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Аннотация
She was haunted by the fear that somebody was trying to kill her � and then one day she suddenly vanished...
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Chapter I

The telegram arrived on Friday, posing a blunt question:
IS LISA THERE?

There was a Clearview number for me to call, and while I was waiting for the connection my mind went back to when I�d met Lisa. I�d been about ready for release from an army hospital, not caring much whether I lived or died. Then Lisa had given my life back to me.
She was tall, slender, dark-haired, with a strange kind of beauty. Her eyes never completely lost that haunted expression. It was as if a restlessness inside of her kept prodding her toward something she couldn�t name or would ever find.
I�d never brought myself to speak of marriage to Lisa. As I came to know her, I sensed that she had joined the nurses� corps because the agony of war had made a deep and indelible mark on her. From unguarded remarks I gathered that she came of a family that counted its coin in six figures or better, while I was a hack reporter in civilian life, a lug. Yet right then I�d needed the fire and warmth of her. She�d sensed that as if it were her duty to get me again interested in living. Yet the way she responded could not have been motivated by duty alone.
When we�d gone our separate ways, we�d written occasionally � a letter, a post card, greetings at Christmas and Easter, some trifling gift to her on her birthday.
A nasal voice answered from Clearview. �Ollie Gardiner speaking.�
He was her fianc�. Her last card had informed me of her engagement. It had given me a case of the blues that had drifted me into a bar where I began to wonder, after the third or fourth bourbon, if maybe I hadn�t been a fool after all.
Gardiner kept right on talking in a voice like steam bubbling through mud, �You�re Steve Holloway? You got my wire?�
�Yes. But what makes you think Lisa might be here?�
�Isn�t she?� he said, a nasty suspicion in his voice. Something told me I was going to be very allergic to this Gardiner character. �She disappeared two weeks ago. She often rambled off for a day or two at a time. At first I figured this was just another of her moody streaks.�
Moody. So Gardiner interpreted her that way. But the word didn�t fit her. He�d interpreted as moodiness her reaction to life, her attempt to find a meaning somewhere for her existence.

I got the impression he was sweating during his pause. I was sweating a little myself. Two weeks.
�We couldn�t turn up a trace of her,� he said. �And then I thought of you. She was found of you once. I know you wrote occasionally � until I flatly told her the practice must stop.�
�You can rest your mind easy on that,� I said. �She hasn�t written recently, and no kind of impulse brought her here. Any reason she might have walked out on you?�
My suggestion brought a splutter, a terseness to his voice. �I�m quite sure she�d never take a walk on me, Holloway � unless her thinking got fouled up.� He hesitated, then added, �She hasn�t been exactly well since her mother returned from a European trip ill, and died three weeks ago. Her mother traveled a lot and Lisa was never very close to her, but the death upset Lisa. She imagined someone was trying to kill her. I didn�t know that until her father told me after her disappearance.�
A jolt of sickening fear hit me. Paranoid? Not Lisa, I told myself.
�I�m coming to Clearview,� I said.
�I don�t think that�s quite necessary, Holloway. We are doing everything��
I slammed the receiver down.
I stood there a minute, sorting my thoughts. There�d been nothing on the teletype about her disappearance. Her old man and Gardiner were obviously keeping it quiet. There might be any murder of reasons for their doing that. And maybe some of the reasons weren�t quite kosher.
I called my boss, the ulcerous individual who holds down the city desk on our afternoon daily. It took some talking to convince him our sheet should send a man all the way to Clearview, but I did.
I went back up to my room, threw a few things into a Gladstone, and scrounged in the rear of a bureau drawer for a few of Lisa�s letters. I reread her last post card. Anything between the lines? Maybe. Maybe not. I tossed aside an old birthday greeting and opened an envelope that was postmarked Rogersville, instead of Clearview. The note sounded a little sentimental, as if she�d been spanking a bottle. I wouldn�t recognize her, it had been so many years since I�d seen her, the note read. She was enclosing a snap taken by one of those sidewalk photographers that catch you in action.
I looked at the print. It was fuzzy, crowded with people on the sidewalk. A woman who must have�been Lisa was walking under a neon sign that read:
THE DIVE
I jammed the letter in my pocket and went down to call the railway station...
A tightness crawled into my chest as I rode a taxi out to Lisa�s house, late that afternoon. The neighborhood was quiet, old, elegant, smug.
The taxi veered into a driveway bisecting a wrought-iron fence, and I got out to have my first glimpse of the solid mass of cream-colored brick where Lisa had spent most of the years of her life.
A Negro butler answered the door, showed me into a long living room. The grand piano with its loaded music rack reminded me of the times I�d danced with Lisa and listened to her soft, rich singing close to my ear.
Somebody cleared his throat, and I turned. Perry Admin Jones, Lisa�s father, had entered the room.
He was a short, stocky man who looked as if he carried great power in his thick shoulders. His head was as bald as a bird�s egg, tanned to the hue of leather. His eyes were the coldest gray I had ever looked at, in perfect keeping with his thin, sharp nose and steel-trap mouth. Everything about him radiated a restless, merciless fountain of raw energy.
�Gardiner phoned me you might show up, Holloway.� His eyes swept me up and down. So I was the guy who�d known Lisa better than casually during the closing days of the war. I wasn�t surprised that he didn�t like me worth a damn.
�Ollie made a mistake wiring you,� he said. �We can take care of our own affairs without any meddling from you.�
�Then I�ll have to get some answers some place else. I want to know where she got the idea that someone was trying to kill her.�

He eyed me with cold hatred, but my own mug must have looked as determined as his.
�A delusion,� he said reluctantly. �There�s no reason for anyone to kill her.�
�But she was sure someone had tried. She must have had a reason to think that.�
�Her mother�s death three weeks ago upset her. She confided to me that twice a car had tried to run her down. It was senseless, of course, but even the doctor I called in couldn�t convince her of that.� His voice sharpened as his control wore thin. �Now that you�ve pried the skeleton out of the closet, buy yourself a ticket to leave Clearview. We�re doing all we can.� He raised his voice to call to the butler, and I was shown out.
As I climbed back in the taxi an old thought came back to me, a thought I�d had in her presence once, the thought that she must have been an unwanted child. Jones was displaying none of the anxiety that might have been expected. Her mother had always traveled. That big brick house could have been pretty old and lonely for a girl who was rich, but starved for warm and generous feelings.
Talking with Jones, I had for the first time glimpsed behind that door that Lisa had always kept closed against me. The door behind which her strangeness, her quiet sadness lurked, even when a smile was on her lips.
At Police Headquarters I ran head-on into a wall of political pressure. Mum was the word, and they wanted no outside meddlers here either. A sloppy-dressed, lantern-jawed lieutenant in Missing Persons dismissed me with the curt statement that Lisa had walked from her father�s house two weeks ago to the day, had carried no baggage, but had cashed a good-sized check the morning of her departure. She�d last been seen in a restaurant where she�d had lunch. She�d walked out of the restaurant, turned the corner and pouf � no Lisa.
The cop was reaching for the phone even as I closed his door behind me. I would have given odds he was calling Perry Jones. They had the single sheet in Clearview bambozzled into silence, but they must have known that the story was out now.
A young, short, fat man was waiting for me outside the lieutenant�s office. He was wearing blue tropicals, but sweating anyway. The sweat gave his soft, round face a bluish-pink tinge.
�Steve Holloway?�
I nodded.
�I�m Ollie Gardiner.�
My allergy. And in my present mood I always broke out in a rash. His appearance matched his telephone voice. Obese, pompous. Irritatingly certain of himself and the inherent rightness of his position in his own restricted world.
�Don�t tell me,� I said, �that I�m meddling.�
�Well, I do think you might do Lisa more harm than good with a news story. We�re doing what we think is best. We�ve got a good private detective on the case.�
�Papa Jones didn�t tell me that,� I broke in.
He shifted from one foot to the other. �I just wanted to assure you that we�ll turn her up. I�ve swallowed about enough of her contrariness. I told her father this morning he�d better bring her to heel.�
I looked at him a moment, and he colored and backed away a step. I was picturing Lisa with this little grub. His fat, soft hands. I was seeing him waddle to her father with a petulant complaint every time she failed to salaam in his presence.
�How the hell did she ever get engaged to you?�
He bristled, as much as he dared. �It�s none of your business, of course, but she was fond of me. We grew up together, and her mother and father agreed a long time ago that our marriage was the natural and proper thing, for all concerned.�
�I guess old man Jones had a thousand little methods of his own of beating her down to that.�
�Damn you, Holloway! It�ll be to her advantage as well as mine. When we join the two families, we�ll be the real power in this town.�

In addition to his other failings, he was also a fool. It would not be he who would have Clearview under his heel, but Lisa�s old man � with Lisa like a weapon pointed at Gardiner�s lecherous soul.
A little more of his talk and I was afraid I�d lay my knuckles against his nose. I brushed by him.
It was still gagging on his presence when I went out on the sidewalk.
From the day of her birth, Lisa had been a flower struggling for existence in barren soil. Now she was gone, and I was glad. But she�d been afraid, too, and I knew I would never rest until I knew what had happened to her, that she was all right.
I spent the remainder of daylight gouging out bits of information about her. It wasn�t hard. Everyone in Clearview seemed to know her. A wonderful girl, they agreed. A certain strangeness about her that caused you to feel hushed in her presence. But you sensed compassion in her and she was often doing things for people. The poor knew her. As a kid she used to slip off to play with their urchins.
But I was unable to pry open a single crack in the blank wall surrounding Lisa�s disappearance.

Chapter II

I phoned in a story to my paper from the lobby of the Princess Anne hotel, where I�d registered. I didn�t feel like eating, but gulped enough food to convince myself that I�d had dinner. Then I went up to my room.
I had company.
He was a string bean of a man with a face like wilted, yellow lettuce. He was sitting at the knee-hole desk. The ashtray on the desk was overflowing. He was lighting a fresh cigarette, and I noticed that his hands were as yellow as old tallow.
�You�re Holloway?� he asked.
�Yeah. Everybody seems to want to know Holloway. But I don�t know you.�
To remedy that he handed me a calling card. It was inscribed:
Judd Pickens
Private Investigations
I handed the card back. He was standing now, a full two inches taller than I, which put him well up toward the clouds. His suit was freshly pressed, but still hung in loose gray folds.
�Jones retained me,� he said. �I used a passkey on your door because we shouldn�t be seen together. Jones don�t like your horning in.�
�But you do?�
�Hell, yes! I�ll take help wherever I can get it while I�m earning a fee. There are only a few hotels in Clearview. When Jones told me you were in town I figured you�d be registered at one of them if you decided to stay. I hit it on the fourth phone call.� He lighted a fresh cigarette from his old one. �I got a hunch you know Lisa better than Jones or Gardiner do.�
�Maybe. But I can�t tell you a thing.� He laughed softly. �Now what kind of way is that to talk? Say that I�m a bright young guy on a paper and a beautiful dame shows up in my town. She doesn�t want anybody to know where she is, see, and I�m willing to string along with that. So what do I do? I run like crazy to her home town and act very much upset and make a show of finding out where she is � and all the time my fingers are on the pulse of the entire investigation.�
I looked at him, and his yellow eyes washed a coldness over me. Without being able to put my finger squarely on the reason, I was afraid, more afraid than I�d been in a long time.
�They sell cigarettes in the lobby,� I said, when he asked me for one.
He smiled again, that mirthless twisting of his yellow lips. �Okay, son. I�m going. But don�t rush me. I�m not afraid of you.�
He meant that. And he didn�t believe what I had told him. The door slammed behind him. But I knew I wasn�t through with Pickens yet.
I hit the sack, but couldn�t seem to get to sleep. I was plagued by the gnawing feeling that under my nose was the very thing. I needed to get a line on where Lisa had gone. But I couldn�t put my finger on it.
When I finally drifted off, she walked in my dreams, tall, slender, a smile on her face and that questing look in her eyes. She held out her arms and I called out to her, �Don�t pity me!�
Her black hair brushed her shoulders as she shook her head. �You don�t need pity. You are a soldier � and a man.�
I moved toward her, and a fog sprang up between us, colder than a shroud, impossible to fight. And she was gone.
Then I awoke and it was broad daylight outside.
I had a touch of a headache, and the sleep hadn�t rested me. I felt better after I�d showered. I knotted my tie, slipped into my coat, and in a gesture so automatic it surprised me, I took out her letters and slipped one of them to the top. The one from Rogersville. From out of the envelope I pulled the snapshot the street photographer had taken. I studied it a moment, the sign that said, �The Dive.� And from the way her body was turned, the angle from which the camera had caught her, I guessed suddenly that she had been snapped as she had stepped from the place.
This was what had troubled my mind last night � this postmark, Rogersville, this restaurant, saloon, nightclub, or whatever it might be, called The Dive. Was she in the habit of going to Rogersville, frequenting The Dive? It was a thin, thin lead, I knew. But in the utter blank darkness that surrounded her disappearance, this was the only thread of light.
My headache went away and I rode the elevator downstairs, entered the coffee shop, and ate a hearty breakfast.

Rogersville was a good-sized industrial town in the eastern part of the state. Factories strung along a river. Blocks of grimy houses struggling for breath in the smog. Shops and bustling traffic downtown. A town swollen with workingman�s money when the wheels turned and the engines roared. A town that would starve if the wheels ever � swung to a stop.
I got off the train in early afternoon, jostled through a gate, handed my bag, to a redcap. Voices, hurrying footsteps, the chuffing of an engine in the distance, the sepulchral intonation of an announcer on a loud-speaking system made a rolling babel of sound about me.
Then for just an instant the crowd broke, parted, and I saw them. Pickens, Jones, and Gardiner. Two fat pumpkins and a string bean.
The break was quickly closed by an eddy of people, and I knew that only a freak stroke of luck, a chance glance at the moment a trough appeared in the waves of people had permitted me to spot Pickens�s tall form with Jones and Gardiner like shadows behind him.
I knew then that Pickens was good. He knew his business. I�d taken great care in leaving Clearview, yet he had successfully shadowed me, doubtless phoning Gardiner and Jones while I was at the station getting ready to board my train.
The redcap guided me down a long, sloping corridor. We angled right toward the domed waiting room. Around the ell, I touched his arm. As he paused, I said, �Keep walking, but take this.�
I handed him the letter with the Rogersville postmark. The shot of her coming out of The Dive was still inside the envelope.
�Mail this to Steve Holloway, care of General Delivery, City. Got it?�
He got it when I slid, the five spot in his hand. For a moment I�d considered tearing the photograph in bits, dropping them as I walked, but I wanted the picture in case I hit a dead end and needed to go to the police. Too, the picture was numbered. The number would tie it to the photographer who worked for the action-shot outfit. If the area near The Dive was his regular beat, he might have seen her again. He might remember Lisa.
I took the bag from the porter�s hand, slid it into a ten-cent locker, dropped a coin in the slot, turned the key, and put the key in my pocket.
There was a bank of glass doors leading out of the station. Beyond the doors people hurried up and down the gentle slope of broad concrete. There was a winding stairway to my right, leading up to the mezzanine.
I climbed the stairs, stood well back from the smoke-begrimed marble balustrade and saw the trio burst into the waiting room. They paused momentarily, eyes sweeping the waiting room. Jones stood like an unyielding pile of steel; Gardiner hovered beside him, as if seeking protection. Like a loose, gray shadow, Pickens lighted a fresh cigarette from his old one and gave a short, clipped order. Jones moved toward the broad exit, passing beyond my view beneath the mezzanine. Gardiner hesitated, then headed toward the men�s lounge. Pickens faded into the crowd and began a circuit of the waiting room.
I was pretty much alone in the mezzaine passage. A young couple passed, coming from the mezzanine level coffee shop. An old man strolled by reading a paper.
Below, I saw Gardiner emerge from the men�s lounge. He stood in indecision until he spotted someone under the balustrade. I guessed that it was Jones. I was right. Gardiner and Jones made rendezvous at one end of the long benches below. They stood with their heads together, throwing glances about the waiting room. Jones�s face was bleak; Gardiner was plainly nervous, his features as white and soft as dough.
Then I smelled the pungent sweetness of cigarette smoke behind me. I was turned just far enough to glimpse Pickens�s chill smile when he slapped me on the temple with the palm of his hand. There was something hard and cold in his palm, a small gun. Stars pinwheeled and my knees went rubbery. I felt him helping me toward one of the benches against the far wall, away from the balustrade.
He chuckled, deep in his throat. It was a more fearful sound than any curse could have been.
I tried to get my eyes in focus, to force my lips to work. I was still conscious in a vague way, but paralyzed from the skull downward. Then Pickens patted my temple again with his palm and the lights went completely out...

When I came out of it, I was sick, deep down, as if my guts were trying to crawl out of my throat and spill over the floor. I felt as if I would vomit all over my bib and tucker if I moved a muscle.
I heard Pickens tell Gardiner to keep his shirt on. I heard footsteps, sharp, hard, heavy, and guessed they belonged to Jones as he paced about the bed on which I lay.
I wanted to lay there for an indefinite time without their knowing that I was conscious. I wanted them to say nothing to me. I didn�t want to move. But I couldn�t help myself. Like a boil erupting, the sickness came to a head and I rolled over on my side, thrust my head over the edge of the bed and messed up the floor.
When my gagging and groaning heaves had subsided, Pickens reached across the bed, caught me by the hair, and pulled me over on my back. He scratched his cheek with his yellow talons and smiled at me.
�That mezzanine play was bright, Holloway. But not quite bright enough. When I didn�t find you in the waiting room, I guessed you�d spotted us and ducked upstairs. I came up through the coffee shop, and there you were. A couple of redcaps were most solicitous as they helped us ease our drunken friend down a back stairs and into a taxi.�
I lay looking at him, too weak at the moment to move, spittle and stuff that tasted like bitter slime oozing from the side of my mouth down my chin.
I rolled my head a little and saw that I had been wrong about one thing. The footsteps had not belonged to Jones. He was not in the room. Only Gardiner and Pickens were there. It must have been Gardiner walking about the bed.
It was plain that Gardiner found as much distaste in the situation as Pickens found delight. Gardiner looked as if he felt ill himself. He walked around the bed, pushed the window up. A breath of hot air from the city stirred the even hotter, stifling, syruplike air in the room.
Pickens ground a cigarette beneath his heel, lighted a fresh one, and said, �Close it!�
Gardiner closed the window, walked across the room so that he didn�t have to look at me. His fat shoulders were shaking.
Pickens smiled at me. �Let�s not be unpleasant about this, Holloway. Where is she?�
�I don�t know.�
�I�ll repeat myself,� Pickens said with sadistic patience. �Let�s not make a Victorian melodrama out of this. Where is she? Where were you to meet her?�
I looked at him and shook my head. I had strength enough now to wipe my mouth and sit up. The room spun for a second, then settled on an even keel. I discovered in that moment that I was still young; I still had bounce. I had endured nothing violent since the war, but the years hadn�t made a middle-aged man of me yet. Except for the throbbing pain in my temple, I was feeling better.
The room, I saw, was a cheap one, probably in a flophouse or grubby hotel in a slum section. A nice spot to question a man when you wanted absolute privacy.

Chapter III

Pickens reached out and caught a handful of my hair. He twisted my head over hard. I grabbed his wrist, tried to bring my body around, break his grip and snap him down on the bed. But I still had not recovered to that degree. I lacked the strength, and he chuckled as he saw that I was for the moment powerless.
�We�ll never permit you to meet her,� he said. �And we�ll find her. You should have leveled with me in your hotel room, Holloway. I don�t like you for that. Not one damn bit!� He twisted his hand, driving pain through my head that set me gagging again. �Now where is she, Holloway?�
�Wait a minute, Pickens!� Gardiner seemed to have taken all that he could. His eyes bulged; sweat was pouring off of him. �There must be a better way than this.�
He forced himself to waddle to the bed, stood looking down at me. I couldn�t help but stare him in the face, the way Pickens had my head twisted back.
�You�re a strange nut, Holloway,� Gardiner said. �Don�t you know when you�re licked? You could make a good piece of change right now for yourself. How would two thousand dollars sound?�
When I didn�t speak, Gardiner�s face became suffused with angry color. The power of his checkbook had never been questioned before.
�After all, it isn�t as if we were planning anything crooked, Holloway. We have a perfect right to know where she is. Her father and I wouldn�t dream of doing anything mean to her.�
�Except trade her the way you would a bitch dog,� I said.
Gardiner clenched his hand. He said, �Damn you!� It sounded like the petulant shrilling of a spoiled, bratty child.
Pickens glanced at him. �Now maybe you�ll agree with my method. Want me to hit him?�
�No,� Gardiner said in a thin voice. �Hold him. I�ll hit him.�
He punched. My lips went numb from the blow. But I didn�t lose a tooth and he barely drew blood. He had the strength of a pot of mush.
Contempt was in Tickens�s face. �I think you�d better let me earn my own fee.�
Gardiner stood back, rubbing his knuckles. He was gasping, and his face looked dull and loose.
A knock sounded on the door and Jones�s voice identified him. Gardiner unlocked the door. Jones entered the room, his face set and white, and he brought an utter stillness.
�The Rogersville police have found her,� he said. �In the river. What was left of her. She was still wearing her ring and watch. The fish and river scavengers left that much at least for me to identify her by.�
I was unimportant now. Pickens released me, and I supported myself spread-armed on the bed, hearing the words of Jones over and over. Gardiner put his face in his hands and began crying like a child.
Jones moved slowly through the heat hush to the bed. �You�re the cause of her coming here, Holloway.�
His first punch knocked me flat. He bent over the bed and I saw his fists flying at me. This wasn�t mush-armed Gardiner punching, either. How many times Jones struck I don�t know. The second blow knocked me into a dead, dark world of unconsciousness...
I awoke in heat-sticky blackness of night. I lay with my eyes open, smelling the sour stench of the room, hearing the hustle of traffic below.
A slow constriction began taking hold of my throat. I was seeing her in the dark waters of the river. Jones and Gardiner were reclaiming what was left of her from the morgue. I hated them, my guts in knots, for driving her to this end.
And the man who�d killed her � I didn�t possess enough hatred for him. That tightness in my throat choked my breath off for a moment. I would eat only to have strength to hunt him down. I would sleep only when my flesh surrendered to exhaustion. I�d never quit, never stop, no matter what the cost. He was a doomed man, and there was no way out for him.
A vile, unholy thing, that kind of thirst for vengeance. An uncivilized, primitive thing that belonged in the jungle. The raw power of it drove me to my feet.

I went out of the room, found a bathroom at the end of the hall, and washed the worst of my grime and pain away in cold water.
Then I went down to the street. It was nearly midnight.
I missed the trio at the morgue. Her body had already been released to her father. I rode a second cab to the station and there under a freight shed in the darkness I found Gardiner keeping a lone vigil.
Near him stood a baggage truck holding a black-draped casket. I walked up to him, and he took a hard breath.
�I�m sorry, Holloway. Our roughing you up didn�t do any good, did it?� He looked at me, and blinked at tears in his eyes. �She would have married you, wouldn�t she?�
�I don�t know. I never asked her. Our difference in social position, my belief that she acted for me through a sense of duty, seemed important once.�
�What was she to you, Holloway? I�ve got to know!�
�No,� I said, �you don�t.�
He was trembling, staring into my eyes. �Yes! Why this attachment for her? Why this willingness to take a beating, to go to the most extreme lengths for her?� His words became a soft scream. �What did she do for you, Holloway?�
I looked at the casket. �Okay, Gardiner, maybe you suspect something of the truth. But you mustn�t think evil of her. So here it is. She gave me back my belief in my manhood. In France I stepped on an anti-personnel mine. You know what those things can do to you? The doctors who operated and did the skin grafting tried to convince me that I�d be the same afterward. But I didn�t believe them. I was convinced they were handing me patter to get me well enough to empty the bed for the next man. I imagined crazy things happening to me, my hair growing long, my voice changing. She knew and understood what I was going through. And when I left the hospital she was there, ready with all her warmth to prove to me � in the one sure way it could be proved � that I was still a complete man.�
Gardiner stared at me, his face going to pieces. I heard him sobbing as I walked off the freight shed platform.
There was a small office in Police Headquarters occupied by a lean lieutenant of detectives who looked like a sandy-haired college track star. Ed Ransom was his name.
He rocked back in his swivel chair and said he�d talked to Jones. �He admitted following you here, roughing you up. He said you might even file assault charges.�
�That can wait. Have you got anything?�
He shrugged. �You�re a newspaper man and know what we�re facing. This kind of killing often slips into the unsolved file. She must have been killed for that sizable chunk of cash she was carrying. A tramp, or a mugger.�
�How about the attacks on her the week before she disappeared?�
�She was upset by her mother�s death. Her father explained that.�
A dribble of sweat crawled down my cheek. �I deny that Lisa suffered delusions! She was as level-headed as��
�Calm down, Holloway. I didn�t call it delusions. But she was certainly emotionally upset, enough to imagine things for the moment.�
�And she came here and was killed by a tramp for the money she was carrying.�
�It holds water. And remember your press card isn�t worth a damn here.�
His tone was a flat dismissal. I left to phone my paper...
Brilliant sunlight was boiling through the window of my hotel room when I awoke. I was stiff and sore. After a few minutes I crawled out of bed, flexed my muscles, and padded into the shower. The cold sting of the water made me feel better.
While I was having breakfast at a restaurant near the hotel, I saw Pickens. He was lounging in a doorway across the street.

So Jones had left him behind. I thought of the manhandling he�d given me last night and the food grew sour in my stomach. I went out on the street, turned west. Now and then I tried to spot him, but didn�t see him. I walked to Headquarters, sidled over to the side of the swinging double doors once I was inside.
Pickens walked along the front of an office building, took up a stance just beyond a sidewalk news stand. He smoked patiently, figuring that I would be checking with Ransom for some time.
Just then Ransom himself came down the corridor into the vestibule. He was red-eyed and haggard. He worked the twelve to eight trick, but today he had two hours� overtime under his belt and his temper showed on his face.
He stopped when he saw me.
I said, �I�ve thought it over. I want to swear out that warrant.�
�For Jones?�
�No, for Pickens.�
�So get your warrant and have the Clearview cops pick him up.�
�He didn�t go back. He�s across the street now, waiting for me.�
That brought a show of interest to Ransom�s eyes.
�Convinced now that Jones is hiding something?� I asked.
�I�m convinced that he doesn�t want a lot of notoriety stirred up. But go on and get your warrant. I doubt if we�ll have Pickens in jail more than a few minutes before he makes bond.� He turned away, turned back again. �We�ve been grilling bums all night. You�ve got a story. We picked up a tramp, a known mugger, who�s been spending some sugar the past few days. We found a woman�s zipper wallet in his room. I�m sure it was Lisa�s.�
His eyes challenged me to digest that as he took his departure.
I swore out the warrant for Pickens and got the rest of the story on the tramp from a dick named Blake Hannrihan. The tramp claimed, he�d found the wallet on the bridge. It was possible. The wallet might have fallen from her purse when she�d been thrown over. But would the tramp have kept the wallet? Why hadn�t he removed the money and got rid of the wallet if he�d killed her?
Hannrihan assured me that you never knew what such characters would do. I phoned a rewrite man from the press room at Headquarters. Then I walked back out into the sunlight.
I didn�t know how long I would be free of Pickens. Today, tomorrow, or the next day I�d turn around and he would be there, I knew.
I flagged a taxi, slid into the rear seat, and asked the driver, �You know a place called The Dive?�
�Yeah, but the place ain�t open this time of day.�
�I�ll go anyway � for the ride.�
The Dive was just around the corner from a block of smart dress shops, in a good section of town. I suspected then that the name was a misnomer, a deliberate effort to spice up a tony and high-priced joint. The exterior of the club was of pale blue crystal, but I guessed that inside the motif would lean, in a sophisticated way, toward the name. Checkered tablecloths, candles stuck in the necks of brandy and wine bottles, the hat check and cigarette girls dressed like French apaches.
On a small billboard near the opaque blue doors was a shot of the interior of the club, bearing out my supposition. Beside the interior shot and overshadowing it was a full length shot of a tall blonde dressed in a low cut black dress. Over her picture was the caption:
Appearing Nightly

And beneath it, the one word:
Jeanine!

It gave me a kind of lost feeling to look at the blonde�s picture. For she reminded me of Lisa. Of course Lisa�s hair had been black, the slant of the eyebrows was different, the shadows of the cheek-bones and the width of the lips were not the same, yet an intangible something brought Lisa to life in my mind as I looked at the picture.
I closed my eyes for a moment and wondered if it would always be like this. Seeing Lisa whenever I looked at a woman of the same size and build, with the same haunted expression in her face. This never again being quite free of Lisa.

Chapter IV

The street photographer appeared five or ten minutes later, ambling contentedly from the diner across the street. He was a chubby individual with wild sandy hair and thick glasses. I walked toward him. His camera clicked, and he thrust a coupon in my hand.
�See yourself as others see you, pal!�
�Thanks.� I took the coupon. He shot three or four more people in the morning shopping crowd streaming down the sidewalk, and glanced at me with some annoyance.
�You�ve been on this spot long?�
�A few months.�
I held the shot of Lisa toward him. �Do you recall this woman?�
�I shoot �em by the thousands. How could one face stand out?�
�I think she used to come to this neighborhood frequently. She was an attractive girl. She stood out in a crowd.�
He studied the picture. �Nothing clicks. Hey, Benja!�
The man to whom he�d called was a gray-haired old newsy. He came forward in response to a motion of the photographer�s hand. He was a small old man with a mild smile and blue eyes. He was threadbare, as if he bought his clothes at rummage sales, but he was clean.
�Benja has been a fixture around here for a long time,� the photographer said to me. �He knows a lot of faces. If he doesn�t remember her, you�re out of luck. Your wife?� He added that with a little hesitation.
�Yes.� It was natural for the word to come out, and it gave me a queer, chill feeling. I knew I had spoken truth. Marriage vows could never have made her any more my wife.
Benja studied the picture a moment, handed it back to me. �Sure, I think I�ve seen her before � or a girl a lot like her.�
�When did you see her last?� I was aware of a thickness in my voice.
�Oh, couple weeks ago.� Benja smiled. �I remember her because she would look at me as if I was here. Or maybe you don�t know what I mean. Most people look, buy a paper, and I might as well be a shadow. But to her I was a person, a real human being. She always gave me a dollar for a paper.�
�Did she come here with anyone, or seem to be coming for any particular reason?�
�I dunno. Last time I saw her, she was with the piano player from The Dive.�
�You know his name?�
�Andy Bladen. Nice guy. Kind of washed out. In his latter years. A withdrawn, moody sort. I guess he just never had what it takes to hit the big time, but forever kept hoping.�
I pumped Benja a while longer, but there was nothing he could add. I bought a paper for a dollar and left him staring after me. Maybe he thought I was her husband, and that she�d run out on me for the piano player.
I called the musician�s local union and got Andy Bladen�s address. He was supposed to be living in an apartment house on the west side. But he wasn�t there. He�d moved two weeks ago and left no forwarding address.
The next couple of hours didn�t turn him up, and I went back downtown to a late lunch. I ate in the diner across the street from The Dive and when I crossed over a part of The Dive � the bar � was open for business.
I ordered bourbon and water. There were three other patrons at the bar, two men and a woman in black, all interested in each other. I heard the tinkling of a piano from the rear somewhere, and while the bartender was stirring a martini for the woman in black I eased off the leather stool and ducked through the archway.
I emerged into a rather large, darkened foyer. To my left was the empty hat check booth. Ahead, a short stairs dropped to the cabaret floor from the foyer. The tables and dance floor were separated from the foyer by a velvet rope swung between gleaming black stanchions.
The cabaret was in darkness except for the single light glowing in the roof of the bandshell. A man sat at the piano, talking to a girl who leaned toward the music rack. She was tall and slender and had blonde hair that was like ripples of honey in the pale light.

The man gestured as he talked. The girl nodded, and I moved to the rope, unhooked it, and slipped to the floor level. I stood there looking at the bandstand, and when the girl turned, she saw me and stiffened, with a gasp.
I moved toward the bandstand. The man on the piano bench swung toward me. He was slim, clean-cut, but tired-looking, his features thin. He had lost enough of his black hair to give him a high forehead, and he was gray at the temples.
The girl � the blonde billed as Jeanine � recovered her composure. �You frightened me, standing in that half-light that way.�
Her voice was low, husky. She reminded me so much of Lisa it hurt.
The man�s voice was angry. �No one is allowed in here during rehearsals.�
�You�re Mr. Bladen?�
�Yes.�
I showed him my press card. �I want to ask you a few questions.�
�I�m busy.�
�Then perhaps you�d rather talk to the police.�
�I�m sure I have nothing to say to the police.�
�Not even about Lisa Jones?�
He stiffened, glanced at Jeanine. He must have read an affirmative in her eyes. He got to his feet. He was tall when he stood, and his shoulders slouched.
Without a word he stepped off the bandstand and passed through a door beside it. I followed him to a dressing room in the rear of the club. He sat on the edge of a bulb-ringed dressing table, folded his arms, and said, �There is little really I can tell you about � Lisa.�
I was interested in the way he spoke her name. The hesitation had not been deliberate, the hushed tone was spontaneous. I studied his face. His tiredness was even more noticeable close up, as if it had been years in the accumulation.
�You knew Lisa?�
�You seem to have gathered that much already.�
�How well?�
�Not well enough. Not nearly well enough.�
I stared at him. He was old enough to be her father, yet he had spoken as if she�d been infinitely dear to him.
�You�d better level with me, Bladen.�
Anger came to his eyes. �I told you I have nothing to say. I met her. I enjoyed her presence briefly. Her death was as much a shock to me as it was � well, to her.�
�Did you know she was running from something?�
�I guessed as much.�
�You might have guessed a little further � that somebody was trying to kill her.�
�I did. Though it seemed impossible that any such thing could happen until that body was found in the river.�
�She said nothing to give you any idea who was after her?�
�No.�
�Yet you changed your address about the time she came here the last time.�
He shrugged. �I wanted a cheaper place and moved over to the Ardmore.� He uncrossed his arms, let his hands fall to his sides. �Now, if you�re convinced there is nothing sensational I can give your paper, I�ll go back to my rehearsal.�
I allowed him to motion me out of the dressing room. The blonde girl was still on the bandstand when we passed. I mounted the steps to the foyer, and looked back once. It seemed she had her hand halfway raised to me. But I supposed she was merely getting ready to start her song.
Out on the street, Benja was still peddling his papers. He smiled at me. �Find the piano?�
I nodded. �Where is the Ardmore?�
�A small hotel one block west, turn right a block and a half. The piano tell you anything about the girl?�

I could have told old Benja that the piano was lying in his teeth right down the line. But I didn�t say anything. I started walking west.
The Ardmore was one of those hotels where the edges are just beginning to wear off the furniture, the elevator is beginning to creak, and dust is starting to gather in the corners. Small and select yesterday, tomorrow it would be cheap and undiscriminating. Today it was somewhere between the two stages.
The desk clerk told me that Andy Bladen was in Two-ten and said he would ring, but I told him I would walk up, knock lightly in case Bladen hadn�t got up yet.
Upstairs on the second floor, I wondered just what in hell to do next. I couldn�t reach Two-ten from the fire-escape at the end of the corridor, and the door, of course, was locked.
I went back to the desk. �I didn�t rouse him,� I said. �But don�t ring. I�ll be here a day or two and might as well register. I�ll have my bags sent over later.�
I signed in, paid two days in advance, and a bell-boy showed me to a third floor room. There was a book of matches bearing the Ardmore name on the bedside table. After the bellhop was gone, I waited perhaps fifteen minutes and walked down to the second floor with the matches in my pocket.
A woman was getting on the elevator. I knocked lightly on the door for her benefit and when she had stepped into the elevator and was gone, I took the matches out of my pocket. I struck one, knelt, and scorched the edge of the carpet at the base of Bladen�s, door.
The clerk looked annoyed on my third appearance.
�You�d better get a key and come upstairs,� I said quietly. �I smelled smoke. Could Bladen have dropped off in a doze with a lighted cigarette in his hand?�
The clerk whitened, swarmed through the desk wicket. He decided the elevator was too slow. I followed him up the stairs.
At the door of Two-ten, he sniffed; his alarm grew greater. He knocked, waited a few seconds, and thrust the key in the lock.
I edged into the room behind him and as he called Bladen�s name and then conducted a quick search of the two-room suite, I stood with my back to the door, reached behind me, and threw the tumblers of the lock.
The clerk came back to face me. He sniffed. �I don�t smell it much now.�
�Neither do I. It�s possible the smoky odor blew in from outside.�
He accepted that after looking around a bit more, and then he was annoyed all over again. �Anyway, you�ll have to wait indefinitely to see Mr. Bladen. Or you might check the club where he works. He seems to have left the hotel without my seeing him. I have duties, that call me from the desk now and then. Complaints to answer. That sort of thing.�
I nodded, edged behind him so that he preceded me out of the room. I closed the door, took the key from the lock, handed it to him, and rattled the knob. We walked to the stairs together. I started up and he started down. When I reached the third, I figured he�d had time to get behind his desk again.
I walked back to the second floor. I went into Bladen�s rooms, throwing the door tumblers again. I felt better working behind a locked door.
The rooms were barren, as only a neat bachelor can leave his living quarters. Most of the clothes in the closet were probably for professional use � dinner jackets, a set of tails, linen jackets with shawl collars. Everything was worn, but of good quality.
The sitting room was desolate, its carpet worn, the furniture beginning to grow lumpy.
I felt sure that Andy Bladen had a personal record of his life somewhere � clippings, a scrapbook, a diary. I�d never yet met a professional actor or musician who didn�t allow mementoes of his past, triumphs stick to him.

Chapter V

My eyes came to rest on a small, scarred chest at the end of the faded studio couch. It was locked, and a quick search yielded nothing better than the rod on the shower curtain to break the lock. I unscrewed the rod, inserted it through the hasp. Metal squealed as the padlock ripped loose.
The chest was about half the size of a foot locker and it was my guess that Bladen had picked it up in a second-hand store somewhere for the express purpose to which it had been put. On top was a scrapbook of clippings and press notices, some of them yellow with age. Next came framed black and white gloss pictures of Bladen at a piano, of Bladen fronting a band. During the golden age of jazz, he had been quite a boy. He�d never seriously worried men like Duchin, I supposed, but such men must have known he was in the business.
Beneath the pictures were several tear sheets from newspapers, neatly folded. The first was out of the society section, so old it threatened to tear under its own weight. A three column heading read:
SOCIALITES� WEDDING HIGHLIGHT OF SEASON.
I glanced across the other columns, wondering what had put Bladen on the society page. But he was mentioned nowhere.
Then my gaze went back to the three-column spread, and another name leaped out at me. I read the lead of the story:
The current Clearview social season was today climaxed by the magnificent wedding of socialite Estelle Courtney to Perry Admin Jones, a junior vice president in the Courtney Tool and Die Works. Among the guests who packed St. James� Cathedral for the event were�

I lifted my eyes and stared into space. The account of the wedding of Lisa�s mother and father. Why had Andy Bladen kept it all these years?
I studied the picture of the bride and groom coming from the church. Jones had been his short, robust self even then. The lovely and rich socialite he�d married was small and probably pretty. The picture had been none too good to begin with and was faded now.
I dug deeper into Bladen�s chest, his buried past. Some of the news clips were of Estelle Jones�s gadding about America and the continent. There was a gossip column which had been ripped out of a page, remarking on a certain young matron�s frantic pursuit of pleasure.
The papers grew in a heap beside the chest. Three years after the wedding there had been a birth announcement � a daughter born to Mr. and Mrs. Perry Admin Jones.
Below the papers was another picture, but not of Bladen. A woman this time, elfin-faced, her sandy hair cut short in what must have been one of the first boyish bobs. It was inscribed, �To Andy, your Estelle.�
And below the picture, a pitifully few letters tied into a packet. From Estelle Courtney to Andy Bladen. I read the top ones and the pieces began to fall into place. She�d met him when he�d been playing at a summer resort. A short, torrid romance. Then remorse. She must never see him again. There could never be anything between them.
But there had been something between them.
Just ten short months before Lisa�s birth they�d met again. She was a married woman now, married in a faith that would never permit her divorce and remarriage. Yet the new springing tide of emotion had been greater than ever, and after her return home, she�d written a plaintive letter:
Why did you have to come back into my life again? If I�d known you were booking into Lazy Bear Lodge, I should never have gone there for the summer. Oh, why, did you have to stir the embers of an old summer love? Please try to forget a despicable, wanton woman, dear Andy.
Your Estelle

I laid the letters aside. One last picture looked up at me. I picked it up. It showed a- young Estelle and a young Andy Bladen seated together at a table on a hotel terrace.
My heart picked up speed until I felt sick with its pounding. My hands were damp and shaking as I stared at the Bladen of years ago.
Lisa looked nothing like her mother. Even less like Jones. But I was stunned, numbed at her resemblance to the young Bladen who�d squired Estelle Courtney.

The suite was hot and still. I sat there with sweat running down my face trying to soak up the real truth about Lisa. Perhaps even trying with a heavy desperation to deny it. But deny it I couldn�t. It was all there before me. Their lives. Their years, gone now down the mists of time. A wild passion. A mistake. A child coming into the world. But not the child of Perry Admin Jones.
The daughter of Andy Bladen! Forever denied him, forever beyond his reach. Until her mother had returned ill and dying from her last European trip.
So Lisa�s coming to Rogersville might not have been accidental after all. I remembered the well-filled music rack on the piano in the Jones home. I recalled the soft way she�d sung to me a few times when we�d danced years ago. Without revealing his real status, Bladen would have found it easy to go to Clearview, contrive a meeting with her. He could have introduced himself as an old friend, or a classmate of Lisa�s mother. Some of that old feeling for Estelle might have led him to call on her during her last illness.
Carefully I placed Bladen�s lost years back into their Pandora�s box. The picture was pretty well complete in my mind now. I knew the why, and I knew the who. And I knew I was helpless. I couldn�t prove a thing.
Darkness had fallen when I stepped out of the taxi that had carried me from Clearview train station out to the Jones house. I hammered with the knocker. Jones himself opened the door. His face reflected annoyance.
�You again, Holloway. You have little sense of propriety, calling at a time of bereavement.�
�I know who killed the girl,� I said.
His lips thinned; his eyes narrowed. He weighed a decision, swung the door a little wider.
Without speaking, he led the way past the living room where I�d first seen him just a short day and half ago. He paused before a doorway just beyond the living room, and said, �So you have that kind of news, Holloway? I�m extremely anxious to hear it.�
He opened the door, fumbled for a light switch. Indirect lighting flooded a study sumptuous with leather furniture. A door across the room stood open, but Jones seemed careless of being overheard, or sure we wouldn�t be.
�All right, let�s have your statement. Who killed the girl?�
�You tried.�
He looked at me with frost in his eyes. �I�ve never heard anything more insane. She was my daughter. I was planning on her marrying Gardiner, planning on many things for her future.�
He turned toward the desk. He took two steps toward it before I caught his shoulder, spun him about, and hit him. His nose went flat and he fell back across the desk. I grabbed the front of his shirt, held him pinned, and flung words at him.
�I�ll draw you a picture, Jones. Some of the places I�ll have to fill in. Most of the proof I don�t have. But a cop like Ed Ransom will take care of those details when he knows where to start looking.
�Estelle Jones hated you, spent her life traveling, detesting your presence. Then she got sick and knew she was dying. She knew you loved that. You�d been a social climber who�d married the boss�s daughter for her dough. Now you were finally going to have the top hand.
�She guessed the way you felt and told you the truth she�d kept hidden for years, the truth that Lisa didn�t belong to you. And she must have planned to fix her money so you wouldn�t get it. She must have done that very thing and you managed to keep it hidden until you could get Lisa out of the way. You hated Lisa now. She was the symbol of everything your ego had suffered � and who would suspect you, her own father?
�The accidents in Clearview misfired. She ran � to a friend in Rogersville a person she�d come to know recently whom she felt she could trust. Then you rung in Pickens, and he traced her, burgled her room, stole her ring and watch � and she thought that somebody was still after her. What could she do now? Change her identity. Disappear.
�But Pickens had a plan of his own. If he killed her, he got his pay for that and nothing more. But if Lisa was buried, yet continued to live, he had a grip on you. One word from him and Lisa, the living Lisa, will know the truth about her mother�s money. Ransom will break Pickens into a million pieces to find out the real identity of the nameless little chirpie that Pickens picked up, battered beyond recognition, and planted in the river wearing Lisa�s watch and ring. Pickens wanted only too make sure that you controlled the money long enough for him to take what he wanted as a price for a second, future killing � of the real Lisa.�

Jones crawled from my grasp, oblivious to the blood seeping from his nose. His voice was hoarse. �You expect me to believe she�s still alive?�
�I�ll get Ed Ransom for company and take you to her, Jones. She�s blonde now, bleached. She�s changed the slant of her eyes, the shadows of her cheek-bones, the contour of her lips with makeup, and she calls herself by another name. But I knew her, Jones, and so will you before I�m through!�
Jones dragged himself around the desk, lifted his stark, white face and said, �Is it true, Pickens?�
And Pickens was there, in the open door across the study. He came into the light, yellow-skinned and gaunt, taking slow drags on his cigarette.
�So you know a little before I was ready. We can still make a deal. Holloway�s got no real proof. He was planning to beat or frighten you into admitting something. You�ve let him do just that. But nobody else knows. And I�ll take care of Holloway for you, Jones.�
There was a faint ripple of sound as a drawer slid open, the widening of Pickens�s eyes as he saw Jones�s hand dipping into the desk drawer.
I backed from the desk as if it were a chunk of hell itself. Pickens pulled a gun from a shoulder holster. It cracked, and Jones slumped over the desk.
Pickens sucked hard on his cigarette, brought his yellow eyes up to mine. �This whole thing was a sweet idea until you stepped in, Holloway!�
I had come armed myself. But I doubted that I would be able to use the small .25 automatic in my side pocket. Pickens swung his gun up. But it was Jones with his last ebb of strength who fired.
The slug knocked Pickens against the wall. His cigarette fell from his mouth. He clutched his chest. Jones slid down behind the desk and thumped on the floor. I walked to Pickens, kicked his gun out of the way.
I looked at the wound in his chest. �It won�t cost you a bit more, Pickens. Will you make a statement to the police.�
He considered � or perhaps was listening to the shrill whistling of air in and out of his torn lung. �Okay, Holloway. Like you say, I got nothing more to lose. Got a cigarette? No, I forgot. You don�t smoke...!�
In an apartment in Rogersville a girl sat before her dressing table with a towel wrapped about her head. She was dressed in a red silk bathrobe and her eyes still bore traces of tears! She, Ransom, and I had finished talking and now silence lay over the apartment as she worked with makeup.
Eyebrow pencil. Rouge. Lipstick. Cream. Powder. I watched the blonde singer, Jeanine, die and vanish. I watched the slant of the eyes change, the shadows that seemed to shift the cheek-bones a little, the contour of the mouth.
She was finished. She stood up. She removed the towel and her jet black hair � dyed back to its natural color now � tumbled about her shoulders.
She was Lisa.
She slid into my arms. Her body was firm and warm beneath the robe. Over her shoulder I nodded toward the door and Ransom took the hint. The door closed behind him.
What happened to Lisa from this point on is nobody�s business but hers � and mine.
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