ll give them the afternoon off. I�ll send them to town. And then we can be alone.�
�Give them a quarter,� Horne nodded. �Tell them to take in a double feature.� He reached into the tub and opened a bottle of beer. Looking up, he came face to face with a dog.
�Nice pup,� he said, and gave the dog a friendly pat on the top of the head. The dog backed away, growling. Betty returned to her position in his lap.
�It seems to me,� he opined, �I�ve seen that pup somewhere before. Does he live around here?�
�That�s my dog. He stays in the yard.�
�Then what�s he doing in here?�
�Hilda always lets him in when she and Bumble leave,� Betty explained. �He takes care of me.�
�Safety first,� Horne said wisely. He vaguely felt there was some deep sense to her statement, something more to be read into it than appeared on the surface, but at the moment it escaped him. �Safety first,� he repeated. �Nice pup.�
The dog settled down on the opposite side of the tub, watching them. It seemed to Horne that every time he bent over the tub to get another bottle the dog was staring into his eyes in a most curious manner.
�I can�t see from here,� Betty said as if answering him.
�Can�t see what from there?� he prompted.
�How many empty bottles there are.�
He shrugged. �Who cares?�
�You do. You just asked me to count them.�
�Oh.� He leaned over the arm of the couch to count them aloud. To prevent the kind of mistake that had happened before, he again put a bottle over on its side and counted the remainder. When he got back to the original bottle he found there were two, not one, lying down.
�Oh, hell,� he complained. �I�ve lost count.�
�Never mind. There�s more in the basement.�
�I�m a detective,� he stated for no reason at all. It just seemed a good thing to say, a proud thing.
�I like some detectives,� Betty admitted. �I like you.�
�That�s swell. I like you, too. I like your beer. That�s a swell pup. I�m a pretty good detective.�
�I only like good detectives. I don�t like some of them. The kind that get tough and ask stupid questions.�
�I�d better not catch anybody doing that to you. Who did that, anyway?�
�Oh, that was a detective in California. He was stupid. The old lady bashed his head in when he tried to arrest me. He actually wanted to arrest me!�
�Did it hurt?� Horne inquired.
�Did which hurt?�
�The old lady who bashed his head in?�
�Oh, she didn�t really bash his head in. She just thumped him a little. She slipped up behind him when he was trying to arrest me. I was AWOL and he was going to turn me over to the MP. She thumped kind of soft like. But I didn�t like him.�
�I don�t like him either. She must be a nice mother. Why is she named Bridges? Why doesn�t she have the same name as you and your daddy? What is your name?�
�Her name is Bridges because that was the man she was married to when Papa stole her away. It was very romantic.�
�Oh sure, she�s romantic. I met her. She runs a dog hospital. Like that pup there.� He put the remains of his beer in her hand and got himself a fresh bottle. Then he said to the girl, �Your face is too close. I can�t see you very well.�
�Well, sit up, silly. You�re kissing me.�
�Oh. I thought my lips were wet. Excuse it.� He sat up and opened the fresh bottle. �Seems to me I was going to ask you something. Would you like a drink? That wasn�t it.�
�No thanks. I still have one.�
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
�I�m bleeding... I think.�
�That�s my lipstick.�
�Well, look now, I don�t want to be wearing your lipstick. I�ll put it back.� He bent over her face.
�What happened in chapter two?� he asked next.
�What? Well, what happened in chapter one?�
�The old lady bashed his head in and you was AWOL,� he reminded her,
�Oh, that. Just like a story. In chapter two she sent me here to live. That fat man � what was his name? Oh yes, Channy. Thank you, darling. Channy was here. He bought this house for me to live in and gave me the money. I�ve got lots of money, darling. You can have it all, if you like.�
�You�re my pal. I can always use money. Where does Channy get it? Does he print it?�
�Oh, no, silly! That would be dishonest. He goes to Chicago after it. Every month.� Her voice grew weaker.
Horne looked down at her. She was almost asleep. He changed position ever so slowly, jostling her into wakefulness. �Where does he get it in Chicago? That�s a pretty big town. Is Papa in Chicago?�
Betty didn�t answer. Betty was sound asleep.
Easing himself out from under her, he gently let the pillow and her head down on the couch. She didn�t wake up. He stared at her thoughtfully a few moments, rubbed the back of his head, and grinned.
�Any time you think you can drink me under the table, baby,� he muttered half aloud, �you�ve got another guess coming.�
He strode to the kitchen, followed by the dog.
Horne stopped. �I don�t like your face,� he said.
The animal looked up at him with an expression Horne could have sworn was a friendly grin.
�I dislike your face as much as I do like that other face in there. Too bad it isn�t the other way around. I don�t mind putting the screws on a face I don�t like.
�But then I don�t suppose you make mistakes. You have a different kind of intelligence, maybe. Too bad your mistress isn�t as smart as you. She makes mistakes � she made a lot of them. She talks too much. She told me her Papa can get his hands on beneficiary checks as soon as the company mails them. And she doesn�t know where her Papa is now. Take a tip from me, dog face: don�t talk so much!�
The dog responded with a gentle wagging of his tail.
Horne watched it with growing wonder. Experimentally, he addressed a few soft-spoken words to the animal. The tail wagged furiously. Cautiously putting out a hand, he rubbed the wet nose turned up to him. The dog sidled up close and nuzzled his leg. Horne laughed. He found a can of dog food in a cupboard, opened it, and dumped half the contents on the floor. Then he stalked out of the kitchen, leaving the animal gulping down the unexpected meal.
Betty hadn�t moved. She was beginning to snore lightly. He looked at the two brief pieces of the playsuit and wondered if he had best wrap a blanket around her.
�Red-on-the-head,� he said quietly, aloud, �you certainly ruined a good watchdog with that love scene.� Briskly then, he dropped to his knees beside her to search for the key to the locked room.
She didn�t have it.
Puzzled, he sat down beside the beer tub to think it out. Minutes later, when the dog wandered in from the kitchen to have a look at the state of things, Horne had toppled over on the floor asleep. The animal lay down beside him and put their noses together.

�I�ve got a mouthful of buzzing flies,� Horne grumbled. �And some of them sneaked up into my skull.�
Betty laughed gleefully. �You�re getting old, old man. You can�t take it.�
Horne strode back and forth across the green yard, sucking in the fresh, smoke-free air. The new morning�s sun was climbing high in the sky, already sending the heat that would shortly drive them to the shade. Knots of muscles in his arms and legs ached, punishing him for having slept in a twisted position on the floor all night.
The freshly bedecked, fresh-looking girl skipped along beside him, solicitous and derogatory by turns. The dog whose unfaithfulness she had not yet discovered trotted along at her heels. Betty felt wonderful and said so, although there was still a trace of sleep in her eyes.
Seeing the expression on his face, she said she was very sorry about last night.
�But I�ve never had a hang-over in my life,� he complained. �And on beer!�
�You�ve never drunk my beer before,� she taunted.
�Hell, its all beer�� he closed his mouth and stopped dead in his tracks, suspicion striking him. �Now, see here, redhead...�
�Betty,� she corrected.
�Listen, I never in my life got so woozy so fast on beer. And I�ve never had a hang-over. Was there anything wrong with that stuff?�
�I drank it!� She laughed in his face and darted around the corner of the house. He said to hell with her and sat down in the shade. Had she doped the stuff for his benefit? And then fallen into her own trap? She had slept quickly.
The long days were fairly tolerable, do-nothing days. He read, he explored and re-explored the house. He took apart the mechanism of the oil burner and put it back together. He examined the caps of every bottle of beer stored in the basement and found some evidence of tampering. He fixed an ironing cord which had become frayed on the end, causing sparks. He developed a silent comradeship with the giant Negro.
He got along extremely well with his attractive captor only while he was under the influence of her beer, he soon found, and after that memorable afternoon and night he had refused to touch the stuff. So the long period of time they were together was often strained and difficult. She would spend much of the day in town and he liked that best for then he had the house to himself � except for Hilda, Bumble, and Winken, Blinken and Nod. But with the girl gone the remaining three were so unobtrusive it was like having the house all to himself.
The evenings were different and somewhat of a problem to him. In the evening she invariably turned on the heat and usually in some enticing, eye-knocking dress or slacks job. She made futile attempts to start something. He played cards with her (and discovered she cheated by sleight-of-hand), now and then danced with her (but not often because her idea of dancing wasn�t permitted on a dance floor), and once again (but in a very sober state) allowed her to lie on a pillow in his lap.
Such heating attempts ended in a slow burn. With herself as the victim.
Horne frankly asked himself how long he could take it without giving in. She was very feminine, very desirable, and delectable to kiss, as he had discovered. And he was very male and very human. He realized that neither of them would go on making dry runs for any length of time. His conscience held him back: the knowledge that their chosen professions dug a wide, deep gulf between them. For the time being, at least, he couldn�t bring himself to make love to a girl he would throw into jail at the earliest opportunity. The big question mark in his mind was: how long would �the time being� last? He tried hard to confine himself to pecks on the cheek when she demanded good-night kisses.
She was patient; extremely, cleverly patient. She took the attitude that he could get away with it this week, and perhaps next week, but there were months and years to come. He would unbend. She knew men; she knew the power of her body and her clothes. He would unbend.

Horne discovered the dog was let in each night before Hilda and Bumble retired. Horne�s hopes of sleeping on the studio couch were quickly dashed. On his third night in the house, the one following the beer party, he picked up a pillow and blanket from Betty�s bed, stalked past the astonished Betty, and made a bed before the fireplace. The dog flopped in the exact center of the studio couch, eying him.
He put a book beside his pillow, kicked off his slippers and lay down. Betty stood in the bedroom door, dressed in something a brash manufacturer had placed on the market as a sleeping garment, eying him in some consternation.
�Are you going to sleep there?� she demanded.
�I�m going to try. I didn�t have much luck last night.�
�But why don�t you come to bed?� she insisted.
�Because I want to sleep.�
When she slammed the door the vibrations shook the house. He grinned and picked up the book. It was Bumble�s picture book, the anthology of Ripley�s Believe It or Not cartoons. He leafed through it, idly courting sleep. Almost asleep, he turned over a final page and read how a convict had made a bomb by stuffing wet, mashed playing cards into a lead pipe. The convict had blown his way to freedom.

Betty drove away immediately after breakfast and Horne descended to the basement to search for a piece of lead pipe. A wise Bumble � or a wise Betty � had left nothing like a bit of pipe in the way of weapons lying around. So Horne, under the guise of something to do, took apart the oil burner�s innards. He timed it so that Hilda called lunch in the middle of the job. The two of them climbed the stairs, leaving the scattered pieces behind them on the basement floor.
Eating, Horne wondered if it would work. Cellulose was used in the manufacture of playing cards, he knew, and cellulose under the tightly-packed condition mentioned, was probably combustible. What about a fuse? A pipe cleaner might serve. Did he have a pipe cleaner? He did not. Perhaps Betty had thoughtfully provided him with some. If she had, they would be in the dresser drawer she had set aside for his use. But there remained the problem of plugging up the ends. Offhand he�d not seen a sack of cement lying around, and he doubted if a cap from a gas pipe would fit his bit of pipe, even though there were some way he could plug up the gas pipe after stealing two caps.
How about a beer bottle, he said to himself? Or a glass fruit jar with a tight fitting lid? Well � it would require a hell of a lot of mashed, sodden cards to fill a beer bottle or a fruit jar.
After lunch he returned to the basement. With his eye he chose the length of pipe he wanted, felt his pockets for his pipe and tobacco, and a match. He discovered he had no matches and looked expectantly at Bumble. Bumble turned, ran up the stairs and into the kitchen, got a box of matches, and carried them back to Horne. Horne thanked him, lit his pipe, pocketed the matches and slowly put the oil burner together again.
There would be hell to pay if he didn�t find a way to make the bomb work before cold weather set in.
Betty returned from Boone with an earful of news and a paper. She deemed it prudent to remain away from the town for a while inasmuch as almost every good-looking girl on the street was the subject of suspicion. Two men whom the city police had brought in from Chicago to investigate the explosion, she said, had returned home, apparently empty-handed.
Horne looked at her sharply but said nothing.
She went on to describe how plainclothes detectives were watching his office building and particularly his office from across the street. The detectives were stationed in a second-story room and equipped with binoculars. Another was secreted in the basement of the building, watching the tunnel which she had used to tap his telephone wire. She knew that because she had entered the basement of another building a block away and crawled up the tunnel to his building. She also decided not to risk getting his mail from the office. He had some, because she could see it on the desk with her binoculars from the roof of the building across the street.
Horne shook his head in admiration and envy.
�What about me,� he asked. �Surely I�m missed.�
�You certainly are, darling. The police no longer think you just walked away from them � they�re pretty certain I have you. I made a slip.�
�Another slip, you mean. What was it?�
�I left the imprint of my shoe in a patch of dust. Just across the street from your house. The night I collected you I had to knock out a man who was watching your house. He was hiding under a protruding window across the street from you. The rain washed away my footprints in the yard, but I forgot about the dry dust under that window. They found it.�
�I wondered what had happened to that guy. How is Eliz � Doctor Saari taking it?�
�Oh, that woman. She doesn�t seem to be crying about it. She was riding around with a cop this noon.�
When he failed to rise to the bait she informed him that his continued absence was being kept secret from press and public alike, that the police investigation into his whereabouts was strictly off the record. Do you know why, she asked him savagely? He replied that he did not.
�Because those damn fools think they�re fooling me, that�s why! They believe that as long as they can pretend they don�t know you are gone, I�ll fall into their way of thinking and come out in the open. Stupid idiots!�
�What about the old lady? The animal hospital?�
�All�s quiet. Your company hasn�t paid the money yet and the old lady is furious. She demanded I produce the balance � quick. That phony file card didn�t cause the trouble we expected. The police haven�t been back.�
The police won�t go back, Horne thought happily, until Wiedenbeck has a warrant in his hand and evidence in his pocket. Wiedenbeck was no fool. Wouldn�t it be funny, he added to himself as an afterthought, if Wiedenbeck had had the foresight to tap the hospital�s phone?
�How are you going to get the rest of her money?�
The face beneath the attractive red hair turned to look at him. �That�s what the old bitch asked me.�
�What did you tell her?�
�I pointed out,� Betty said evenly, �that if the worst came to the worst, you were insured for about twenty thousand.�
Startled, shocked, Horne jumped to his feet.
�Oh, sit down,� the girl said crossly. �Forget it.�
�Forget it?� But he did sit down. �Forget it, the devil! Do you think I want to wake up some morning with my throat cut? Or maybe poison in my coffee � I haven�t forgotten your beer.�
�Stupid. You�re not using your head.�
He ceased talking to use it. �Well, I�m not leaving my money to your dog hospital.�
She spat out a single, foul word. It was aimed at him and was supposed to describe his habits. He looked at her.
�Jack, I sometimes think you�re one of the dumbest clucks alive. How in the hell you ever managed to make a living as a detective is beyond me. Who you named beneficiary in your policy doesn�t mean a damned thing. We could get the check as soon as the company issued it. But as old lady Bridges pointed out, we couldn�t hope to collect from the same company at almost the same time death benefits on both you and Channy!�
Horne said, oh sure, and wondered where his mind was.
In the next second he knew where it was. It was chasing along the girl�s back trail of conversation, all her conversation since he had first come to know her, and it was picking out unintentional little words and phrases she had said, but should have left unsaid. When his mind stopped its lightning-like chasing from one revealed word to another, he sat up straight and stared at her. The answer startled him.
She had noticed something.
�What�s the matter, Jack?�
�Nothing,� he said evasively, �nothing at all.�
She misread his thoughts. �I�m sorry, darling. I didn�t intend to frighten you � honestly I didn�t. I couldn�t really kill you for money, no more now than before. I love you too much.�
She walked over to him and pulled his head onto her breast. Running her fingers lightly through his hair, she suggested, �Let�s have a party.�
He pulled away to stare into her face, suspiciously.
Betty laughed tenderly. �Oh, no, baby doll. We�ll send to town for something nice. What do you like? Bourbon?�
He said yes, bourbon. And how about a shirt?
�Then we shall have bourbon. Hilda is going into town this afternoon for supplies. We�ll send Bumble with her. Would you like that?�
�That�ll be absolutely swell,� he replied dryly.
Within an hour Hilda and Bumble had departed in the car. And within twenty minutes of their departure, Betty appeared in the bedroom door dressed for the afternoon. Betty knew men quite well and proved it to her own satisfaction once again when Horne�s jaw dropped at her appearance.
She was wearing full cut, dark blue slacks and a light blue turtleneck sweater. There was so much of her covered up that Horne couldn�t help but make the intended comparison with the girl who had been scantily dressed for the past several days. The hide and seek game.
For a second time her head lay on a pillow in his lap.
�Happy?� she asked him.
�I suppose so. Sometimes.�
He caught himself absently tracing with his finger the cut of a previous dress she had worn. He put his hand in his pocket quickly but the mark his finger had made across the face of the sweater remained for several seconds.
Betty smiled tantalizingly into his face.

Charles Horne awoke to someone pounding on a door.
He raised his head groggily, not quite awake. Darkness had fallen outside. Betty was walking across the room towards the kitchen. The dog was trotting along behind her, tail wagging. Horne shook his head to clear away the cobwebs and sat up.
The pounding on the kitchen door continued.
�Who is it?� he asked.
�It must be Hilda and Bumble.�
Abruptly then, Horne was on his feet, following the girl. Hilda and Bumble had keys, they didn�t need to knock. But the dog was showing no alarm. Horne stopped in the kitchen to watch Betty unlock the door. The dog sat down beside her.
Bumble rushed past Betty when the door swung open, almost stumbled over the dog in his eagerness to get in. Hate and savage intentness were stamped on the giant�s face. He ran at Horne.
Betty screamed and caught at Bumble�s back-thrust arm. She missed. Horne dodged the blow and tried to run.
A second blow caught him on the side of the head.
Betty hit Bumble on the chest as the enraged Negro was preparing to jump on the body he had knocked to the floor.
�Bumble! Stop it!� Her doubled-up fists beat on his chest. �Stop it.� He backed across the floor, sweating and shivering under the excitement. Betty�s hands pushed him against a kitchen wall. �Now what�s this all about?� she demanded.
Bumble looked at her mutely.
She held her hands out towards him, cupped palms upward. �Explain. Give.�
Bumble pointed at his shirt and at the body of Horne on the floor. He shook his fists wildly, grimacing. One bronzed finger leaped to his heart and he traced the outline of a five-pointed star, and then swung an imaginary nightstick. Reaching into his rear pocket, he pretended he brought out something, and seizing Betty�s wrists, made a show of clamping handcuffs on her. He pointed at the room he and Hilda had occupied, at his own shirt, and at Horne�s bare chest. He fairly danced with seething excitement.
Betty exploded. �They arrested Hilda � arrested her when she tried to buy a shirt for � for that sonofabitch!� She rammed a stiff little finger into Bumble�s shoulder. �How did you get away?�
He stared at her, unspeaking. She lifted her hands and grasped an imaginary steering wheel, watching him.
He nodded and ran to the door. The Buick coupe was in the drive. He reached into his pocket, took out a nickel, pretended he was inserting it in a slot and turning a handle. Then he folded his arms, waiting. In a few seconds he again made a star on his chest and started through the whole routine again.
�Never mind that � come on.� She grabbed the Negro�s hand and started for the door. In the opening she paused, turned to stare at Horne�s outstretched form, and suddenly snapped her fingers at the dog. His ears perked up.
�Watch him!� she commanded.
The dog took a position at Horne�s feet. Betty motioned Bumble outside. She slammed the door behind her. In short seconds the Buick�s motor gunned and the car leaped away.
The dog lay down on the floor, his nose across one trousered leg.

Thirteen

Horne braced his feet wide apart on the dew-covered grass to give him balance and searched the far horizon. A heavy, rich canopy of stars was motionless overhead. There was no moon.
He swung around in a slow arc, blinking away the burning sensation lingering behind his eyes. The merest movement of his mouth was painful. Far to the distant right, beyond the few lonely trees, a red haze of reflected neon hung low in the dark sky.
Horne re-entered the house, looking for a towel to wipe away the water dripping from his face. There was none in the kitchen so he used an apron. His drippings and splashing had left a trail across the kitchen floor from the sink to the open door, and a few moments later, from the door to the hook where he found the apron hanging.
Betty and Bumble were gone. He and the dog were in complete possession of the house.
Where along that road between the house and the city jail, he wondered, was the Buick which would be eating the miles? How much of a head start did they have?
He again passed the apron across his face and stared around him. Either drops of water remained in the corners of his eyes, or he was still suffering from the effect of the blow. The light hanging in the center of the ceiling had a curious rainbow aura about it.
Horne noticed the watchdog placidly lying at his feet, stared back at the open kitchen door and acidly remembered the bomb on which he had been laboring. The thought jerked his head up and his eyes focused on the closed door down the corridor. He strode towards it.
The door was locked.
Putting his hands on the wall behind him, he lifted a foot and delivered a mighty kick. The reaction only hurt his jaw. Horne whirled to enter Betty�s bedroom.
After a while the dog strolled in from the kitchen to see the cause of the racket. Each of the drawers from the dressing table and a chest of drawers had been pulled out and dumped upside down. The contents littered the floor. Horne was pawing among the debris. The dog sniffed at the piles of belongings once or twice and dropped onto the tiny throw rug to watch the man.
After twenty minutes the man gave it up.
Dismissing the remaining rooms as unworthy of search, he exited by the kitchen door and ran across the yard to the garage. He flicked a light switch just inside the wide doors. The garage contained the usual paraphernalia to service an automobile. There was also a woman�s bicycle.
Dubiously, Horne eyed it, and swung around again to gauge the distance to where that red haze hung above the horizon. A few minutes� tense silence brought not a single sound from the highway; there wasn�t so much as a hint of a pair of headlights traversing the rolling hills in the distance.
Horne wheeled the bicycle out of the garage.
Winken, Blinken and Nod trotted along beside him as far as the gate opening onto the highway, where he sat down. Horne rode onto the paved road and turned towards the town. The dog watched him out of sight. When all sight and smell and sound of the man had vanished into the night, the dog returned to the house. Pulling open the screen door with his teeth, he entered the kitchen and walked through all the rooms. Finally he jumped onto the studio couch and settled down to sleep.

Charles Horne dropped to his hands and knees in the blackness of the alley and crawled the entire distance between the two streets. When he reached the opposite end of the alley he climbed gingerly to his feet and swore under his breath at the bits of cinders and glass sticking in the palms of his hand. The knee of one trouser leg was ripped open and he felt warm blood on his kneecap.
He had counted up to three hundred and nine while traversing the alley and guessed that was just short of five minutes. All of the blocks in the neighborhood seemed about the same size.
He peered carefully from the mouth of the alley and scanned the street.
Standing there in the concealing darkness he tried to pick out the shapes or movements of the men who should be watching Deebie Bridges� animal hospital, but nothing rewarded him. The hospital was on the other side of the street from where he stood, and a half a block to his left. There were no lights showing and no one on the street.
Cautiously pushing his head around the corner of the building where he was standing, he looked down the street towards the center of town. The street lights revealed no traffic, afoot or automotive. But then, he reflected, that was natural for Boone after midnight.
Several windows in the City Hall, three blocks down that street, were brilliantly lighted. Horne pulled his head in and looked in the opposite direction, away from town. Some nine blocks that way, he knew, was the telephone exchange. It was at the very edge of the residential district and out of sight from where he stood.
Horne grinned in the night. The animal hospital was situated on a crow-line between the City Hall and the telephone exchange. And telephone companies, like crows, realized the economic advantages of laying their wires along the shortest, most direct routes possible.
Horne prowled back along the alley he had just traveled, looking for a likely door. He found it, slightly ajar in its frame, the old-fashioned bar lock loosely holding it shut. He pried the lock open with the deposit box key the redheaded girl had given him.
Easing in, he located the stairway to the basement by the damp odor and slipped down the stairs. In the basement he struck a match and held it aloft. The far wall. Telephone and electric wires came down from the building overhead and dropped through an insulated slot set in the foundation wall. Below the slot was a small iron door opening into the service tunnel. The iron door was secured by a padlock. Horne�s fizzling match died out, leaving him in darkness.
Betty�s gift key would never open that lock.
Horne closed his eyes and searched his memory for what had been revealed in the brief flare of the match. Nothing, he felt sure, that would do him any good. On an impulse, he struck another match and examined the basement room in detail. It contained only broken office furniture and nameless junk. Horne quietly ascended the stairs and left the building.
Again in the alley he walked noiselessly along the building walls until he reached the mouth, to take up a position where he had stood before. There was no noticeable change in the scene.
Betty had an underground entrance into that hospital somewhere. She couldn�t and wouldn�t just walk up to the front or back door and push it open. Especially not these last few days � or nights. Horne eyed the alley mouth across the street, opposite him. It was very near the hospital. On a sudden decision, he whirled about and strode down the alley, back the way he had first come.
A five-block circuitous route brought him into that other alley from the rear. He found himself on the hospital side of the street, facing the position he had just quitted.
He searched again along the opposite side of the dark street, looking for the men that should be there. The row of second-story windows caught his eye. There was no movement behind them and they were as black as the night itself, but there would be the logical place for them to watch. A man in any of those windows commanded the front of the hospital. A man in the windows above him, across the ten or twelve feet of alleyway, would command a side view of the hospital and possibly most of the rear. But the man above him could not see him unless the man put his head out of the window and looked down. And even then the darkness would probably protect him.
But � let him step out of the alley mouth into the street, or let him slip into the fenced-in yard about the hospital, and he was an instant target. From the hospital as well as the second-story windows.
Horne looked down at himself clad only in torn trousers and slippers, and decided that he was pretty easy to identify or describe. Then he edged out of the mouth of the alley onto the sidewalk. Keeping close to the buildings, he sidled towards the animal hospital.
Upstairs, across the street, a yawning patrolman took one look and scooped up a telephone. By the light of a tiny penlight he dialed a number.
�City Hall,� the answering voice said.
�Gimme Wiedenbeck, quick! This is Eisner.�
After a couple of connecting clicks the sergeant came on the wire.
�Sergeant, this is Eisner. There�s a guy out here without any shirt on. He�s limping.�
�Without any � hey! That�s our man, that�s Horne. Hold him!�
�Okay, okay, he�s across the street. He�s � wait a minute, sergeant.�
�What�s wrong?�
�The guy�s breaking into the dog hospital, sergeant. He�s trying to get a window open.�
�Swell! Now listen � hey, don�t hang up!�
�I didn�t, sergeant, but it sounded like you did.�
�Bad connection, I guess. Now listen, wait until the dope gets inside before you move. Then grab your pardner and cover the front and back door. Nobody comes out � and if you have to shoot, aim for the legs. I�ll be there as soon as I can get a warrant out for Horne. That�s excuse enough to get in there.� He banged down the phone.
The patrolman watched Horne disappear through a window.
He smelled dogs. From his position on the floor Horne put out a hand, encountered a table leg or similar prop, and ran his hand up it. Close-woven chicken wire came beneath his searching fingers. He stuck a single finger through a hole in the wire and a small tongue licked it.
Dogs. Apparently an entire row of them, each in separate booths. It struck him as odd that they were so quiet in his unexpected presence. Surely one out of the many would have the instincts of a watchdog.
He hadn�t expected to crawl right into their midst but now that he was here it was unbelievable luck to find them ignoring his presence. If I were a dog, Horne thought in some amusement, I�d sure as hell raise a ruckus if a stranger came crawling through my window. They acted as if they knew who was in the room.
As if they knew who was in the room.
Horne froze in his prone position beneath the pens. There was no sound � yes, there were sounds, small ones. A stirring here and there as some animal shifted position, a tongue somewhere along the line of pens lapping water. And his own labored breathing. He hugged the floor, belly down, and tried to guess where the other person was. The one whom the dogs knew by scent, a familiar scent, and consequently raised no outcry when he had entered.
He wondered if the dogs could see in the dark. If they could they would be following their noses, looking at him or the familiar occupant of the room. Now if he could only see where they were looking � he started to raise himself up and thought the better of it. If he got to his knees he would be silhouetted against the window.
He dropped back to the floor and was dismayed when the sounds of his hands striking the floor sounded like the dropping of a sodden rag.
The soft yet satiric voice said above him, �Get up off the floor, baby doll.�
�I like it here,� he ground out stubbornly.
She kicked him viciously in the ribs. �Get up!�
He winced and climbed to his feet. She was behind him. He sensed the familiar perfume. She placed the point of a knife against his bare back and thrust it in a fraction, puncturing the skin. Horne jumped.
�Hey!� he protested, �you�re hurting��
�Shut up!� she hissed in his ear, �and get moving. That isn�t anything to what you�re going to get now.� Horne moved forward through the darkness.
�I guess the honeymoon is over,� he said slowly.
�You can say that again, you crooked louse. You and your damned shirts! Through that door � hurry. You�ve got the cops down on our necks now.� She gave the knife a vicious push.
He bit his lips to keep from yelling and stumbled through a black doorway into another unlit room. The girl guided him by pushes. They paused, she reached around him to open a door, and they began descending a stairway. When they had reached the bottom someone snapped on a light.
He was in a well-furnished basement room beneath the animal hospital. Bumble and Deebie Bridges stood there, watching him. The hate was still on the Negro�s face. The giant�s fists were clenching and unclenching in an obvious effort to control his anger. Deebie Bridges said nothing. Her face was grim, the long, thin lips tightly closed.
She made a jerking motion with her thumb.
Bumble walked across the room to Horne, picked him up in both hands, and carried him across the floor.
�Now wait a minute,� he cried in protest. �What��
Betty struck him savagely across the mouth with the back of her hand. A trickle of blood ran down his chin from a split lip. He struggled in Bumble�s hands and the big man shook him as a terrier shakes a rat.
Deebie Bridges pulled aside a bit of tapestry to reveal the iron door that opened into a tunnel beneath the street. She swung it open. The redheaded girl pulled a chair beneath the opening and climbed in. When her feet disappeared from view the Negro tossed Horne into the opening head first. He threw out his arms to protect himself and his hands struck the feet of the girl ahead of him. She kicked back at him.
Behind him, Bumble crawled into the tunnel. The iron door clanged shut and all was silence. There was a strong odor of shoe polish in the air.

Sergeant Wiedenbeck sat on the running board of the patrol car parked in front of the animal hospital and watched the lights inside go out one by one. Deebie Bridges padded across a room in her night robe, in full view of the window, and switched out a light the searching police had left burning. Finally there was darkness in all but the rear bedroom where Deebie Bridges slept.
Wiedenbeck moved to the corner of the building and contemplated the light. In three or four minutes it too winked out. He returned to his former position on the running board.
The useless warrant rustled between his fingers.
�The old lady,� he said bitterly in the semidarkness, �wasn�t kidding us. She�ll raise hell about this in the morning.�
One of the patrolmen in the silent group about him raised his voice. He spoke with a belligerent surety.
�Sergeant, I saw that guy crawl in that window.�
Wiedenbeck stared at the man in thoughtful silence. A taxicab crawled along the street behind them, the cab driver flashing a light at the row of houses, seeking a number. Two people were in the back seat. They all stared curiously at the knot of policemen as the cab drove by.
The cab finally stopped at a small house down near the far corner. The passengers got out, paid off the driver, and walked up to the door of the house, craning to look over their shoulders at the police. Someone opened the house with a key, they entered, and shortly several lights went on inside the place. The cab drove away. The street was quiet again.
Wiedenbeck stood up and sighed.
�I don�t doubt your word, Eisner. But he�s not in there now. Let�s break this up. You and Dick beat it back to your posts. Stay there until I send someone out to relieve you in the morning. We�ll go back downtown. Come on, boys, break it up.�
He climbed into the patrol car. Two or three others settled themselves in the rear seat. The car made a quick U-turn in the middle of the block and headed for the City Hall. No one said anything.
It was some twenty minutes before the phone rang at his desk.
He picked it up. �Wiedenbeck speaking.�
�Sergeant, this is Eisner. I��
�Did Horne show?� the sergeant cut in quickly.
�No, sergeant. This ain�t got nothing to do with Horne. I just wanted to tell you all the lights are out, out here. The street lights and everything.�
Wiedenbeck controlled his voice. �Why tell me?�
�No reason, sergeant, no good reason. It was just curious, that�s all. I could see the street light from this window. It sort of dimmed down for several seconds, and then it went out. I looked out the window and all the street lights are out. Remember those people that drove up in the taxi? All their lights are out, too.�
�Oh hell, maybe they went to bed.�
�Don�t think so, sergeant. Just for luck I tried the ceiling light in this room. It don�t work, either. You might let the light department know about it.�
�All right. Keep your eyes open.�
Wiedenbeck hung up, waited a moment, and dialed the superintendent�s office at the municipal power house. In a few brief words he identified himself and said he had received a report the lights were dead on Mulberry Street, south of Main.
�Tell me something I don�t know!� that worthy complained. �Our circuit-breakers damned near jumped off the wall. The short is still there, too, �cause the breakers won�t hold.�
�All right, all right. I just thought I�d tell you. I�ve got my own troubles.�
�You haven�t got anything, brother!� the superintendent disclaimed. �Me, I�ve got �em. I�ve got to drag men out of bed. I�ve got to check every damned sewer and tunnel in that area. The short is still there.�
The sergeant leaned forward. �What sewers and tunnels?�
�What sewers and tunnels, he says. Say brother, where was you when the WPA put them in? Where�d you think all those power lines went to when we took �em off the poles? Under the streets, of course.�
Wiedenbeck hung up and stared at his fingers. The warrant for the arrest of Charles Horne lay folded on the desk before him. Dumb � just plain dumb, that was the name for Wiedenbeck. Four or five days ago he and Elizabeth Saari had discovered the assaulted janitor in the basement of Horne�s office building. The tunnel service door had been standing open. And he had thought the red-haired girl had opened it merely to tap Horne�s telephone!
Of course Charles Horne had entered that dog hospital less than an hour ago. And of course he couldn�t be found when his men had searched the place.
Wiedenbeck picked up the phone and dialed. Elizabeth Saari answered. Without explanation, the sergeant asked the doctor to meet him at the City Hall as soon as possible. Prepared for business. Dr. Saari said, certainly, sergeant, and hung up. And then he dialed another number.
A voice answered, �Boone Ambulance Service.�
�This is Wiedenbeck, police department. Go to Mulberry Street just south of Main. In a few minutes there�ll be some repair crews there, hunting a power failure. Stick with them. When they find the trouble, you�ll find a body. What�s that? Yeah � electrocution.�
He put down the phone and sat back in his chair to await the arrival of Dr. Saari.

Horne�s knees were hurting.
It was extremely difficult maintaining the pace set by the girl ahead of him but every time he dropped back the Negro viciously shoved him forward. The tunnel was low and he kept banging his head against the wires and insulated holders fastened a few inches above him.
The sharp odor of shoe polish continued strong in his nostrils.
He had given up the idea of counting to determine the distance they had traveled on hands and knees. Somewhere after the first thousand � possibly fifteen minutes � he became entangled in his own calculations and quit. They had made three turns along their route but he realized those turns weren�t necessarily at street corners overhead. He was lost after the second turn.
Surprisingly, at his request, the girl stopped to rest. There was no room in the tunnel to sit up so the three of them stretched out, head to toe.
Lying there in the confining darkness, Horne reached out a tentative hand to explore the wires just above him. There were two kinds. His fumbling fingers found two twisted cords braided about each other which were telephone lines, and a more solid, single wire. That would be the power line. The power line was thick and heavy, denoting high voltage, and there were many of them. He found time to be thankful he didn�t suffer from claustrophobia. How far were they beneath the street? Eight feet? Ten? The tunnel was like an eternal, never-ending tomb.
The redheaded girl rolled over, kicked his outstretched hand, and said �Come on, stupid.�
Behind him, Bumble had hold of his shoe in the blackness. Horne got to his aching knees and heard the Negro do likewise.
�Mind telling me where we�re going?� he asked.
�None of your damned business, Paul Pry. Your time is just about up.�
�I�m your sweetheart,� he said mockingly. �Remember?�
Her only answer was a quick, back-flung kick with her shoe. He sensed rather than saw it coming and tried to dodge. The heel of her shoe scraped his face, bringing blood.
�Baby doll!� he bit out sarcastically.
She stopped dead on the spot.
Horne tried to stop when he felt her nearness but the oncoming Negro crashed into him from behind, pitching his body forward onto her. She screamed and rolled to face him. Beneath his fingers he felt the sweater and slacks she had been wearing when last they had been together. One outflung hand landed in her face. She opened her mouth and bit down hard on his thumb.
Horne screamed in pain and tried to scuttle away.
Powerful hands grabbed his ankles from behind and hauled him backward. Frantically he tried to hang onto the girl�s struggling body. His fingers found a hold on her belt and curled around it. He didn�t remember the knife she carried until it came down in a sweeping arc past his ear and buried itself in his left shoulder. The blade bit deep, leaving him gasping with a burning pain.
His grip on the belt loosened. The strong pull from behind tore him loose from her and he was hurtled backwards, underneath the crouching body of the colored giant. Bumble clambered over Horne�s prostrate form in his eagerness to reach the girl.
Bumble lacked speech and hearing. He knew only that Horne and the girl had been fighting. He wanted to reach the girl in the quickest possible time; Horne could be taken care of afterwards. Getting past the outstretched body of the detective, Bumble scrambled up the tunnel.
Betty heard him coming in the blackness.
She screamed and drove the knife forward in a slashing blow at the Negro�s chest. Horne lay still listening to the struggle, realizing what was happening. The pain in his shoulder all but robbed him of consciousness.
Bumble reached across the fighting girl and grasped the wrist that held the knife poised for another blow. He bent the arm back and up, trying desperately to keep the girl from striking him again before she learned who he was. Panic-stricken, the girl could not notice the difference between the two men.
Bumble sent the knife hand up with a powerful thrust. The now-bloodied blade sliced through the insulation about the wire as if it had been butter. Before Bumble could stop the thrust, the knife had cut through three power lines.
After several seconds the circuit breakers in the powerhouse deadened the affected lines.

A repairman lifted the manhole cover in the middle of the street, flashed his light about in the opening, found the rungs set in the side of the well, and clambered down.
He stopped when he reached the bottom and smelled the air. The repairman stooped, flashed the light along one tunnel, saw nothing amiss, and turned to inspect a second.
Quickly he climbed the rungs to the street and sent a piercing whistle towards a knot of men some distance down the block. Faces whirled towards him. Someone on the service truck put a spotlight on him.
�Here they are!� he shouted shrilly. �Three of them!� And then he stumbled to the curb and was sick.

Fourteen

The detective lay stiffly quiet in the hospital bed, wondering how long it would take the stranger�s creeping, bandaged hand to reach the heavy water pitcher. Across the darkened room Horne could see that the fingers of that hand rested on the edge of the white-topped table beside the man�s bed.
The man�s strength had been surprising, the aim not so good. Horne nursed an aching bruise on his ribs instead of his head, where some twenty minutes ago a water tumbler had come flying across the hospital room to jar him into wakefulness.
He had one advantage over the stranger; his bed was in the corner nearest the door and thus in comparative darkness. The faint light coming through the glazed transom above the door reflected in the glaring, unwinking eyes of the man in the opposite bed. Horne had been watching those eyes and he couldn�t remember them winking once in the last twenty minutes.
He clutched the water glass in tight fingers and listened to the sounds of the hospital at night. There weren�t many. Somewhere near at hand a refrigerator was humming and on the floor below a woman was moaning with periodic regularity. He could hear no low conversations, no movement or the tiny rustling of papers which were the telltale sounds of a night nurse on duty somewhere nearby. He could hear nothing at all that gave any evidence of life in the corridor outside the nearly-closed door.
The stranger�s palm rested, quivering in excitement and ebbing strength, on the edge of the white table.
Above the man�s head, draped over the metal frame of the bed and dropping down under the pillow hung a long rubber cord that ended in a push button. Horne followed it with his eyes. It was the only call signal in the two-bed room, given by right of prior occupation to the white-swathed figure in the other bed.
�Betty�s dead,� Horne whispered piercingly across the room. �The redhead�s dead, deader than hell. Bumble killed her. They�re both dead.�
The fingers of that resting palm stirred into quick motion and began their slow, tortured crawl across the top of the table. In the deadened silence that followed his words Horne heard the tinny sounds of the fingernails striking the table�s metal surface. The maniacal eyes, not quite completely hidden under the bandages cloaking the face, only glared on. There was no answering flicker of emotion, no indication that the stranger had heard. Only the movement of his hand.
Horne held tightly to the water tumbler against his chest and watched the progress of that hand.
�They�ve got Deebie Bridges in jail,� he taunted. �Hilda�s there, too. They picked up Hilda yesterday.�
He waited a few moments, not really expecting the other to answer him.
�Hilda made a mistake. She thought she was doing a favor. She came into town and tried to buy me a shirt. They got her.�
He didn�t see the lips move; he couldn�t, covered as they were. But he heard the word hurled at him.
�Sure,� he whispered with humorous indifference, pleased that he had drawn a reply. �That�s me all over. My father was, too. So now Betty�s dead, and Bumble�s dead, and that fat slob Channy�s dead. And they�ve got Deebie Bridges and Hilda in jail. That leaves only you, doesn�t it? Just you, all alone, and no one to do your dirty work for you.�
He stopped as the hand reached the side of the pitcher. In his own silence he heard the fingernails tap the glass.
�The cops are sweating Deebie and Hilda by now. The cops are going to get the answers. All the answers. Have you ever heard of a cop we have here called Wiedenbeck? He�ll get the answers. And then he�ll get you!�
The bandaged hand reached up and grasped the handle of the pitcher. It began to slide across the table, moving faster now for the stranger had only to hold tightly to the pitcher and let his arm fall back to the bed.
�They found the wire Betty used to tap the City Hall telephone line,� Horne taunted, egging the man on, hoping to defeat his purpose by making him throw the pitcher before he had really gathered his strength. �Betty smeared black shoe polish on it, tried to make it seem old and dirty like the other wires. Betty made a lot of mistakes. She talked too much when she thought she had me bottled up. She told me who you were, although she never realized it. Too bad she�s dead; she�d get a kick out of seeing us here together.�
The pitcher and the hand that held it rested on the bed beside the heavily breathing convalescent.
�Your curiosity was the end of you,� Horne drove on, unconsciously raising his voice above the hoarse whisper he had been using. �You had to stick around to see the explosion, didn�t you? But you weren�t as dumb as I was � you knew it wasn�t a screech bomb. You stuck around to see what kind of a job she would do and she blasted hell out of you! Wiedenbeck told me in the ambulance a while ago that she used nitrochloride; you didn�t know that, or you wouldn�t have been standing down on my front steps watching.
�Money hungry, that�s what was eating you. But it�s all over now. Betty�s dead; Betty was a helluva swell girl, but she�s dead. Do you know how she died? Bumble electrocuted her, down in the tunnel under the street. He sliced a knife right through a high tension wire. Electrocuted. That�s what will happen to you. They electrocute them in Illinois. You should have stayed in California. Gas doesn�t hurt so much.�
Why didn�t he make an effort to raise the pitcher?
Abruptly, Horne saw why. He wasn�t going to throw the pitcher from across the room; his aim was faulty and he knew it. The man swung his legs to the floor.
The detective tensed his body and worked an arm free of the sheets. He watched the other put his feet to the floor, shifting his weight to his legs and testing them. The man clutched the side of his bed, holding himself upright until the nausea left him. Then he put out a tentative foot, loosening his hold on the bed, paused a moment to see if he could stand upright. It seemed to satisfy him. He took a step, and another, and then a third. The pitcher in his hand began to swing to and fro like a pendulum.
Horne kicked back the sheets and waited. Neither of them uttered a word; their glances locked and held. The hidden refrigerator somewhere nearby shut itself off and ran down into silence. From the corner of his eye, Horne watched the swinging pitcher.
He guessed the other�s plan of action.
The girl�s father lacked the strength to raise the pitcher above his head, lacked the strength to bring it crashing down on Horne�s face in a lethal blow. Instead he was swinging it back and forth, gathering momentum, and at the right moment when he stood beside the detective�s bed he would allow the momentum to swing the heavy pitcher up and around in a complete arc, smashing it down on Horne.
The man was but a few feet distant. The pitcher swung far back and started up the arc like a railroader�s high, wide highball. Horne swung around on his bed, pivoting on his backsides and lashed out with both feet in the other�s unprotected stomach.
Abruptly the arcing pitcher faltered, dropped in a glancing blow to strike the side of the bed. It slipped from the twitching fingers and crashed to the floor, the sound of the shattering ringing like a small bomb in the night stillness. The upsetting of a chair in the corridor echoed the crash.
The swathed figure bent half double over Horne�s bed, his hands clutching his stomach. Horne hit him in the unseen face.
A uniformed policeman burst through the door, saw Horne sitting up, doing nothing, and an empty bed beyond him.
�Hey! What the hell�s going on here?�
A night nurse shouldered past the policeman and switched on the lights.
�Meet my boss,� Horne said, jerking a thumb downward. �He had a pretty daughter who gave him away.�
The patrolman picked the man up off the floor and stretched him out on his own bed. The nurse had her hand on the pulse of the faintly twitching wrist, counting and waiting.
�Are you crazy?� the patrolman demanded. �That guy is Robinson, a private dick.�
�You�re crazy,� Horne contradicted him flatly. �That guy happens to be E. E. Everetts, my boss. Or should I say my ex-boss. You�d better call Wiedenbeck.�

Charles Horne, wedged tightly in the seat between Sergeant Wiedenbeck and Elizabeth Saari, fumbled in his coat pocket for a package of cigarettes, extracted and lit two, passing one of them to the woman driving.
Elizabeth said, �Thanks, Chuck.�
�If you,� he turned to the sergeant, �want one, light it yourself. You might not like my breath. Have you got the papers?�
�Oh, for crying out loud! Will you shut up about those papers? Yes, I�ve got the papers. This is four times I�ve told you yes, I�ve got the papers. And we�ll pick up the rest of them in Capitol City. Now stop asking.� He lit a cigarette for himself and looked out the window at the wheat fields skimming the highway.
Horne delved into his pocket again and brought out a shiny, flat key. The key Betty had given him to the bank vault.
�It�s mine, all mine,� he said wonderingly. �She gave it to me.�
�Among other things,� Wiedenbeck reminded him softly. �Among many other wonderful things.�
Horne ignored the irony in his words. �I wonder if the new supervisor will let me pad the expense account?� he asked musingly. �Everetts never let me get away with it. Can you imagine that! The tight old sonofa�� he broke off, glanced at the doctor, and tried to finish lamely, �Well, he wouldn�t, and all the time he was milking �em dry.�
�Narrow minds operate in that way,� Dr. Saari answered. �They�ve been doing it since the world was young and will continue doing it until the last man has left the earth. The big frog in the little puddle can do no wrong; he makes his own rules of conduct for himself but expects his inferiors to remain in their proper places.�
�But they usually get caught,� Wiedenbeck pointed out. �Not all of them � some of the little ones and some of the big ones hole up somewhere across the world and die natural deaths. But mostly we catch up with them, somehow, somewhere. They forget the rest of the world isn�t living by their rules of right and wrong, and they stumble.�
Dr. Saari steered the car around a broad curve and the outskirts of Capitol City loomed in the near distance.
�The redhead gave her old man away,� Horne put in. �Accidentally betrayed him several times. She once told me, after giving me a letter I had mailed to Everetts, that he �didn�t need it now,� or words to that effect. Which meant that he already knew what was in it, or that she would tell him what had happened and my letter would be redundant. When I saw the newspaper piece about �Robinson� being found in the hotel, and Betty told me her father was unaccountably missing, and I recalled how I had been unable to reach Everetts by phone in Chicago, I began working by guesswork. Channy made regular trips to Chicago for money � got it from Everetts. Everetts had only to okay beneficiary checks from his company and keep them � or mail them to Betty, or Deebie Bridges, or whatever. Betty gave away that scheme, too.�
�I thought you were talking through your hat,� the sergeant admitted, �until I checked with the insurance company and found that Everetts had been transferred from Sacramento to Chicago within a year after the Bridges woman opened that hospital here.� He frowned at the buildings springing up around them. �The judge issued orders for the exhumation of Ackerley�s body, this morning. About that poison business.�
�I sometimes think,� Horne said wearily, �that I�ll give up all this prying into crime and find me a good, stodgy job somewhere else. A job where the nearest I can come to murder is to read about it in the papers. And then I�ll have time to finish my book.�
Elizabeth Saari grinned lightly. The police sergeant said, �What book? Risky poetry?�
�Of course not!� Horne countered. �Em writing a book on Lost Atlantis. Em going to be an authority on the subject.�
�At the moment,� Wiedenbeck said, �let�s hope you haven�t lost that key. I want to know what�s in that safety deposit box.�
In something less than forty-five minutes the sergeant found out. The Capitol City police had the court order awaiting them, and in company with a fidgeting bank official, plus members of the local police, Horne inserted the flat key in the box, twisted it, and pulled out the long, thin drawer.
When he had it in his hands he grinned at Wiedenbeck and asked, �Were you wondering if it would blow up, too?�
�Hell, no, it never entered my head!�
�It entered mine. But I didn�t think it likely. Look.�
In spite of himself Wiedenbeck jumped. The drawer contained three small red cylinders, harmless looking packages about the size of a roll of quarters and a few inches long. There was also a white envelope, addressed simply, �Darling.�
Being a woman, Dr. Saari saw that first and shot Horne a questioning glance. He shrugged his shoulders and grinned.
�What,� asked the perplexed bank official, �are those red packages?�
Wiedenbeck picked them up carefully. �Nitrochloride,� he answered quietly. �Enough to push a good-sized hole right up through the roof.� The bank official turned and ran.
�What the devil�s the matter with him?� Horne demanded. �The stuff is safe until it�s heated up.�
�Are you,� Wiedenbeck cut in, the words escaping between his teeth, �going to open that envelope or am I going to choke you?�
�Okay, okay.� Horne held it up to the light, glanced at the sergeant oddly, and ripped open one end. Another key fell out into his upturned palm. �Satisfied now?�
�Damn it to hell!� the exasperated sergeant roared, �what�s that one for?�
�This one,� Horne said, weighing it in his palm, �unlocks the one door in the girl�s house I couldn�t get into. It unlocks the room where I thought the bombs were kept.�
�Chuck,� Elizabeth Saari cut in quickly, noting the gathering storm on the sergeant�s face, �we may as well find out the quickest way. Let�s go.�
�Chuck,� she said again, thoughtfully, as she turned the car off the highway into the lane leading to the house, �does there exist the slightest possibility that this key will set off an explosion?�
�There is always a possibility,� he returned, looking out the car window for the dog. �There is always the possibility of anything and everything. But I don�t think so, this time. When she gave me that key she�� he broke off, turned his face to her, turned it away again and went on ��well, let�s say I was her mad pash of the moment. At the time she fancied herself in love with me. I don�t think the key will trip an explosion. Do you see a dog around anywhere?�
�No. I was looking for him, too.�
�You were?�
�Certainly.� She turned to the sergeant. �Recognize the place, sergeant?�
He had his chin in his hand. �Don�t remind me of it,� he growled.
�Say, what goes on here?� Horne demanded.
�I�ll tell you sometime.� She stopped the car. �Get out, and get this over with.�
The three of them walked into the house.
�Where did you sleep?� Elizabeth Saari asked without expression.
�I was expecting that,� Horne chuckled.
�Where?� she repeated.
�In there,� he said, waving his hand at the living room. The fingers of his other hand fished in a pocket for the key. �The dog and I slept in there. I slept on the floor.�
She walked to the open bedroom door and looked in. Behind her back Wiedenbeck caught Horne�s glance and raised an expressive eyebrow in mute questioning. Horne winked at him. Wiedenbeck jerked his thumb at the lock in exasperation.
Horne inserted the key in the lock, twisted it, felt it give, and pushed. The regular lock below the doorknob still held. Impatiently, Sergeant Wiedenbeck jerked a ring of keys from his pocket, fitted a skeleton key into the second lock and turned it. Horne turned the knob and shoved the door inward.
Behind him, Dr. Saari burst out laughing.
�What,� Wiedenbeck wanted to know, �means that?� He pointed into the room. The room was bare of furniture and drapery. There was only a faded green rug and piled on the rug in a huge mass of metal were thousands upon thousands of silver dollars. It looked as if it had been dumped there by a wheelbarrow.
Round-eyed, Horne explained. �She didn�t trust the government. Betty didn�t trust anyone, much. Paper dollars can become valueless. Silver dollars always have value.� He paused to consider something. �Look, it�s mine, all mine. I wonder how many are there?�
Wiedenbeck advanced into the room and waded into the pile of money. He kicked, flung his legs about, enjoying the sight of the dollars flying about the room.
Elizabeth tapped the detective on the shoulder. He turned from the doorway with a question in his eyes.
�Just what,� she inquired softly, �did that woman mean to you?�
�To me? Nothing. Why, nothing at all!�
She let her eyes rest on the money and then on his face. The unspoken suggestion was eloquent.
�Honest, Elizabeth. She was just a batty doll who thought she owned me.�
�You mentioned,� she went on relentlessly, �a party at which you got drunk and passed out.�
�Oh, that. She doped the beer. She made another mistake. She doped it with an aphrodisiac.�
The girl�s eyes grew wide in startled wonder.
�You get the idea, doctor? That stuff mixed with beer put me to sleep. Honest.�
�Hey, look,� Wiedenbeck broke in on them, emerging from the room. �Look what I found. A dollar minted the same year I was born. Do you mind if I keep it, Horne?�
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