














Mother Finds a Body

By GYPSY ROSE LEE

She found it at the trailer camp. Never mind exactly where.

Never mind

what she did with it, either. At all costs Gypsy must be protected—whether

she was guilty or net,

And so the trail was obscured as it wound its win-

some way through perjury, arson, and ordinary murder.

and ten, at night, isn’t exactly the

climate for asthma or murder, and
Mother was suffering from a chronic case
of both. She pushed the damp, tight curls
off her forehead and tapped her foot im-
patiently on the trailer doorstep.

“You either bury that body in the woods
tonight or you finish your honeymoon with-
out your mother.”

She meant it, too. I could tell from the
way she fanned herself with the folded
newspaper I'd been saving for my scrap-
book. It wasn't a breeze she was after; a
hurricane would be more like it. As the
paper waved back and forth I could see the
caption: GYPSY ROSE LEE WEDS EX-BUR-
LESQUE COMIC IN WATER TAXI. Below, it
read: Biff Brannigan, hit star from Rings
on Her Fingers, and bride plan honeymoon
in trailer.

The date line was a week old, August 13,
Friday, to make it good. That had been my
idea ; it sounded romantic. The water taxi
was my idea, too. I had romance mixed up
with tradition on the last thought, but, as
it turned out, it had been romantic. The
water taxi was like an overfed gondola. A
canvas stretched over the front half of it
and wooden seats extended front to back.
The captain was one we found in a water-
front saloon and our best man we picked
up on the way to the wharf. The Bible
came from an all-night mission that served
coffee and doughnuts with religion.

Even Biff was admitting that it was a
wonderful way to get married, when the
motor started up and we chugged out to
sea. We sat in the back of the boat and I
let my hand drag in the cool water. The
moon was full and yellow.

“It’s like a prop, ain’t it?” Biff asked.
His voice was low. I think he was awed.
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“Sort of a Minsky moon. I almost expect
the tenor to start singing, ‘I'm in love with
the daughter of the man in the moon.”

“Yes,” I agreed tremulously. “Then the
curtain pulls away and the chorus girls are
posing on the sixteen-foot parallels in
rhinestone G strings. The one in the middle
holds a flitter star.”

One of the longshoreinen up front was
singing. I couldn’t catch all the words, but
the song was about a lubber who ought to
have his gizzard skewered,

It had been very romantic. But that was
a week ago, before we landed in Ysleta,
Texas, and found ourselves a corpse. It
wasn’t a very nice corpse, either. It was
quite dead and it had a hole in tlié back—ef ..
its head that was big enough for a fist.

Mother glared at Biff, went on tapping,
and began to fan more vigorously.

“You can't leave a decayed body hanging
around in this hot weather,” she said. “It’s
—unhealthy, Asthma or no asthma, I can’t
stand the odor.”

Biff and I had been on friendly terms
with corpses before, but even so we didn'’t
refer to them as casually as Mother did.
She thought of our latest one as a pound
of hamburger or an opened can of beans;
we couldn’t leave them around in the heat,
either.

I had to agree with her about the odor,
but I might have pointed out that her new-
est asthma cure, Life Everlasting, was no
bed of heliotrope. As smells go, it ran the
corpse a close second.

Mother stopped to wheeze, and Biff used
the lull to get in a few words.

“But, Evangie,” he said patiently, “when
you find a body in your trailer you gotta
call the cops. We've been able to stand the
odor this long; we can put up with it for
one more night and first thing in the morn-
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I didn’t try to keep my voice down; I
wanted Cliff to hear me. He had been my
pet beef since he joined us in Yuma. And
I had my reasons for beefing, too. First
of all, he invited himself; moved in, bag
and baggage, even after I'd told him how
crowded we were. He said he would help
Biff with the driving. In the thousand-
some miles we had traveled, he hadn’t
touched the wheel. He was supposed to

ay his share of the groceries, too, and so
gar I hadn’t seen the color of his money.

“He’s a dead beat, that's what he is.”

Biff tried to shush me.

“Oh, shush yourself,” I said irritably.
“Three weeks now, and he hasn’t slept on
the floor once. If everyone else can take
turns, he certainly can. I told you what it
would be like before we left Yuma, but
oh, no, you know so much! He's your
friend. He gets cleaned out in a crap game
so he’s gotta move in with us. It isn't like
he’s changed any, either. He was the same
selfish, inconsiderate lout when he was on
the road with us, too. If there’s a good
spot in the show, your friend Corny Cobb
gets it. He’s always grabbing the best
make-up shelf, grabbing all your scenes,
grabbing everything but a check. No won-
der he’s the only one who winds up with
a buck in the bank at the end of the season.
He never paid for anything in his life!”

MUST have been screaming, because
Mother heard me even though she was
stilt under the towel.

“Gypsy’s absolutely right,” she said, her
voice muffled.

Corny yelled from the trailer again.
“Shut up, dammit. Where the hell do you
think you are? In a bailer factory?”

I shut up. Not because Corny had re-
quested it in his individual way, but be-
cause I had worn myself out. Biff can be
so aggravating at times. Instead of put-
ting up an argument when I have one of
my fits, he just sits there quietly until I get
tired. Nothing infuriates me more and
usually I get so mad I want to cry. Instead
of crying this time, I started to giggle.
The whole picture was suddenly funny to
me. A trailer full of people, including one
dead one, and me beefing about a comic
because he didn’t pay his share of the
groceries.

Biff wasn’t sure that my giggle was his

cue. He waited for me to speak, though.

“We haven't enough to worry about,” I
said, “I have to make a scene about Corny!
I'm sorry, honey.”

Biff walked over and kissed me on the
nose. He might have done better if the
Turkish towel hadn’t stirred. Mother
could sense emotions even when she was
under a towel. After a moment she
emerged, red-eyed but businesslike.

“Oh my,” she said, “that certainly was
a bad one.” She folded the towel care-
fully and placed it on the back of her chair.
Then she put out the last of the asthma
powder by smothering it with the top of
the Life Everlasting container.

“Now we get busy,” she said. “You and
Louise get the shovel to dig the hole. While
you're getting it, I'll go look for a nice
burial place.” As she walked toward the
woods she hummed a little tune: “I know
a place where the sun never shines, where
the fou-u-r-leaf clovers grow.”

She stooped over and picked up some-
thing. She walked back into the light of
the kerosene lamp, examining the pieces of
grass she held in her hand.

“See, children,” she exclaimed happily,
“a four-leaf clover. My little scng never
misses. That's a sign for you to Teave-
everything to Mother. Everything.” With-
out a backward glance, Mother tucked the
four-leaf clover into her curly hair and
walked back toward the woods.

“Biff!” she sang out a moment later.
“Ask Louise to tell you about the time I
found the seventy-one four-leaf clovers.”

We both listened to Mother’s little song
as it became fainter and fainter. Then
Biff turned to me. There was something
strange in his expression ; not exactly fear,
but close to it. As though he was puzzled
about something that would frighten him
if it were true. He waited so long to speak
that I became uncomfortable.

“That’s true,” I said. “About the four-
leaf clovers, I mean. She really did find
seventy-one of ’em once. On Mother’s
Day. We were making our jumps by car
and, believe it or not, we had five blowouts!
While we were waiting for the tow car,
Mother started singing her song and before
we knew it, there was Mother, with a fistful
of clovers.”

“Five blowouts doesn’t sound very lucky
to me,” Biff said. He was still staring into
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the woods. Mother was out of sight, but
he kept peering into the darkness.

“In a way it was lucky,” I said. “The
last blowout was near Akron, Ohio, where
they make all those tires. Well, Mother
fluffs up her hair and powders her nose
and calls on the president of the company.
How she gets in to see the head guy is still
a mystery, but you know Mother. Any-
way, she tells him how we’re a traveling
vaudeville act and how we have to make
Springfield in time for the matinee. Then
she cries a little, and ten minutes later, a
mechanic comes out and puts five brand-
new tires on the car! ‘No charge,’ he tells
us. ‘The boss is happy to help you poor
folks out.””

Biff answered me only because he was
trying to be polite. He hadn’t been listen-
ing very attentively.

“Well, that seems only right to me. Tires
are guaranteed,” he mumbled.

“Yes, but Mother didn’t tell him we’d
traveled over fifteen thousand miles on the
tires. And I know she didn’t mention how
they were retreads when we bought ’em.”

BIFF DIDN'T say anything. Listening

to the story again after so many years,
1 suddenly thought it sounded sort of
crooked. I tried to clean it up a little.

“Mother felt that the tire people were
rich, and, well, five measly old tires aren’t
going to break them.” My explanation was
wasted on Biff.

“Punkin,” he said seriously, “I don’t like
the way Evangie’s been acting lately. She’s
not herself. Oh, I know all the cute little
gags about tires for free and swiping other
acts’ music, but this is different. It’s this
heartlessness, this coldness, that gets me.
I'm a man and I'll be damned if I have
nerve enough to bury that body in the dark
woods. I should dig a hole and put that
corpse in it! The thought of it scares hell
outa me. But look at Evangie! Four-leaf
clovers in her hair, humming away like she
hasn’t got a worry in the world, and out
there alone looking for a good burial spot!
A good spot, yet, to bury our best man.
Do you think maybe the heat’s gone to her
head or something ?”’

“Darling,” I said slowly, “you knew all
about my mother before you married me.
You were the one who insisted that as long
as she missed our wedding she at least

should get in on the honeymoon. You were
the one who wired her to join us. Besides,
I don’t talk like that about your family.”

“My family are in the Ramapo moun-
tains,” Biff said. “Don’t bring them into it.
My mother never wore shoes in her life
and my old man never saw a streetcar.
They’re nice, simple people. They wouldn’t
know how to cook up schemes like
Evangie.”

That might have gone on and on, but I
heard Mother coming back. She was still
humming, and I thought her voice sounded
happier than it had for some time. When
she neared the trailer I could see her
dimly : the pale-blue organdy dress, the half
socks to match, the black patent-leather
Mary Janes on her feet. Even when she
walked into the full light of the lamp, she
looked like a little girl. Her cheeks were
flushed and she held another four-leaf
clover in her hand.

“You know, children, I've just been
thinking,” she said. Her voice was too
calm. I knew something was up. “I've
decided that Biff is right. We will wait
until morning, then we'll tell the police
about the body.”

It was too good to be true. I watched
Mother closely as she gathered up her
toothbrush and towel and things. I watched
her as she walked toward the washrooms
at the far end of the trailer camp.

“Maybe she means ‘it,” Biff said un-
certainly,

“Of course she does!” I said. “Are you
insinuating that my mother is a liar?”

Biff gulped noisily. Then he began fix-
ing the bed in the back of the automobile.
The mattress, the blankets, the pillows—
all the things Mother always traveled with
were in the trunk of the car. Biff made
up the bed and turned on the dome light
overhead. He poured out a glass of water
and placed it on the small shelf he had
built near the headboard for that purpose.
Then he put the asthma powder and the
matches next to the glass.

“Maybe if we make her real comfy she’ll
get a good night’s rest,” he said hopefully.

“Oh, I will.” Mother, back from the
washroom and scrubbed until she shone like
a beacon light, looked fondly at both of us.
“How sweet to fix everything so nice,” she
said. She kissed Biff. Then she kissed
me. “Sleep well, darlings,” she said as she
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glass of water was spilled over the pillow,
but Mother was gone.

I raced back to the trailer camp., Dim-
ples and Gee Gee were pouring bucketfuls
of water on our trailer. The dust streaked
down the sides in mud streams. Gee Gee
was soaking wet, too.

“Where's Mother?” I yelled above the
roar of excited people.

They didn’t answer me.

I heard Biff’s voice. “Leave our trailer
alone,” he shouted. “Get the ones nearest
the fire and pour like hell.”

E GRABBED the buckets and raced

past the safer trailers to those that
were in the most danger. The other cars
had been driven away, and that meant that
the camp was in darkness. Aside from the
trailers that carried their own generators,
there wasn’t a gleam of light. Even the
red glow from the fire was dimmed by the
heavy smoke. The wind was blowing to-
ward the end of the camp, and as I ran
sparks would catch in the dry grass near
my feet. I tried to beat them out with my
c.ipty bucket, but they fell so fast!

My eves burned and I couldn’t breathe,
but I.stiil kept running toward the fire. It
wasn’t bravery. I could hear Biff’s voice
up there and at that moment I would have
run through hell to be near him. When-
ever the shouting died down for a second
T could hear him giving orders. Sometimes
he sounded close by. Then it sounded as
though he were miles away. His voice was
so calm, so reassuring, that I ran faster.

The handle of the tin bucket was burning
my hand. As it hit the side of my leg I
could feel the heat through my heavy
slacks. Then suddenly I stumbled into a
clearing. The woods weren’t woods at all
when I saw them close by. The trees were
stunted bushes with dried brush piled up
around them.

The wind rolled .them that way, I
thought. But had it been done purposely,
it couldn’t have made a better bonfire. I
saw Biff’s shadow coming toward me. Then
I heard Dimples.

~“To hell with this,” she said peevishly.

“Here we are, doing all the heavy work.
You don't see Corny or Mandy knocking
themselves out, do you? Damn right you
don’t. Well, T don’t know about you, but
I'm going to get a drink, and fast.”

“That’s for me,” Gee Gee said, “Noth-
ing more we can do, anyway.”

One trailer near the woods was still
burning. With the sun coming up behind
it, it looked like the framework you see
in automobile showrooms. A dilapidated
car hitched to it was also burning. There
was a strong odor of gasoline in the air.

But I hardly noticed anything except
that Mother was safe. She was there,
talking to a tired-looking woman stand-
ing near the burning trailer. The woman
was weeping, and I could hear Mother
consoling her.

“Such a pity. You didn’t even have
time to unhitch the car.” Mother put her
arms around the woman and patted her
on the shoulder. “We just got here, too.
And to think of driving into all this
trouble, But as long as you have insur-
ance, there’s nothing to cry about. You
can get a new car and trailer. One like
my daughter’s. . . .”

Mother saw me and rushed into my
arms, “Isn’t it the most terrible thing,
Louise?” TUnder her anxious voice I
caught a hint of satisfaction.

I felt a tight feeling in my throat. Just
like when the manager of a theater would
come backstage and ask to talk to me. I
could always tell when they were going to
ask me questions about Mother. It might
be nothing more than a missing letter, a
costume flushed down a toilet, or a piece
of music missing. I would know then
that Mother was “protecting my interests”
again,

Sometimes it was worse. Mother loves
writing letters. She loves it almost as
much as she loves steaming open letters
other people have written. Unfortunately,
Mother’s letters are what people call
“poison pen.” Mother doesn’t call them
that, of course. She thinks of her letter
writing as a sacred duty. Too often I've
heard her say, “Someone should drop that
woman a line and tell her just how low
she is—copying your song like that. It’s
my duty as your mother to do it. I will
do it.” Then Mother would get that too-
innocent look in her eye and she would
say, “Of course, I won’t sign it. I'll
send it miscellaneously.”

Mother was wearing her letter-writing
face as I took her arm and led her away
from the weeping woman. She turned
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up in anything like that, of course.”

“Like what?” Biff asked cautiously.

“Why, that body we found in the woods
during the fire,” the sheriff replied, as
though we should know all about it. “Shot
through the head. Body was in bad shape,
too. Dead for a spell, all right,”

I drank my drink on that.

“Yep. Looked like someone poured
gasoline on it and then touched it with a
match. We’ll be able to identify it,
but. . . .~

“Mother wouldn’t do that!" I said.

The sheriff and Biff stared at me. The
sheriff in surprise, Biff in annoyance.

“Will you let me tell it, Punkin?’ he
asked. “You get too involved. And not
only that, you keep pulling the blackout
too quick.

“This is the way it happened,” Biff said
to the sheriff., ‘“Last week we got mar-
ried. We bought the trailer for our honey-
moon. First we send for Evangie so she
can go along for the ride. Then we start
running into these friends of ours, They’re
all going east, and so are we. Plenty of
room. So we ask 'em....”

“You ask ’em, you mean,” I said, just
in case the sheriff got the wrong idea.

“All right then. I ask them. Anyway,
there we are: dogs, monkey, guinea pig,
friends, mother-in-law.". . .”

“And,” 1 interrupted again, “you might
give my mother top billing.”

“Bill, our dokkle, has developed an an-
noying habit of dragging presents into the
trailer for us,” Biff said, ignoring me
completely, “One day it’s a fish head, next
day it's a bone, then it’s something we
can't name. Anyway, these things have a
rare smell to ’em. Evangie's asthma pow-
der has got a rare smell. Between the
mixture, we don't notice this other smell
until we get in Ysleta yesterday. Then
the three of us start looking. We naturally
think Bill has come up with a prize, but
what we don’t expect is what we find.

“Evangie sees it when she opens up the
bed in the back room, There’s a tin bath-
‘tub under it. We don’t use the tub because
we always stop in tourist camps and they
have showers. You have to carry a lot
of water for that tub business, and it
makes the trailer side-heavy. So, we
haven’t looked under that bed since we
left San Diego. Anyway, Evangie lets

the bed fall down and then she locks the
doors before she tells us what’s in the
tub, I take a look, and sure enough!”

“There it is,” I said.

“The damnedest, deadest body you ever
saw.”

The sheriff pinched his chin with a
large hand. He looked at Biff from under
his bushy eyebrows. “A body, eh?”

“Yep,” Biff said. “When I go to lift
it out of the tub, a hunk of the face fell
off.”

HAT'S WHEN 1 spilled my drink.

Biff had promised me he would never
mention that again. While I told him what
I thought of him for going into all the
sordid details when he knew very well how
sick it made me, the sheriff began talking
to himself,

“That fits, all right,” he said.

Biff had brought my great-great-grand-
mother into the argument, so I didn’t get
the sheriff’s question until he repeated it.

“Did you recognize the body ?”

“Oh, sure,” Biff said. “He wags our
best man.”

The sheriff thought that meant that we
had known him all our lives, so we had to
go through the whole story of our water-
taxi wedding ; how we found the best man
in a saloon, how we picked up the captain
in another saloon, where we got the boat,
and everything.

“Never saw him before, eh?”

“Never,” Biff said. “Never saw him
after, either. That is, until I lifted up
the bed and looked in the bathtub.”

“Except that time in San Diego,” I said
firmly.

Biff shook his head. “Gyp swears she
saw the guy in San Diego, but the guy
we saw didn't even speak to us. If it'd
been George, why he’d have fallen all
over us. He was a very pleasant guy.”

“George who?” the sheriff asked.

Biff and I looked at each other, That
was the first time I had thought about
our best man having a last name,

“We didn't ask him,” Biff said. “Funny,
now that 1 think it over. You'd think
he woulda told us.”

“Yes,” the sheriff said. “Or that you
would have asked him. Now, what about
those other actors traveling with you? Any
of them likely to recognize the body?”
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to Mother. Her voice was light and gay.
“Dearie! Make some room on the table,
I have a surprise for you.”

OTHER MOVED the tea things list-

lessly. She seemed to be thinking
of something else, something that worried
her. Even when Mamie placed the baking
dish in front of her, Mother remained
pensive. The dish was full of golden-
brown biscuits,

Biff gave them a triple take.

“I thought they’d go good with the tea,”
Mamie said. “I had an awful time with
the oven, though. Kept burning on the
bottom.” She lifted a biscuit and felt its
weight, first in one hand, then the other.
“I do hope they aren’t heavy,” she said.

It was the first time I knew we had an
oven. Qur meals had been sketchy. Beans,
hamburgers, hot dogs, then hack to beans
again. We hadn’t made a career of the
eating business.

From the expression on Biff’s face I
decided there was something in that “The-
way-to-a-man’s-heart” dialogue. If bis-
cuits would make his eyes sparkle like that,
he was going to have biscuits if I had to
make them myself.

When he was buttering his sixth, I no-
ticed the line of laundry. On a rope
stretched from the tent to a tree, four sheer
nighties waved invitingly in the breeze. A
pair of lacy panties, men’s socks, my new
nylons, and a pair of men’s shorts, lavender
ones.

Mamie, watching me, spoke up quickly.
“I did the dainty things first. Tomorrow
I'm getting at the shirts and the heavy
stuff.”

My first reaction was one of resentment.
I didn’t like having a stranger doing my
laundry. Then I felt ashamed and grateful.
I hate doing laundry myseli.

Dimples’ voice rose petulantly from the
trailer. She couldn’t find her eyebrow
tweezers, “They were right here on the
stove,” she said.

“You pull out one more hair,” Gee Gee
said, “and you’'ll be balder'n a bat.”

Mamie rushed into the trailer.
closed the screen door carefully,

“I put all the make-up things in this
drawer,” she said. “It’ll take me a little
time learning what belongs to who, but, ., .”

She

As her voice trailed off I felt Biff look-
ing at me.

“Did I call her an ingenue?”’ he said
softly. “I shoulda called her the leading
lady.”

He was right. Instead of worrying how
crowded we were, I was thinking how nice
that our family was larger by one.

Biff ate the last biscuit carefully,

“This is what I call eating high off the
hog,” he said as he swallowed it in two
bites.

Mother sipped her tea. She lit a cubeb
and blew out the smoke in tight little gasps.

“You know,” she said slowly, “I was
just thinking.” She took another puff
from her asthuna cigarette and let us worry
for a moment. Mother’s thinking could
be troublesome ‘at times.

“I didn't want to tell the sheriff until
I spoke with you,” she said. “I'm not sure
I should even tell you.” The last was di-
rected at Biff, “The way you keep getting
things mixed up all the time. I don't feel
that T should, well, trust you.”

I knew then that whatever Mother had
been thinking, it wasn’t good. I prepared
myself for the worst, but her next words
stunned me.

“I think that handkerchief the sheriff
had in the hat was Cliff’s,”

Biff gulped.

“T saw the laundry marks,” Mother said.
“l remember it from when we sent out
that bundle in San Diego., Remember how
I happened to send it out marked Lee by
mistake ?”

Hardly by mistake, T thought. Mother
had just been protecting my billing. Even
on the laundry lists I had to headline. At
the time we thought it was amusing when
the dry cleaning and the laundry were all
marked Mr. G. R, Lee. \When the neigh-
bors began calling Biff Mr. Lee, we stopped
laughing.

“There was something else, too,” Mother
said.

Biff leaned back in his chair and took a
deep breath. I tried to brace myself, too,
but that old feeling tightened across my
chest.

“But,” Mother added mysteriously, “be-
cause of your big mouth I'm not going to
tell you what it is.” She leaned over her
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Mrs. Smith beamed on her. Yawn or
no yawn, Dimples was an actress, and that
was enough.

“I’ll bet you're a big hit on the stage,”
Mamie said. “You must be beautiful when
you're dressed up.”

Dimples narrowed her eyes. “Are you
trying to kid somebody ?” she asked.

MAMIE WENT on gaily. “Don’t you

ever get embarrassed taking off your
clothes with all those men looking at you ?”’

“Say,” Dimples put her hands on her
fat hips. “Where do you get that embar-
rassed business? Why should I get em-
barrassed? I got a dark-blue spot on me
all the time, ain’t 1?”

Mamie realized she had touched a sore
spot with the Queen of Quiver. She tried
to cover it up quickly. “I only meant, what
do you think about when you're out there—
taking off your dress like?”

“I ain’t thinking anything,” Dimples re-
plied. “I got a job to do. I let the jerks
do the thinking. That’s what they paid
their dough for. I'd look cute out there,
thinking.”” She laughed briefly. “Boy,
that's rich! Me, with a rhinestone in my
navel, thinking!”

Gee Gee had enough of Dimples on the
subject of Dimples.

“Hey,” she said. “We were talking about

me, Should I dye or shouldn’t I dye?”
- I had completely forgotten the corpse
and the handkerchief and the package. At
that moment Gee Gee's decision seemed
more important. She had built up a reputa-
tion as “The Red-Haired Dynamo.” To
change it at this late date was something
that needed consideration.

Dimples snatched the toothbrush from
Mamie’s hand and in one quick motion she
dipped it into the white henna and spread
it on Gee Gee’s head.

“When in doubt, act,” she said. It was
the motto Dimples lived by.

Mamie left the henna pack on a little
too long. Gee Gee emerged as a platium
blonde. Platinum with touches of pink
here and there to relieve the monotony.

Mamie was delighted with her handi-
work, but I was glad that Gee Gee didn’t
plan on working for a few weeks. Even
with her new title, “Platinum Panic,” she’d
have a hard time convincing an audience,
I didn't have the heart to suggest that we

dye her back to a redhead. I thought it
could wait a few days. I did suggest that
we needed a nip,

The boys were only too glad to join us.
Corny got the glasses. That was the one
job we could depend on him for. If some-
one paid for the bottle, he would always
get the glasses, Mandy got the water
chasers. He wasn’t very cheerful. Neither
was Biff. They had their my-horse-didn’t-
come-in look.

Biff, eyeing Gee Gee’s hair, was generous,
“I could go for you myself,” he said.

“Don’t do me no favors,” Gee Gee re-
plied. “So far I'm the only dame in
burlesque that isn’t a sister-in-law of Gyp’s.
Let’s keep it clean.”

Biff, to change the subject offered Ma-
mie a drink. I was surprised when she took
it. She polished it off like a seasoned
trooper.

“Mmm, tasty,” she said. She wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand. “Not
as sweet as my rhubarb wine, but tasty.”

Biff urged her to have another. He
didn’t have to do much urging, Watova
raised a breed of double-fisted drinkers,
that was certain.

Mandy had gone into his specialty; imi-
tations of birds and beasts of the forest.
Mamie choked with laughter on her third
drink as he did his version of a lonesome
cow. The fact that a cow is hardly a beast
of the forest didn’t enter into the thing.

By the time Gee Gee went into her guitar
solo, we had a pretty fair-sized audience.
The neighbor trailerites kept a safe dis-
tance, but they were all there. Biff and
Corny almost stopped the show with their
scene, “Fluegal Street,” and before we
could stop her, Dimples went into her strip.
The neighbors didn’t know whether to ap-
plaud or to call the cops. One lone voice
rang out, “Take it off I”

That was all Dimples needed. Biff had
the courage to stop her. He grabbed
Corny’s blanket and put an end to the
show.

It was a fine party, We forgot to eat
dinner. That is always a good way to tell.

Johnny’s father let us borrow his car
and in high spirits we left for the village.

“This will be one night we don’t forget
for a long time,” Biff said as he helped
Mother into the back seat.

For once in his life, Biff was right,
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IX

E MADE THE HAPPY HOUR

our first stop. Biff was driving, so
that may have accounted for it. While he
parked the car, Mother and I looked up
and down the street.

It was very gay and colorful. The neon
signs and the blinking lights reminded me
of a Mulberry Street festival. Most of
the saloons had entrances that were more
inviting than Francisco Cullucio’s, but,
from the crowds hanging around the en-
trance, it was evident that he did the big-
gest business, The faded awning was half
raised. On it hung pennants with NOGALES
printed on them and pillowcases with poetry
addressed to MY SWEETHEART stamped on
the rayon satin.

I was surprised to see the number of
wine parties in the saloon. The Happy
Hour didn’t have a beer crowd, even if
they did look it. Most of the men were
in their shirt sleeves. Many of them wore
souvenir hats, Mexican sombreros with
little balls hanging from the brims. All
the women wore evening gowns,

Joyce Janice sat with four men at a table
near the door. She still wore her sweat-
stained blue satin. Cullucio stood within
five feet of her. When we came in he
nodded to us over his unlit cigar. He
seemed rather surprised to see us,

We must have looked like a wine party
to the headwaiter, because he cleared a
table for us immediately, The table was
too close to Joyce Janice to please me, but
it was near the stage and Mother liked it.
Mother never wants to miss anything.

“My Gawd!” Dimples squealed. She
threw her arms around Joyvce and began
kissing her. “It’s just like old home week.
I just seen Milly and Clarissima at the bar.
Bob Reed was there, too. This is won-
derful.”

From where I stood they looked like
long-lost relatives. Shows what four men
buying wine in a saloon can do. I think
Dimples would throw her arms around a
Gila monster if she thought she could get
a bottle of wine for it.

Gee Gee was more restrained but just as
anxious. With very little persuasion they
both joined Joyce and her party of spenders.
All four of the men were named Joe if
Joyce’s introduction counts. They were

all from St. Louis and they were all out to
have a good time.

“Well, so are we,” Dimples murmured,

One of the men named Joe tied a napkin
around her neck and placed a bottle in
front of her,

“I'm not a baby, you know,” she said
with a look in her eye that made the an-
nouncement unnecessary.

I followed Mamie and Mother to the
table. We had lost Corny and Mandy at
the bar. They knew Milly and Clarissima,
too. Bob Reed was a juvenile tenor from
the Republic Theater in New York, and I
had played the Gaiety with the two girls,
They were bending an elbow and talking
over old times.

If T had ever wondered what happened
to burlesque when the license commissioner
banned it, one look at The Happy Hour
would have given me my answer. All the
place needed was a couple of comics and
a runway. I'm glad the orchestra didn’t
play Gypsy Sweetheart, or T would have
gone into my number out of sheer habit.

With all the familiar atmosphere, there
was something about the place I didn’t like,
something unhealthy.

“Well, what do ya want?” A pock-
marked waiter in a dirty white coat stood
at my back. His voice startled me into
ordering a double rye.

I would have ordered it without being
startled into it. I would have told him so,
too, but he was too big for Biff to handle,

“T’ll have a hot toddy,” Mother said, “for
my asthma.”

Mamie couldn’t make up her mind, so I
ordered for her.

“Two double ryves,” I said to the waiter’s
back. He was already on his way to the
bar. Something about him lingered on.
Maybe it was the general odor of the place,
At any rate, I didn't like it, I didn’t like
the way Biff leaned over Jovce's shoulder,
either.

“What in the world is Biff doing talking
to that brassy blonde,” Mother asked.

“Probably just schmoosing,” I said.

“Call it that if you like,” Mother sniffed.
“In my day we had another name for it.”

The five-piece orchestra hit a sustained
note and Bob Reed stepped out onto the
stage, dragging a microphone behind him.

“Good evening, everybody,” he said in
his nasal voice. “Good evening,”
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“He's going to what?” Mother asked.
Her shoulders had become taut under my
hands. I could hear her catch her breath
in a tight gasp.

“He’s going to charge them ten per cent
agent fees,” I said. I tried to laugh. It
was no go. I reached in the pantry for
the bottle of rye instead.

“Have a hot toddy while I have an
old-fash?” I asked.

Mother nodded, and I put on the water
to boil. I was glad to have something to
occupy my mind, something to make my
head stop pounding so. Pounding with un-
answerable questions. Why had Mother
been so anxious to bury the body? Why
hadn’t she told me about buying the gun?
Why hadn’t she given it to the sheriff the
day we were in the woods? Why had she
waited until Joyce forced her into telling
him about it? Why had she changed so
in the last few weeks?

A familiar noise disturbed the silence,

It was the loud knocking of a car that
had burned out its bearings. The head-
lights cast a beam on the door of the
trailer, :

“Hey, come out and see what we got,”
Biff shouted.

“We're in the wood, coal and ice busi-
ness as of today,” Dimples yelled happily.

I went to the door and opened it. Biff
was driving a truck. Dimples sat in the
front seat with him. In the back sat Corny
and Mandy. It was an open-stake-bodied
truck, the same truck they had carted the
corpse away in.

“No!” I shouted. I ran down the steps
and reached Biff’s side as he jumped down
from the seat. “Not this car, Biff!”

“It’s the only thing in town we could
rent,” he explained, squeezing my arm
gently, “Ain’t it a beaut? Ten bucks a
week.”

“Well,” I mumbled. “The price is right.
Does it go?”

Mandy and Corny climbed down from
the back., Mandy was limping painfully.

“Damn right it goes,” he said. “Right
back to the guy that rented it to us.” He
limped over to a chair under the lean-to
tent and fell into it.

“We'll put a hammock back there for
ya,” Dimples said laughingly.

Corny was silent. He stepped into the
trailer and closed the door loudly.

“What's eating him?” I asked, dazed.
Dimples and Mandy laughed.

¢6¢ DIFF TOLD him to get out. Said

as long as he had a job he could
move to hell away,”. Dimples said. “So
help me, Gyp, I think that's the reason
Biff tried to get us all a job, so he’d get
rid of us.”

“Not you, Dimples,” Biff said. “You're
as welcome as the flowers in— Say, where’s
everybody ?”’ Biff asked suddenly.

He walked over to the trailer and peered
in the window, “Hey, Evangie, we're
home. WWhere’s Mamie ?”

Dimples chipped some ice and dumped
it into a bowl. Then she got the glasses
from the outside cabinet. “Soup’s on!”
she yelled as she placed them on the table.

“Mamie is visiting, I guess,” I said. I
spoke casually. Not casually enough,
though,

“What's happened ?”’ Biff said.

I told him. It didn’t sound like much.
Even less than when I told Mother.,

“And that’s all,” I finished lamely. “All
besides the pantry door being ‘open. The
catch on it isn’t good, anyway, so maybe
it. ..

Biff hadn't waited for me to finish. In
two strides he was up the steps and in
the trailer. He pushed Corny aside roughly
and made a beeline for the pantry. First
he looked at the catch. 1t was loose. Then
he began taking the groceries from the
shelves and placing them on the stove top.

“What is all this?” Mother asked. “First
Louise acts like an idiot, now you. I can’t
stand all this excitement. It's not only
bad for my asthma, but T don’t like it
anyway. Corpses under your bed. . . .”

“Corpses under . . .” Corny stopped
in the middle of his packing and let out
a long, low whistle, “So that’s what it
was you were carting off to the woods.
Well now, isn’t that just dandy. A corpse,
eh? Anyone I know?”

“I wouldn’t be a damned bit surprised,”
1 said.

Biff sauntered over to Corny. He put
his hands on his hips and looked down at
the grinning comic.

“Now that you know, I can ask you a
few questions,” he said.

“You ain’t goin’ to ask me a thing, see?
From now on I’'m head man around here.
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hugged her. “Come on, Evangie, smile.
There won't be any third-degreeing while
I'm around, Questions, sure. After all,
the body zwas in our trailer. We did know
who it was. We did sort of put ourselves
out on a limb when we buried him.”

“We?” Mother exclaimed. “I love the
way you give yourself all the credit.”

Dimples had been listening with her
mouth wide open. She shook her head
once or twice.

“That’s all, brother,” she said after
Mother finished speaking. - “I am taking
myself a hotel room. Egg crate, flea bag,
any kind of hotel is better than this. Bury-
ing a corpse!” She kept shaking her head
as though she couldn’t believe it. She
looked at Gee Gee. “Did you know about
this?”

“Yep,” Gee Gee said. “I was in on the
ground floor.”

Mamie banged on the screen door. “Will
someone help me, please ?”

Biff opened the door, and Mamie strug-
gled in with an ironing board.

“I've been all over this camp trying to
borrow an ironing board,” she said as she
propped it against the side of the trailer.
“You'd think people would travel with
one. I know I'm completely lost without
an . '”

“And what,” Gee Gee asked, “do you
want with an ironing board ?”

“Why, I want to press Dimples’ acting
dresses,” Mamie said quietly.

E DIDN'T have an answer for that.

The acting dresses was too much for
us. I was glad that Mandy returned at
that moment with the truck. The ride into
town would be cool, I thought, and get-
ting away from Restful Grove would be
a relief, too.

Mamie, with her ironing board, iron,
and a pressing pad, climbed into the back
of the truck Dimples, with her cosutmes
over her arm, got in beside her. Mother
with her asthma powder, Biff with a bot-
tle, and Mandy carrying his theater ward-
robe sat in front. I sat in the back with
the girls,

“What about Corny?”’ Dimples asked
Mandy through the back window as we
drove toward town, “Did he find a hotel ?”

“Yeah,” Mandy said. “Only you know
him. He won’t put pout that buck a night
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talked it, Her voice is thin and weak, but
the customers usually hear enough. I
couldn’t hear one word of the verse that
night. It didn’t matter; she looked well.
She wore her red chiffon trimmed with
ostrich feathers. With it she wore an os-
trich feather cape and a red satin picture
hat,

Cullucio had given her a good spot in
the show, following two men and doing
the first strip number. He was watching
her intently. When he saw me looking
at him, he made a circle with his thumb
and first finger. He held them up for
me to see,

I nodded back. Then I nudged Biff.

“Dimples is in,” I said. “The boss just
gave me the high sign. All we have to
do now is keep our fingers crossed for
Mandy and your friend.”

Dimples finished the verse of her num-
ber and went into the chorus:

Have a smoke on me,
Everyone is free.

She took a package of cigarettes from
the bodice of her dress and tossed one to
a man in the audience. The cigarette fell
on the table and the man let it lay there,

Cigarcettes for you to try,

Chester fields, they satisfy.

Or would you walk a mile for a Camel,
I¥'s worth while.

Dimples paraded around the small stage,
handing cigarettes to the men at the tables.
They were beginning to catch on now, and
as she came near them the more venture-
some ones would reach out for her.

Here's an Old Gold to cure your cold.
There’s not a cough in a whole carload.
And down from old Virgiua,
Piedmonts are sure to win 3a.

Dimples stopped in front of a bald-
headed man. She let out a little squeal
of delight.

“Isn’t he heautiful?”

She placed a cigarette in the man’s mouth
and lit it for him. He had a few hairs
growing along the sides of his head. These
few hairs she curled with her finger. She

took a red ribbon from her wrist and tied
it in a bow around one of the locks.

«. . With a Turkish blend we have Fatimas,
too.

Dimples leaned over and kissed the man
on his bald head. With a quick little run
she was at the stage exit, She unloosed
the feather cape and removed her hat.

“Now don’t forget the name of the ciga-
rette that I gave you.”

Just before she exited, Dimples flashed
one bare breast. The audience was not
trained to applaud for strip numbers, There
was only a scattered round until Biff be-
gan. He cupped his hands to make the
clapping sound louder. He shouted, “Take
it off!” and suddenly the audience picked
it up.

The orchestra played Smoke Gets in
Your Eyes, and Dimples was back on for
her first encore. By then the din and
shouting in the saloon reminded me of the
balcony boys at the Gaiety.

DIMPLES went into her bumps and
grinds. She had slowed down a little
in the past few years, but she was still
the fastest bumper Ysleta had seen. To-
ward the end of the chorus she turned her
back to the audience, removed her skirt,
and did her quiver, The beads on her
net pants sparkled like diamonds as she
shook them. Dimples had originated the
quiver and she still did it better than any
other woman in burlesque. The beads be-
gan to fly madly as the orchestra played
faster and faster.

“Tessie is going to find this tough to
follow,” T said to Biff. I was a little
pleased. Tessie wasn’t my friend, Dimples
was.

With a quick movement she pulled off
the beaded pants. She stood in the blue
spotlight just long enough to let the cus-
tomers know she didn't get the name Dim-
ples for nothing. Then she darted off-
stage. She had to do encore after encore
before they would let her leave. It was
a solid show stop.

“I'll be back in a minute,” T said to Biff
when the number was over, “I want to
go backstage and tell her how swell it went
over.”
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a gun when there’s a guy in our bathtub
that’s been shot with one.”

She began wiping her leg with a paper
napkin, She picked up the dusty cup and
slammed it on the table,

“Seems there’s a hell of a lot more lying
being done around here than I'm guilty of.
What the hell for? If nobody knows who
the corpse is or who killed him, why do
they lie? 1 seem to be the only one who
had a reason for lying. Evangie says she
didn’t want Gyp’s name to get in the news-
papers. Well, I think that’s all a helluvan
excuse for setting fire to the woods and
burying a body. Then she says she
thought it was Gyp’s gun, Well, you can
believe her if you want to. She’s your
mother, not mine, It don’t sound very
kosher to me.”

She jumped up and ran into the trailer.

Mother bhadn’t moved during the tirade.
When the door slammed she lifted her
head.

“That’'s gratitude for you,” she said.
“After all we've done for that girl.”

‘Mamie poured more powder on the
burning mound. She picked up Gee Gee’s
cup and dropped it into the dishpan, Mandy
grabbed the dish towel and dried the
cups and saucers as Mamie washed them.
The uncomfortable silence was shattered
by Dimples’ voice,

“Will somebody fix me a bromo?” she
yelled from the trailer. “So help me, I
think they tried to poison me last night.”

Mamie filled a glass with water, picked
up another clean one, and went into the
trailer. It was going to take more than
one Bromo Seltzer to cure Dimples, I
thought. She had made enough the night
before at a nickel a drink to retire with
a hot-dog stand, If she had been trying
to win the crown from Joyce, it looked as
if she had it in the bag,

Her voice rose petulantly from the
trailer, )

“Dammit all, you don’t have to look at
me like that. So I got a hang-over, so
what? Just because you got a hollow leg
is no sign I have.”

I wondered if she meant Gee Gee or
Mamie. Thinking about what she had
said the night before, I settled for Mamie.

“I'll go dig up Corny,” Biff said. He
went to the bedroom door and knocked
briskly. “Hey, wake up, funny boy, our

company’s here. Get up and put on a face.”

“Beat it,” Corny said, “Tell ’em I'm
sick. Tell ’em I'm dead.”

Biff opened the door and went into the
bedroom, In a few moments he had
Corny up and out. It was the sheriff’s
fault that Corny was still sponging on us.
The comic wore Biff’s bathrobe, Mandy’s
slippers were on his feet, He sank into
a chair and sulked.

“So the long arm of the law wants our
little party together, eh?” he said sarcas-
tically. “Well, he’s got us. So what's
he going to do for an encore?”

I poured him a cup of coffee and pushed
the can of milk and the sugar bowl toward
him,

“I'm sure I can’t tell you that,” I said
pleasantly. “I know what he’s doing for
an opening, though.”

CORNY LOOKED up from his cup of
steaming coffee. I had tried to put
a note of mystery in my voice, .It must
have been a good performance. He knew
I had something on my mind, and I let him
wonder for a second. I poured a cup of
coffee for Biff and one for myself. I
took my time adding the sugar and milk.

“I think he’s going to ask you how your

handkerchief happened to be buried with |

the body,” I said.

“My what!” Corny jumped to his feet.
“Where is he?’ he screamed. “I gotta
talk to him. I gotta tell him I don’t know
anything about it. Somebody’s trying to
frame me, that’s what it is, Somebody’s
trying to pin this thing on me.”

“You'll get your chance to talk to him,”
Biff said. “I wouldn’t lean too heavy on
that framing gag, though. I tried to give
it to him last night, and he won’t sit still,
All of a sudden he don’t like actors.”

Corny sank back into his chair. He
reached for the coffee cup. Then he
pushed it away.

“Gimme a drink, will ya?” he asked.

If he had asked me I would have refused
him. Biff is a softie, though. He got
out the bottle and poured a double hooker
in a water glass, Corny downed it in
one gulp. Biff poured him another.

A voice from behind made me jump.
It was one of the sheriff’s men.

“The sheriff wants to talk to Miss
Graham,” he said. “In the office.” He

-
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could dump a corpse in our trailer. When
were we out of it long enough? Who
had a key to unlock the door? Who'd
be around a trailer camp in the first place?
It’s too easy.”

“Too easy,” I said slowly. “Well, let’s
start from 4. We're in and out of the
trailer all the time. How could we figure
out which time the murderer decided to
drop his load of sunshine? B is easier.
We only leave the trailer for hours at a
time, We only leave it alone until four,
five in the morning when we go nipping.
He'd only have hours to do in it. C stands
for cinch. What key for what lock? We
haven’t locked the trailer since we lost the
keys in Los Angeles. As for asking who
cold dump the body in the tub, anyone
in any town we’ve stopped in could have
done it.”

Dimples threw her legs over the side
of the bed. She groped around on the
floor for her pink mules. When she found
them she pushed them on her feet with an
indifferent movement. Then she threw her
robe over her shoulders and picked up a
Turkish towel.

“I'm gonna take a shower,” she said.
“You make my head ache with your alpha-
bets. The way I feel now, I'll settle for
Corny being the murderer. All I want is
to get the damned thing cleared up. Who
did it or why they did it is none of my

‘business, and when the sheriff asks me
where I was on the night of so-and-so.
I'll tell him to go fuddle his duddle.”

As she left the trailer, Mamie came in.
She turned down the bedcovers and began
tidying up the room. She was unconcerned,
as though a corpse in the bathtub went
with the plumbing fixtures. She put tl}e
cleansing cream and the Kleenex back in
the drawer and dusted off the furniture
carefully. She hung up the clothes that
Dimples had left strewn about.

“I don’t know how your poor mother
can stand all this,” she said as she rolled
up a pair of nylons. “All the drinking
and swearing and excitement. No won-
der she has asthma.”

“Well, things aren’t always as upset as
this,” 1 said. “Sometimes we go for a
whole week without finding one single
corpse.” .

I might just as well have been talklr}g
to myself. Mamie was not interested in

what we found in our bathtub. She was
house cleaning, and that was all that mat-
tered to her at the moment. Before she
actually swept me out, I left.

Corny was leaving with the sheriff’s
man, They were halfway to the office, and
I could still hear Corny’s voice. It was
shrill and piercing.  °

“It couldn’t have been my handkerchief,”
he said almost hysterically.

Gee Gee and Mandy had started a
pinochle game. She was dealing the cards
as though nothing had happened. An
empty whisky glass was at her elbow.

“How did it go?” I asked.

She put down the deck of cards and
picked up her hand. Before she answered
me she sorted her cards.

“Nothing to it,” she said casually,

A nine of hearts was face up on the
table. Mandy showed a nine from his
hand and wrote down ten points under
his name on the score card. He played
a jack of clubs. Gee Gee took the trick
with a king. She had no meld.

I suddenly dreaded more than ever my
meeting with the sheriff. When Gee Gee
plays a king on the first trick without a
meld in her hand she isn’t as composed
as she is pretending to be. Gee Gee usually
plays a good game of pinochle,

XV

T WAS almpst two hours before the

sheriff sent for me. Two hours of
watching one after the other walk across
the field to the office; two hours of wait-
ing for the door to open and watching one
more of our troupe walk slowly back to
the trailer.

When Mandy was called I took his
pinochle hand. Biff joined us later, and
we played four-handed. I'm sure the game
was the only thing that kept me from going
raving mad.

If anyone had been able to tell me what
was going on, if all their remarks weren’t
so much alike, I wouldn’t have minded
the wait as I did. They were all as evasive
as Gee Gee had been. They had all been
asked if they recognized the corpse. They
were expected to read a carefully writ-
ten description, a full page in longhand,
and to base their recognition on that.
They had been asked how long they knew
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“Maybe smoking isn't allowed during the
third degree.”

“It’s quite all right,” the sheriff replied
stiffly.

“Is there anything else you want to
know ?” I asked.

“Noooo, I thought you might like to
have me explain one or two points, though,”
the sheriff said.

I most certainly did, but I wouldn't
give him the satisfaction of knowing that.
I smoked quickly. The cigarette burned
too fast and, as I inhaled, the hot smoke
burned my throat. I wanted a cup of
water desperately but, after my big head-
shaking, slow-smiling scene a moment be-
fore, I didn’t have the nerve to mention it.

“We're right on the border here in
Ysleta,” the sheriff said. “A few years
back they used to allow gambling on the
other side. That brought in a bad element
and, even though we’ve worked hand in
glove with the Mexican government, it
seems we can’'t get rid of that element.
Tourists flock around here during the sea-
son to see these places, Nothing for ‘em
to see but a bunch of saloons like they
can see any place else, but as long as
they keep coming there’ll always be guys
around to clip 'em. During the last few
months a new menace has cropped up. It’s
a dope racket. The difficult part of all
is that the dope is grown right here in
Texas. It’s known as a weed; of course,
it's cultivated here. Loco weed, the natives
call it. The proper name is marijuana.”

“Reefers!” I said. As I spoke I could’

almost see Gee Gee’s face when she was
telling me about Gus,

“Yes,” the sheriff replied, “It's sent
out of this state in bales, fifty- and hundred-
pound bales. We got one of the trucks
but we couldn’t hold the driver. He said
it was given to him for cottord, and we
couldn’t even find out who gave it to him.
His instructions were to carry it as far as
Galveston, then it was to be picked up.
If it were just marijuana, it wouldn't be
so bad. People say marijuana isn’t habit
forming. I have my own ideas on that
score, but most folks say the danger in
smoking these cigarettes is that, after a
while, people become immune to its influ-
ence. They take up cocaine, and from
there it’s only a step to heroin. Sometimes
these dealers spike the cigarettes with

said.

hashish or the scrapings of opium bowls,
That’s done to get their customers in the
habit,”

“You oughta write a book about it,”" I

“I have,” the sheriff replied.

I was sorry I mentioned it. The gleam
in the sheriff's eye told me he was on his
favorite subject. I still wanted a cup of
water, and my cigarette had smoked down
to a short butt that was burning my fingers.
It seemed disrespectful to drop it on the
floor, but I did. Then I ground out the
glow with the toe of my shoe.

“The head of the narcotic division in
Austin traced the source of supply to my
section,” the sheriff said. “I followed a
lead as far as The Happy Hour. Then I
lost it. 'We found a small tin of heroin
in one of the emplovees’ possession. The
man was completely under the influence of
drugs, and we couldn’t get a thing out of
him, That's as far as I got with my lead.
I've watched the mail; I've watched every
employee. Nothing incriminating about any
of ’em. Nothing but that tin of dope.
Yet I know. for a fact that someone at
the Happy Hour is responsible for part
of this dope peddling.”

HE SHERIFF sighed heavily. His

fingers drummed on the table before
him., Had I not remembered how rude
he had been to Biff and me the night be-
fore, I would have felt sorry for him.

“Now these murders,” the sheriff said.
“They must be mixed up with that busi-
ness in some way.” )

His hands were still now. Then he
pounded on the table until I thought it
was going to break into splinters,

“But I'll find the guilty one,” he said,

“Well, don’t look at me, brother,” I
said. “I just got in town.”

“T know,” the sheriff said. “So did the
corpse. And not long after you all arrived
we found another corpse. Then there’s a
little matter of untruth. That Graham
girl, for instance. It was stupid of her
not to come to me immediately after finding
the body. She should have told me about
the Gus business in Los Angeles. . . .”

“Wait a minute,” I said, “I've trouble
enough sticking up for my mother without
making alibis for friends, but how was
Gee Gee supposed to know you were look-
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a free Bernhardt for the cops. Save that
talent for the theater; a little of it
wouldn’t hurt your career a bit. And where
do you get that ‘she’s not your mother’
dialogue? Just because they put an in-law
handle after it is no sign she isn’t my
mother, too. I got her when I married
you, From now on remember that she’s
as much my mother as she is yours.”

Biff shoved the truck into gear and raced
toward the main road. For a moment I
thought he deliberately drove through every
rut and bump. Then I looked at his face.
I had never seen his jaw set as firmly.
I felt suddenly ashamed of my outburst.

“It wasn’t only you,” I said, “but the
others, too. You didn’t see them or hear
them like I did. They acted like they
almost expected Mother to confess. Even
Gee Gee was funny about it, and Corny,
with his ugly, gloating face, smiling to beat
hell. He was glad, I tell you, really glad.
I could have killed him., I think I would
have, too, if Mandy hadn’t pushed him
away from me. Then you, instead of help-
ing me, what do you do? Nothing, that’s
what. You waste hours talking about it
instead of getting to her.”

“It was ten minutes, not hours,” Biff
said. “Confession or no confession, they
won’t hang her before we get there. Now
shut up and light me a cigarette.”

I felt in his breast pocket for the pack-
age. The cigarettes were damp and spongy.
The matches were too wet to ignite,

“You’'ll have to smoke one of mine,” I
said. “These are soaking wet.”

“Now you're going to beef about that,
I guess,” Biff said. “A guy can’t even
sweat any more, His wife has hysterics
all over Restful Grove, and a guy’s not
supposed to sweat a little. Nice thing.”

His eyes were still on the road ahead
and his chin still jutted out belligerently,
but there was a satisfied half smile in his
voice. I lit two cigarettes and handed him
one. Over the bearing knock of the motor
I heard him mumble thanks and then the
radiator boiled over. A thin geyser of
rusty water splattered on the cracked
windshield, and Biff set the wiper in mo-
tion. I listened to the steady click-clack
as the rubber flange raced back and forth
in front of my eyes.

“Feel all right now?”’ Biff asked.

I didn’t answer him It didn’t seem
necessary.

“Well, then, we’'d better get a couple
things straightened out before we see the
sheriff,” Biff said. “First of all, no jokes
with him, Let him say his piece and don’t
interrupt him. I don’t know if you've
noticed it or not, but the guy’s no dope.
Don't lose your temper with him. That’s
when you say the wrong thing. Answer
his questions, but don't add anything but
yes or no to 'em. Let him do the figuring.
There’s a couple things I don’t like about
this business. It doesn’t seem right to me
that he should bundle Evangie up in the
car and drive her away without checking
on her story with the rest of us. He's
got something up his sleeve, and T’ll be
damned if I like it.”

“I tried to tell you he forced the con-
fession from her,” I said,

€6\/0U WERE right outside the door,”

Biff said patiently, “Evangie was
in there for five minutes, no longer. How
could anybody force anything out of her
in five minutes? No, I got two ways of
looking at that confession. One is that she
did it because she thought you killed the

bR

guys. . ..

({Al ?}J

“You don’t have to be so dumbfounded
about it. She’s got plenty of reasons for
thinking that. The handkerchief had your
name on it. So I know all about the
laundry being sent out with your name, but
the sheriff doesn’t know it. We told him,

that’s all. She might wonder why you
didn’t admit knowing Gus. You played
the Burbank Theater. Gee Gee said he

was around there all the time. Evangie
knows what a sucker you are for a bar-
gain, and there’s that guy selling stuff for
nothing and you aren't in on it. That
alone looks bad. She knows how you are;
hot or cold, if a thing’s cheap, youll go.
The gun thing; she thought it was yours,
so she tried to ditch it.”

“Well, the gun wasn’t mine. And if
Mother would think that just because I'd
played the Burbank I'd know Gus, then
she’d think that all of us knew him. You
played the Burbank, you didn’t know him.
Corny played it, he didn't know him,
Dimples played it, she didn’t know
him. »
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“Yes, she did,” Biff said. “But that’s
beside the point. I'll get around to Dimples
later. Right now I'm talking about you.
The cops don’t know your sweet, sunay dis-
position. They want a murderer. Your
mother gets frightened and gives 'em one.
That’s the way it goes if she didn't kill
the guys herself, but you'll have to admit
that her killing 'em is the easiest thing to
believe. Aside from Great-Great-Grand-
mother with the human steaks and poor
Uncle Louie with the tattoos. Evangie’s
got the guts to kill a guy. She proved
that when she buried the body. That
wasn’t kid stuff, ya know. Think about
the strange way she’s acted since San
Diego. That could be explained if she
knew the body was in the bathtub. You
can’t act natural with a thing like that on
your mind.

“Why didn’t she want us to call the
cops? Why did she want to bury the
body and drive away? She recognized the
handkerchief with a quick glance. How?
There’s only one way she could tell that
that handkerchief was Corny’s. Gyp, I
hate to say it, but I’ve got the damnedest
feeling that she knew about that second
corpse. I don't say she killed him, mind
you, but, . ..”

“But you think she did.”

Biff leaned forward and turned off the
windshield wiper., The sudden silence
made me want to scream.

“You think she is a murderer,” I said.

Biff’s hand fell on my knee. I felt him
shake me gently.

“No encores with the dramatic scene,
Punkin,” he said. “Smoke the cigarette
and take it easy. I'll put it to you like
this: What do you think Evangie would
do if someone threatened her? Or you?
What if someone tried to blackmail her,
not about herself, but about you? Say
a guy tells her that he knows something
ugly. He says he’ll blab to the papers if
she doesn’t pay up. Maybe he says he'll
blab anyway. Spite or something. I know
what she’d do. What do you think?”

“T—1 think she'd kill him,” T said. The
smoke from my cigarette was curling up
into my eves. I opened the window a crack
and let the cigarette fall.

Biff drove on silently, and I looked out
the dusty window at the monotonous view
ahead, I had thought the country was

romantic when we first arrived in Texas.
The yucca had been in blossom then and
the splashes of red across the desert had
looked like small bonfires. Now they were
gone and there was nothing to relieve the
parched, hot look of the sand. A breeze
rolled a branch of sage-brush across the
road. It seemed like a living thing, a
living thing that couldn’t make up its mind
which way to roll. It suddenly was tossed
under the wheels of the truck and I could
almost feel the pain of its being crushed.

“No,” I said. “Mother could shoot a
man, I think, but she couldn’t stab him in
the back. If she shot him, it could be in
self-defense, but if she stabbed him it
would, . ..”

“Tt could still be self-defense,” Biff said.
“At least to a jury.”

JURY! 1 hadn’t thought of that.

Mother on trial for her life! The
realization that this wasn't just another
of Mother’s difficult situations made my
hands tremble. This wasn't something that
Mother could smile her way out of. It
wasn’t a piece of stolen wardrobe or a
steamed-open letter ; it was murder. What
if they found her guilty?

“She could have stabbed him in a mo-
ment of panic,” Biff said. His voice
sounded strange to me, as though I had
never heard it before.

“Just because the knife was in his back
is no sign that she sneaked up on him or
anything. He could have been reaching
for a weapon even, and when he turned
she. . . .”

Biff stopped talking suddenly. I knew
that he didn’t believe what he had been
saying.

1 watched the heat rise in small ripples
on the road ahead of us. The radiator had
begun to boil over again and almost un-
consciously I leaned forward and started
the wiper in motion. We passed a sign
that read pip, and Biff put out his arm to
hold me as we reached the depression in
the road. I wanted him to hold me closer;
the tenseness of his muscles seemed to give
me courage, but he released me and clutched
the wheel again.

“It wouldn’t be hard for her to plead
insanity, ya know,” Biff said slowly, “It
might be better than self-defense at that.”

We had reached the outskirts of the
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town, and Biff slowed down. The traffic
signs read: TWENTY MILES AN IIOUR,
DRIVE SLOW AND SEE OUR TOWN. DRIVE
FAST AND SEE OUR JAIL.

Biff chuckled: “Fast or slow, it’s all the
same with us,”

A second sign read: DRIVE SLOW, DEATH
IS PERMANENT.

As we drove through town I noticed
how small groups of men nudged each
other as they followed our truck with their
eyes. One man leaning against a signboard
spat. The brown juice from his tobacco
dripped down on his chin and he rubbed it
away carelessly. It was an ordinary ges-
ture, but it was done too deliberately. The
man’s eyes were narrowed, and one hand
fell significantly on the holster at his hip.

As Biff parked the car, the men who
sat on the courthouse steps moved aside for
us. They gave us too much room. Their
eyes were hostile, They stopped talking
when we approached them.

The two men who had been with the
doctor when he examined the body were
standing near the door. They looked at
me for a moment, then let their eyes drop.

Biff opened the door for me, and as I
walked through I could hear scraps of
interrupted conversation.

“Never saw a burleycue show myself,
but I sure heard plenty about ’em.” The
voice laughed obscenely.

“We had a troupe try to perform here
once,” another said. “We run ’em out
fast.” TUnder the slyness there was a
hint of regret, I thought.

I turned around and faced the men.

“But you'll let creep joints stay open,”
I said loudly. “You don’t pay any atten-
tion to dives like, . ..”

Biff held my arm and pushed me ahead
of him. He slammed the door behind us.

“Remember what I told you about losing
your temper,” he whispered. “They want
to get vou riled up. Don’t listen to ’em.
And, remember, let me do the talking.”

The sheriff’s voice boomed out.

“He’s right about that, all right.” He
laughed loudly and hit the palm of his hand
on the top of the desk.

The sheriff was alone. He sat behind
his desk with his feet stretched out on
the open drawer. An opened copy of
Varicty was tossed carelessly on the floor
beside him, The scene was familiar,
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almost too fariiliar. Even the sun stream-
ing in the window was part of a stage
setting that I had worked in before.

The sheriff jumped to his feet and pulled
over a chair for me. He pushed another
toward Biff.

“Before we go into the complaints about
the Chamber of Commerce,” the sheriff
said, “we’ll have a little drink.”

He put the same bottle of liquor on the
desk and next to it he placed three paper
cups.

“Say when,” he said.

Biff frowned. Then he looked at me
and shrugged his shoulders.

“When,” he said. 1 noticed that he
waited until the cup was full.

HE SHERIFF handed me anotier

cup and then he sat down and leaned
back in his swivel chair. He downed his
drink and let his eyes travel from Biff
to me.

I put down my cup without touching
it to my mouth. ‘“Where’s my mother?”
I asked. “I demand a lawyer before she
is questioned. If you have tried to make
her admit something she didn’t do, I'll—
I'll—well, it's unconstitutional to question
her without an attorney. She can swear
that you tried to third-degree her or some-
thing. Even if she did do it, it’'s. . . .”

Biff stood up and walked over to my
chair, He grabbed my hand before I
had a chance to pound it on the desk.

“Why don’t you keep your big throat
closed?” he said. He spaced each word
with deep breaths. “The sheriff isn’t giv-
ing free drinks to murderers’ daughters.
The gentleman must have something on
his mind that’s bothering him. \Why don’t
you give him a chance to speak his piece?”

Biff sat on the arm of my chair and let
his hand rest lightly on my shoulder. He
spoke to the sheriff.

“Now that I have my wife muzzled,
give us the story from the beginning. I
know Evangie well enough to know that
she didn’t wait for any legal brain. She
shot her bolt before she even got to this
office. Right?”

The sheriff smiled. Then he nodded.

“Well,” he said cautiously, “she did tell
us a few things while we were driving in
from Restful Grove, but the details we
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“Is that your mother’s signature?” he
asked.

It was written with a shaky hand. There
was a blot of ink at the corner of the
paper, but it was my mother’s signature.
I nodded.

Biff came over to my chair again and
put his arm around my shoulder. His hand
felt heavy, as though it were a detached
thing.

~1f he wasn’t a captain, that means that
Punkin and I aren’t married.”

The sheriff went on, “Well, yes, I guess
that would be right. But let me finish.
This captain was a friend of your father’s.
They’d been in a couple of scraps to-
gether and were in jail together for a
while. The captain knows about Gus,
your father, that is, blackmailing your
mother. It was the captain who showed
him the clipping about you getting married.
Gus doesn’t like the idea of your getting
married a little bit. He figured that once
you had a hushand he’d take care of the
business details, like collecting the salary
and banking it and so on. It was easier,
Gus thought, to keep on getting the money
from your mother than having to do busi-
ness with a man.

13 HEN HE reads that you and Biff
Wintend marrying at sea, it’s a cinch
for him to step in with his friend, the cap-
tain. He just followed you two around
that night in San Pedro and when you
“‘happened’ to meet a man who knew ‘just
the captain,” it was him. He even called
the Port of Authority to ask if a marriage
beyond the three-mile limit was legal. At
least, that’s what he told you two.”

“He called the number,” Biff said
quietly. “I spoke to the man in charge
myself.”

“You spoke to ¢ man, your mother says.
You didn't speak to the man.”

“And Mother knew all the time that our
marriage was illegal?” I asked.

The sheriff nodded.

“She tried to have you leave Biff, didn’t
she? She never left you alone with him
for a minute, did she? Yes, according to
her confession, she knew everything. Gus
was the kind of man who bragged about
his methods. It was during one of his
more — aggressive moments that your
mother . . .”
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“That she shot him,” Biff added tone-’
lessly,

“After Gus was dead,” the sheriff went
on, “your mother thought the blackmailing

was over. She didn’t reckon with Cap-
tain Williams. He took it up where Gus
left off.”

The sheriff’s voice had become softer
and softer. Finally I couldn’t hear it at
all. I felt myself slipping from the hot
leather chair, lights were before my eyes.
Then Biff's arms were holding me. The
sheriff held a cup of liquor to my mouth.
I must have swallowed some because I
could feel the burning in my throat.

“. . . shouldn’t have told it like that,”
I heard the sheriff say. “When you said
you wanted the story from the beginning, I
gave it to you like you wanted.”

The sheriff walked back and forth in the
small room and spoke slowly. His boot
spurs made a clanking sound as he walked.
The bluebirds embroidered on the boot
toes were covered with dust.

“That’s just the way your mother told
the story. I had two people taking it
down word for word. She read the con-
fession through and then she signed it.
She seemed calm enough and she asked for
a cup of water. I gave it to her myself.
Then a funny thing happened.

“She took the cup from me and stirred
up the water with her finger. She kept
turning the cup one way and then the other.
Suddenly she turned it upside down on my
desk and twisted it around again. The
water spilled all over her and she didn’t
seem to feel it. There was something
strange about the way she was holding her
head, too, like she was listening for some-
thing. She looked up at me. Her eyes
were almost closed. ‘I think I see a gun
in my cup,’ she said. She handed me the
empty paper cup and said, ‘I can’t read it
well. You read it.’”

The sheriff turned his face from Biff to
me.

“She must have thought it was tea,” I
said.

The sheriff nodded. He scratched the
back of his neck with his huge hand. Then,
with the same baffled expression, he said:
“I've seen cases like it before, but I have
tc admit I didn’t recognize the symptoms
in your mother. They all have hallucina-
tions, but they don’t make their stories as
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trance smiles. That is a fast, brilliant
smile. The exitis a long, slow one.

Two of the men detached themselves
from the group and ran toward the sheriff’s
car parked at the curb. They almost col-
lided as they opened the doors for us.
Then they stood back to make way for our
parade. I could feel the eyes of the others
following us as we walked down the steps
toward the car.

Of all the days for me to wear my seat-
warped tweed slacks, I thought bitterly.
A perfectly good pongee pair in the trailer
at Restful Grove, and me doing an exit
in these.

One of the men closed the car door be-
hind me. He gave me a chewing-tobacco
smile as we drove off.

“Cute kids,” Biff said.

The sheriff chuckled. “It don't take 'em
long to catch on. Youll have to admit
that. Tt'll be all over town in an hour.”

“In less than an hour,” I said to myself.

The nudging of ribs as we passed the
corner drugstore could be heard over the
knock of the motor. The open mouths
turned into broad grins. I wondered if
Hank knew the power he had.

Biff was overplaying the big-friendship
scene. He let one arm rest on the sheriff's
shoulder. The other hung limply over the
open window; one of the sheriff’s cigars
was clutched between his fingers. If he
had been a politician in a parade he
couldn’t have laughed more often or more
loudly.

“If you heard this one, don't stop me,”
he said, “I like to listen to it myself.”

I was glad I sat alone in the back seat.
Biff’s jokes can be pretty tiresome at times,
and this was one of the times. The sheriff
either thought Biff was the funniest man
in show business or he was just being po-
lite. He didn’t laugh, he roared. That
was all Biff needed. He went right through
his act, even to the blackout.

It wasn’t that good, I know, but they
both laughed until we pulled up in front
of the frame house with Dr. Gonzales’
shingle waving in the hot breeze. Then, as
he helped me out of the car, the sheriff
sobered.

“Now be careful that you don’t upset
your mother,” he said.

Biff had said the same thing earlier. It

was plain that they still didn’t realize what
Mother could go through without becoming
upset, -

“She's a mighty fine little woman,” the
sheriff said.

He was beginning to convince me. Not
only his words but the reverence in his
voice was enough to convince anyone. I
was beginning to see something else, too.
If Mother had any use for the Ysleta police
department, she could have it for the asking.

The sheriff removed his hat as we walked
into the doctor’s house. He held it tightly
with both hands. He tiptoed to a door
and tapped lightly.

“Come in,” Mother sang out.

The sheriff crooked a finger in my direc-
tion and stood aside so I could enter.

DON’T know what I expected to see

when I walked into the doctor’s office.
I'm sure I didn’t expect the scene that
greeted me, The books on shelves from
the floor to the high ceiling, the dark, real
leather chairs, the graceful draperies, the
subdued light filtering through the Vene-
tian blinds, and Mother, my poor little
mother who mustn’t be upset, sitting with
an afghan robe around her feet, at a card
table.

The doctor and severa men I had never
seen before sat opposite her. The doctor
shuffled the cards. His dark hands moved
quickly and expertly as the cards fell into
place. He wore a black alpaca coat with a
white shirt showing at the neck. The white-
ness accentuated his swarthiness. When
he smiled at Mother his teeth gleamed; he
didn’t smile at Biff or me, he greeted us
professionally.

“Bedside manner,” Biff whispered to me,
“Ysleta style.”

Mother smiled wanly at me from over
a pile of poker chips. “Louise dear,” she
said. She held out her arms, and I walked
over to her.

“Are you feeling all right, Mother?”

“Oh yes. These men have been so kind.”

That was an understatement if I ever
heard one. They weren’t only kind, they
were groveling.

“They’ve been teaching me how to play
poker,” Mother said innocently. “My, it is
a complicated game. I told them I would
rather play parchisi, but they told me if I
was going to stay in Texas for any time
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find that wad of money. Naturally, I de-
cided that whoever had the stuff had sold
it. They were afraid to flash the roll, so
they hid it. That’s my idea. I got another,
but for the time being I'm keeping it to
myself.”

Hank didn’t have a chance to coax Biff
for the other idea. Mother had suddenly
decided to ask what it was that was being
kept a secret from her,
loudly, too, and very firmly.

“It’s all over now, so why let yourself
get upset?” the sheriff asked.

Mother wanted to be the judge as to
what was upsetting. That was obvious, so
the sheriff told her the truth.

“It was hashish, I think, a form of dope,”
he said wearily. “But you didn’'t get
enough to make ., .”

Mother thought over the word hashish.
I could see her mouth form the pronuncia~
tion. Her hands began to tremble and her
face turned white, a chalk white.

“You mean I'm a cocoon sniffer?” she
asked.

Gee Gee laughed, She shouldn’t have,
because Mother really played the scene
well, She was deserving of more than
laughter, and I told Gee Gee so.

“That’s all right, Louise,” Mother said,
pulling herself up from the chair. “I would
expect something like that from anyone as
inconsiderate as Gee Gee.” Mother went
to the door and opened it. “If youll fix
my bed, Biff, I'll retire.”

Mother let her eyes stray around the
room. She was unsmiling. No one was
going to laugh on her exit line, and Mother
knew it.

“You can stay, Louise, if you wish, but
I find the company very uncongenital.”

XXI

IFF LOOKED at his watch., It was
two-thirty, I could hear the even
breathing of sleeping people coming from
the trailer. Mandy was in the bedroom,
Mother was in the car, and the two girls
were in the living room. They had been
asleep for hours, it seemed. Really, it was
less than that.
“Do you think something could have
happened to Mamie?” I whispered to Biff.

He shrugged his shoulders. Then he

She asked rather

lifted the glass to his lips and drank. We
were on our second bottle of Old Granddad,
but I couldn’t even get a glow. It might
have been the humidity that kept me from
feeling gay. Maybe it was a case of nerves.

“She might have eloped with the insur-
ance man,” Biff said seriously. “Or maybe
she’s filling in at the saloon for Dimples.”

I was certain that the rye wasn’t wasted
on Biff, anyway. But he didn’t look drunk.
Every now and then he would sit forward
in the camp chair as though he heard some-
thing. He had turned down the gaslight
and we were sitting in the shadow under
the lean-to. Mosquitoes and gnats swarmed

-around the lamp. The odor of rye and

citronella filled the air,

“I think we’ll be able to get away from
here tomorrow,” Biff said suddenly.

“Sure, honey”

“I mean it,” Biff said. “The hitch should
be finished by now. I think it’s been fixed
since yesterday. Hank just wanted to
make sure we’d hang around.” :

“And now it’s fixed we just jump in the
car and drive away, huh? Just leave the
bodies in the morgue, don’t bother waiting
for the inquest, forget all about a trial and
everything.”

“The inquest is at nine in the morning,
By two we ought to be loaded and on our
way.” Biff leaned back in his chair and
braced his feet on the rickety table. “You
see, I'm going to give the sheriff his mur-
derer. I thought I'd wait and spring it
during the inquest. That gives me a little
time to get some facts together.”

Now, I would never have married Biff
if I hadn’t had a feeling of affection for
him. 1 had known him for years and we
always had fun together. I laughed at
most of his jokes because they amused me,
I liked the way his eyes twinkled when he
looked at me. Being married to him gave
me a sense of security I had never known
before. I usually respected his judgment,
but at that moment I wondered if any of
those things really mattered.

“Look, funny man,” I said. “I want
vou to know that from this minute on the
honeymoon is over. You are going on the
wagon, You aren’t even going to get a
chance to feel the outside of a beer bottle,
What drinking there is to be done in our
little family will be handled very nicely

by me.”
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his shoulders. He touched her forehead
gently. ’

“She’ll be all right,” he said. “It’s more
fright than anything. Poor kid, she must
have run all the~way here. Get those
clothes off her,-Punkin, - When Mandy
gets back, lock the door andodon’t open
it unless you hear my voice. That means
don’t open it for anybody but me. I've
got work to do and it might take me a little
while.”

He dropped the gun on the dresser and
opened the door. As an afterthought he
kissed me on the nose. Then he was gone.

“Biff!” I ran to the door and threw it
open.

My only answer was the loud knock of
the truck motor turning over.

XX11

EFORE Gee Gee could lock the door,

Mother hurried* into the trailer. She

was barefooted and wild-eyed. Her Life
Everlasting was clutched in her hand.

“Well,” she said, “I just heard Biff
leave. I also heard what he said. Lock
the door and don’t open it for anyone!
Indeed! And what about me out there
alone in the car? Am I to be the bait for
the murderer? Are you deliberately try-
ing....”

“Mother, you know better than that.
We naturally thought you had the car
locked.” I put my arms around her shoul-
ders and led her toward the bed. Dimples
was sleeping soundly, so I rolled her close
to the wall and made room for Mother to
lie down.

“You sleep here,” I said, and Mother
allowed herself to be tucked in.

“Turn off the light, Louise,” Mother
said plaintively. “It hurts my eyes.”

I not only turned off the light; I closed
the door leading to the bedroom. Mother
hadn’t noticed Joyce and, under the cir-
cumstances, I was just as pleased. Then I
locked the outside door and propped a chair
under the knob and picked up the gun Biff
had left for us. It was a large gun and
it looked like an old one. I had never seen
it before. T held it by the barrel because
1 was afraid of it.

“Put it down, honey,” Gee Gee said.
“You've got the business end pointing
6—Detective Book Magazine—Fall

straight at me, and besides, remember the
old gag, ‘T didn’t know it was loaded’?”

I placed the gun on the dresser. Oil from
it had stained my hand, and I picked up a
towel to wipe it off. Joyce began rolling
and tossing on the bed and the motion
started the flow of blood again. While
Gee Gee and T were making up our minds
what to do, Dimples burst into the room.

Her hair was rolled up in tin curlers
and she wore the pink chin strap. Her
puffy eyes were almost closed with sleep,
but when she saw Joyce they popped open.
She opened her mouth to scream. Suddenly
she closed it.

“Well, for Gawd’s sake,” she said im-
patiently. “Don’t just stand there and
watch her bleed to death. Do something !”

She didn’t wait for us to react. She
grabbed the towel from my hands and be-
gan tearing it into strips. The towel was
strong and she tore it with her teeth. Even
after Gee Gee offered her a pair of scis-
sors, Dimples kept biting the hem of the
coarse linen, then tearing it down. She
snatched up a hairbrush from the dresser
and pushed me aside.

“You gotta help me now,” she said. She
tied the linen strips under Joyce’s shoulder.
She left a loop and put the brush handle
through the opening. She twisted it until
Joyce’s hand and arm turned white.

Joyce moaned, but Dimples twisted the
brush even tighter.

“Hold this tourniquet,” Dimples said
to me, and, as Joyce opened her eyes, “Get
her a drink.”

The cool efficiency hardly matched her
tousled hair and chin-strapped face. The
marabou-trimmed kimono was a far cry
from a crisp uniform, but Dimples’ hand
was steady when she poured the drink for
Joyce. She lifted her carefully and held
the glass to her lips.

Joyce drank part of the liquor. The rest
trickled down her chin, and Dimples
brushed it away gently. Then she let Joyce
lie back on the pillow.

Dimples tipped the bottle to her mouth
and took a long drink.

“Did you get a load of me?” she asked,
wiping her mouth with the back of her
hand. “Me, Dimples Darling, making like
Florence Nightingale. Boy, I wish some-
body’d taken a picture of it.” Her eyes
settled on Joyce. The laughter in them was
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EE GEE stood stage center with her

hands on her hips. Her hair, I ro-
ticed, was beginning to turn a pale purple
with a burnished effect at the part,

“Do you two baboons mean to sit there
with your bare faces hanging out and tell
me that Mamie Smith from Oologah mur-
dered those men?”

“It's Watova,” Biff said, “eight miles
west of Oologah.”

“Yes, she did it all right,” Hank said.

Mother pushed Gee Gee away and took
the floor.

“She couldn’t have,” Mother said. “I’'m
a judge of character and I know Mamie
wouldn’t do anything so—so—well, so un-
genteel. Not only that, but Gus, or what-
ever his name was, was killed in San
Diego. Mamie couldn’t have killed him.
Maybe the one named Jones, I don't care
about that, but she couldn’t have killed
Corny either, because she was helping me
with my asthma attack at the time.”

“Evangie,” Biff said softly. “Remem-
ber how Mamie arrived the same day we
did? Well, she came in from San Diego.
She killed Gus there, because he was try-
ing to open a branch office and cut her out
with the guys who really controlled this
ring. She expected to find the heroin on
the body, but it was gone. She had seen
him go into our trailer and she figures he
has the stuff there, which he did, only he
doesn’t tell her where. She hides the
corpse in our bathtub—"

“Why our bathtub?” Dimples asked. “I
think that’s damn inconsiderate of her.”
. “It was the first trailer near hers for
one thing. Then, when she saw Gus in
here, she thought he might be getting
mixed up with us, She figured out the
trailer business and she thought he was
using ours, in cahoots with one of us—or
all of us, for that matter—for the same
purpose. She was almost sure of it when
she saw Evangie bury the body that night.
Then when Corny propositions her she
thinks it is very nice indeed. Nothing
like having a group of grifters falling out.
It always leaves an empty spot for some-
one else, and Mamie had herself set up as
that somebody else.”

“Are you telling me that Mamie, my
friend, thought I was mixed up in that
dope business?” Mother said coldly.

“I think she thought so at first,” Biff

admitted. “But after she got to know you
she couldn’t have. She wanted to get rid
of Corny as scon as he gave her the bum
steer about the heroin. Her idea was to
put the handkerchief in the grave and let
Hank find it. Then in a sweet-old-ladylike
way she was going to say that she ‘thought’
there was something wrong with Corny
and ‘admit’ she saw him bury the body.
After all, he was there, he saw her bury
the body. She was just doing a switch,
and it would be his word against hers. But
the law’s too slow. She can’t wait. She
knows she’s dealing with a guy who
wouldn’t sit still for anything but dough
and lots of it. And he’s threatening. She
waits until she has him alone, then she lets
him take the knife in his back. She was
with Evangie all right—that is, until Evan-
gie gets the towel over her head. Then
Mamie walks quietly to the office and waits
until Corny comes out. Zoop, it’s over,
she hotfoots it back to Evangie and asks
her if she’s feeling better, Naturally,
Evangie thinks she’s there all the time.”

Mother listened to Biff, A frown creased
her forehead.

“I can'’t believe it,” she said. “I caught
her going through the girls’ things one day.
I spoke to her, and she told me she would
never do anything like that again. I knew
she was a petty thief but I really thought
I had made her see the light. She said she
never had pretty things of her own and—"

“All she wanted,” Biff said, “was the
pretty heroin.”

“Did she stab Joyce, too?” Dimples
asked.

“No,” Biff said. “Cullucio’s man did
that. By mistake, of course. He thought
he was hitting Mamie, see; she was in the
room talking to Cullucio, The ‘boys’ were
right outside the door, still protecting their
boss. Joyce is listening, like I asked her
to, and she hears Mamie threaten Cullucio.
He's scared to death anyway because of
his dead waiter. When Mamie tells him
the waiter was her man for Ysleta, he
really goes. It's a wonder he didn’t kill
her himself. She’s threatening to tell Hank,
and Cullucio starts to struggle with her.
That’s when Joyce tries to run away. Cul-
lucio's man thinks it’s Mamie running
down the hall so he grabs out at her—"

“Grabs out with a knife,” Gee Gee said.
“That’s cute, too.”
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one that was taking the nurses training
course. Wore her hair down on the back
of her neck the same way. Only this girl’s
was kind of a glossy horse-chestnut color.

She must have been pretty well fixed
for money, too. The silver fox collar was
no imitation. Why would a nice young
kid be hiking along all alone in a snow
storm! Or maybe she hadn’t been alone.
A girl could usually get a hitch, even on
the cross-country trucks that have the NO
RIDERS regulation. . . .

Sullivan used the short-handled broom,
swept a narrow strip along the edge of
the concrete surface. “Anybody who'd
leave the scene of a accident on a night
like this ought to have his lousy neck
busted.”

“It would make the punishment fit the
crime, Sully. That’s the way she got it.
She was hit from the rear. Snapped her
head back. Cracked her spine.”

“You'd think she’d been able to see the
lights coming up behind her, even if she
was walkin’ on the wrong side of the
road.”

“I don’t know if she was” Ames
propped himself up by leaning one hand
on the dead girl, fanned the snow away
from her body with his cap. “Marks here
say her body rolled over the top of the
drift in the same direction we was driving.
Would mean she’d been walking on the
left hand side, facing trafficc. Way she
ought to have been. The car overtook
her. Must have been going like a bat.
An’ it must have been clear the hell and
gone over on the wrong side of the road
to hit her at all.”

“One of those bums tanked up with alco-
hol, likely.” Sullivan crouched over a
packed whiteness that hadn’t flurried away
from the light strokes of the broom. “But
yow'd think there’d be tire-marks to show
where the car’d gone off onto the shoulder.
There are only feet-prints.”

Ames circled the corpse, came around
behind Sullivan, peering at the white lumps
silhouetted against the brown dirt.

“Not hers, Sully. Those there aren’t
very big. But you could put her shoes in
your shirt pocket.”

“Made since it started to snow, anyhow.
That was only a couple hours ago. Damn
queer shoes, too. No heel taps.”

“Moccasins, prob’ly. Lots of guys wear

'em in winter.” The Sergeant took the
broom, brushed carefully in the direction
indicated by the toe-prints. “This was
Mister Hit-Run, all right. He got out of
his car, came over close enough to see if
his victim was dead. After he got a good
look at what he’d done, he back-tracked in
a hurry.” The broom handle traced the
evidence of the return trip. “Stepped on
the halls of his feet, way people do when
they’re walkin’ backwards.”

Sullivan burrowed deeper into the
sheepswool collar. “He didn’t get close
enough to her to make sure she was dead,
Demon. He couldn’t have told, from here.
It the heel had gone for help right then—"

“—it wouldn’t have made any differ-
ence. She was dead before she stopped
rolling. Still—” Ames poked the handle
of the broom at a bit of brown sticking
out of the drift, fishing out a suede hand-
bag. “— he couldn’t have known that.
Maybe he figured if she hadn’t been killed
outright, she’d die if he left her there. And
no questions asked.”

“I would ask him a few questions,”
Sully growled, “if I knew how to get my
hands on him.”

MES OPENED the bag, saw a clut-

ter of pencils, a compact, matches, lip-
stick, cigarettes, pins, handkerchiefs, a
purse. In the purse a few bills, some
silver, a pass in a cellophane case. The
pass said that Helen Parry, twenty-two,
one hundred seventeen pounds, blonde,
blue-eyed, was employee 409 of the Elec-
trocast Corporation and might be admitted
to the premises after proper identification.
The snapshot pasted to the pass confirmed
the Sergeant’s opinion about her being a
looker,

“Walking home from the factory, Sully.
Folks prob’ly thought she was working
late. Or we’d have had a ‘missing’ alarm
before now.” Ames stared down the road
toward the yellow blur of the Electrocast
factory. “But I don’t getsis. People
who work there either belong to one of
these car-pools or use one of the company
buses.”

Sullivan swept snow off his boot-tips.
“Chances are all the buses was busy carry-
ing Navy people back to the station, De-
mon. They had one of those big blowouts
back there this afternoon.”
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“They did, hah!” '

“Presentation of the Navy E, yair.
Speeches on the radio. Band playing.
Handing out medals an’ such. Quite a
party, I guess.”

Ames’ lips tightened. “Girl wouldn’t
be likely to walk a mile and a half back
to town after a shindig like that, would
she? Not by her lonesome. One of those
officers would have seen to that. The
Navy’s not dumb.” He leaped across to
the drift, stooped, cradled the girl in his
arms. ‘“Better take her to the hospital.
Have to be a post mortem. Then you
can hop over to the barracks, bring back
some of that negocoll for making a snow-
cast. We might be able to find somebody
to fit those prints. You can't tell.”

Sullivan opened the car door, helped
him put her on the emergency stretcher.
“You going to stick here until I get back?”

“Hell, no,” Demon Ames waggled the
pass. “I'm going to see if that party's
still going on.”

HE WHITE-HAIRED guard at the

wire gate consulted the Time of De-
parture column in his book. “Miss Parry?
Signed out more’'n an hour ago. Six-fifty
o’clock, t’ be exact.”

Ames noticed the poster on the factory
wall—a big white E on a blue field. “On
the day side, wasn’t she?”

“Yuh. Office force don’t have no night
shift.”

“Stayed late on accoumt of the cere-
monies, hah?”

The guard sniggered. “Official to-do
was over before five. But the unofficial
celebration—don't know's you could say
that was over yet. Might be still goin’ on
in town. Some of the office crowd was
ridin’ pretty high when they left here.”

“Miss Parry, now. She lit up like the
rest of ‘em?”

The guard shook his head. “I don't aim
to lose no job, talkin’ out of turn.” He
jerked a thumb toward a sign: No Ad-
mittance Without Pass. “You could do
your own inquirin’. Somebody’s still in
there. Mister Goff, most likely.”

“Who’s he?”

“The big shot. The g.m.”

Ames found no one in the reception
lobby; no one in the main office. Paper
cups littered typewriter desks. Waste-
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baskets were filled with empty coke and
club-soda bottles. Ash trays were messy
with butts; the air was rank with stale
smoke.

Doors to the private offices were closed.
Ames moved quietly toward the one bear-
ing gilt letters: T. Wesley Goff, General
Manager. He turned the knob, got the
door open without making any noise.

Behind a huge flat-top, a man was bent
over so only his back was visible. The Ser-
geant let the door slam behind him.

The man came up out of his chair as if
the sound had been a pistol shot. The
reddening of his florid face might have
come from outraged dignity. Ames
thought it was more likely to have re-
sulted from bending over to put on his
rubbers—one of them still dangled from
the man’s hand.

“What the hell you mean busting in my
office!” The pale, frosty eyes took in the
the emblem on the Sergeant’s cap.

“You Goff ?”

(‘I am.’l

“Ames, Sergeant.”
office swiftly. No evidence of entertain-
ment here.  Everything businesslike.
“Checking on Helen Parry.”

“My secretary.” Goff stood stork-
legged to put on the rubber. “What you
want to know about her?”

“What time she left here. Who she
left with. What shape she was in.”

“Around seven. Alone.” The cold eyes
narrowed; the tomato red began to drain
out of the other’s cheeks. “What’s she
done—for you to be interested in her?”

“Was she tight when she left here?”

“No, for crysake. Unless she was high
on a couple of cokes. Never touches any-
thing stronger, far as I know.”

“Doesn’t, hah.” Ames watched the gen-
eral manager fidget with the E pin on his
lapel. Goff was uneasy. It wasn’t natural
for a man of this sort to be upset on ac-
count of questioning about an employee.
“IWas it usual for her to walk home by
herself ?”

Goff came out from behind the desk.
“Look here, Sergeant.” He made his lips
smile. “If you’d tell me what you're
after . . .?”

“I told you. I want to know why she
started to walk home alone when there must

He scanned the
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have been plenty of cars going in toward
town.”

“Started?’ The smile vanished.

“She didn’t get very far. We picked
her up on the road. Looked as if a car
ran her down.”

Goff’s mouth shaped into a silent O.
His eyes shifted, fixed on the blank wall
above Ames’ left shoulder. “She’s not...”
His tone said he was sure she was.

“Neck broken.” Ames moved over into
the other’s line of vision. “So it wouldn’t
be good to hold out on anything you might
know.”

“I don’t know anything.” Goff’s tone

was bitter. “Unless she deliberately got
in the way of a car . .. took that way
out.”

“Out of what?”

Goff went back to his chair, slumped
down. “It's a rotten time to be prying
into her private life.” He smeared a hand
over his face. “If it was an accident,
I’d be a heel to bring it up.”

“We don’t know whether it was an acci-
dent or not. What makes you think she
wanted to do the dutch?”

Goff fingered his lips. “I wouldn’t want
this to go any further, you understand.”

MES STEPPED to the desk, slapped

a palm down hard on the executive’s
blotter. “It'll go as far as the county
prosecutor wants it to. Somebody’s due
for a manslaughter indictment. Mayhe
worse. Leaving the scene of an accident
without attempting to aid the victim is a
felony, mister. Don’t stall me any longer
or T'll take vou in where you’ll do your
explaining through bars!”

“Don’t get me wrong, officer.”” Goff
looked as if he was about to sneeze. “I
only want to protect her reputation.”

“Don’t worry about her reputation.
was that the trouble?”

The plump face got red again. “I
thought a lot of Helen. She was a swell
secretary. Nothing more. To me.” He
hesitated. “She was tangled up with . . .
someone else.”

“Don’t go cagey on me again.”

Goff flexed his neck muscles in discom-
fort. “I don’t know the facts, actually.
But she had an argument with Louise Gan-
ton here this afternoon.” He tugged at
the fleshy bulge along his jaw. “I didn’t

Or

hear it, myself. But I suppose it was
over Myron. Myron Ganton,” he exs
plained unhappily, “our president.”

“Miss Parry been playing around with
your boss?”

Goff shielded his eyes with his hand.
“Myron’d have married Helen in a min-
ute, except for a couple of ., . uh ...
obstacles.”

“His wife was in the way?”’

“That was one, The other was Helen,
herself. She wwent for him, all right. But
I don’t believe she’d have anything to do
with him. Until he got rid of Louise.”

Ames wandered around where he could
get a look at the General Manager’s rub-
bers. They were new and shiny; they’d
have ridges on the bottom that would be
as distinguishable as a tire tread. But
they wouldn’t leave a smooth imprint like
a moccasin. .

“Mrs. Ganton was wise to this setup, was
she? That what the argument was about
this afternoon?”’

“I suppose Louise had a pretty good
idea what was going on. She got sore
when Helen tried to stop Myron from
getting plastered. Asked whether Helen
was doubling as a nurse—or did she have
any special license to look after My’s
health.” Goff groaned. “’Course, Louise
was higher than a kite; she wouldn’t have
gone at Helen hammer and tongs that way
if she’d been sober.”

“Did Ganton break it up?”

“Well, he tried to. But he couldn’t do
anything with his wife; she wasn’t making
sense. So he took it out on Helen. Told
her she ought to know better than to quar-
rel like that, Then Helen told him off.
Said she was sick and tired of being treated
like a fifth wheel; he could make up his
mind between her and his wife right then
and there.”

“Did he?”

Goff spread his hands helplessly. “She
didn’t give him a chance. Just started to
bawl, ran to the girls’ room and stayed
there until My managed. to get Louise out
to my car.”

“Your car?”’

“I've been taking turns with Myron.
One week he’d use his car. This week
T've been picking him up, bringing him in.”

“Why didn’t you drive them home to-
night?” The Sergeant watched the man
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‘Ames reached for the extension phone
on the hall table,

“Get me through to police barracks, sis-
ter.” And when he’d been connected:
“Ames, here, Can, L.R.M. Ganton. App.
at res.”

The receiver said: “Cancel the alarm for
Ganton? You picked him up at his house?
That's what I call o quick finish, Demon.”

“The finish,” Ames said, “hasn’t started
yet.”

Ganton unbuckled his galoshes. “I
didn’t run into anyone in your car, Wes,
I parked out in front; after I did a couple
of things here at the house—" he kicked
the overshoes off— “I walked over to the
Inn.”

“Why didn't you drive?” Ames asked.
“Had a suitcase to carry, didn’t you?”

The president opened a closet off the
hall. “I meant to get my own car from
the garage in the morning. Thought maybe
Louise,” he glanced at his wife, “would
go out to the plant for Wes later.” He
dropped the overshoes on the closet floor
beside a pair of fuzzy slippers.

“If you drove straight out here from
the factory,” Ames caught the closet door
before it closed, swung it back against
Ganton’s weight, “you couldn’t have hit
Helen Parry. She didn’t leave for some
time after you did.” He picked up the
slippers. “So somebody drove the car
back to the factory, saw the Parry girl
plowing along toward town, turned around
and chased her. Ran her down. Damn
near had to run off the road to do it.”
His thumbs stroked the soft fur covering
the slippers. White rabbit fur uppers.
Flat, smooth moccasin-like soles. Both
soles and uppers were damp,

He hefted the slippers on his palm.
“Been wearing ’em out in the snow, Mrs.
Ganton?”

“The idea!” Her eyes were puzzled
innocence. “Outdoors?’ She reached for
them. “Let me see.”

He held them away from her. She
snatched at them, seized his wrist.

“We've got some pretty good casts of
the prints made by these things. Out wlere
the girl was killed.” He kept the slippers
out of her reach. She lunged for them,
lost her balance, fell against him, clumsily.

But there was nothing clumsy about the
hand she snaked inside his arm, toward his
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belt, to the holster at his hip. She had the
gun halfway out of its sheath before he
knew what she was up to.

He grabbed for the barrel. The front
sight ripped skin off his finger-tips. Flame
spurted up, not two feet from his face.

The room rocked with the detonation,
with Goff’s shout, Myron’s groan.

AMES GROPED blindly toward her,
tears streaming from his eyes. Some-
thing heavy fell against him, slid to the
floor with a little succession of thuds.
Ames caught hold of silk that pulled away
with a raw, tearing noise; he held her until
the gun barrel smashed the side of his
head, knocked him against the wall.

Her shrillness cut through the fog that
blurred his brain: “You keep moving
around, I’ll put a bullet in your back.”

“Louise!” Goff yelled in terror. “You're
out of your mind! Bad enough to shoot
Myron—"

“I didn’t.” Her laugh had an ugly edge
to it. “My dear husband was hit by this
trooper while trying to escape.” She
lashed at Ames’ skull again; he felt a
warm wetness on the back of his neck.
“Before Myron was killed, he attacked the
policeman—" she brought the gun down
across the Sergeant’s ear, knocking him
against the wall again— “fatally wound-
ing him.”

Goff pleaded with her. “You'll never
get away with it, Louise, for God’s sake!”

“Why not?” She laughed again. “You
and I saw the officer run in the house
after My. We heard the shot. When
we got in here, they were both lying on
the floor dead. What’s wrong with that
picture!”

“That other trooper,” Goff cried.

Ames could see a little now, could make
out the figure at his feet. Ganton lay on
his side, his knees doubled up in agony,
his mouth open, the bold eyes staring up
fiercely at the ceiling. His hands were
clasped over the wound in his throat; the
fingers looked as if they had been dipped
in nail-enamel.

Louise was reassuring Goff now; she
was much the calmer of the two. “The
other trooper thinks Myron was guilty,
anyway. He went to arrest him. This
one here, who'll be dead in a minute,—
why, he just phoned in he’d captured My-
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and Joe at the Club Revere—and now this
punk. And then I began to wonder about
Anne’s walking out on me,

I said: “It was damned funny about
Mike’s death. I wonder what happened
there? I wonder if it’s got anything to do
with me?”

Sheila was crushing out a cigarette in
the ash tray on the table. She kept her eyes
on that, “What makes you think it might?”

“Just a hunch,” I said.

She didn’t say anything to that.

“You ever been in love?” I asked her.

I think she had some fast answer for
that. But she looked up and saw I was
serious, and she hesitated. Then she said
slowly: “Yes, I was. Just once. It's—
hell.”

“I'm in love,” I said. “With my wife.”

Again, she didn’t have anything to say
for a few seconds. She was looking at me
thoughtfully, and then she put a hand out
to cover mine on the table. “You're a
square shooter, Danny,” she said.

I didn’t understand that just then.

We went to a movie. I didn't see any
more of the pasty-faced lad, and there
was a chance he had been standing there
and waiting for a street car, or something.
I convinced myself that I was just looking
for trouble. At any rate, I almost con-
vinced myself.

After the movie, we went to a little
sandwich place. “Just like a couple of small
town sweethearts,”” Sheila said. “A simple
dinner, and then a movie, and then a sand-
wich, or a hot fudge.”

“Bore you?” T said.

“No,” she said. “That’s the funny part
of it, it doesn’t. It must be your charm,
Danny boy.”

She was back in the groove.

I left her at her hotel and walked all
the way home. It was quite a walk. I
thought I saw a shadow moving in my
room as I turned up the walk, but I fig-
ured it was just nerves.

I never lock my door. It's the kind of
lock that any dime store skeleton key can
open, and there was no percentage in lock-
ing that kind. The room was dark when I
opened the door, but I knew somebody was
there just the same.

For about five seconds I waited for
whatever was going to happen, but

nothing did. I walked over and clicked the
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light switch. Then I tured around.

Al Parker was standing next to my bed.
He had a gun in his hand.

I said: “What the hell’s it all about?”

“I don't like your guts,” he said. “I
don’t like your playing around with my
wife.”

“I don’t know your wife,” I said.

“I'm talking about Sheila.”

I didn’t have any answer for that one.
I could only stare at him like some half-
wit.

“If I'd known she was anybody’s wife,”
I said, “I wouldn’t have taken her out, I've
got a wife of my own.”

“Yeh,” he said. “You did.” He put the
gun in his pocket, but he kept his hand on
it. “If I ever see you with Sheila again,”
he said quietly, “I'll kill you.” He meant
it; I knew that.

I said: “What do you know about my
wife?”

“Nothing.” He was moving toward the
door. He paused there. “I wouldn't say
anything about this—to anybody. That way
you might live a long time.” The door
closed behind him.

I sat down in a chair. I nearly collapsed
into it. Things were moving too fast now.
Everything was getting mixed up. “You
did,” he had said. Was Anne dead? Or
had he meant only that I no longer had
her? And what the hell did he know about
it, anyway ?

At that moment I thought I heard a shot
outside, about a block away. But it could
have been an automobile backfiring.

O NE THING was clear: there had been
a lot of lying going on. I thought of
the Club Revere, of Al coming over to be
introduced—to his own wife. Of Sheila
making a play for mé. None of these things
were accidental. There was a purpose be-
hind all of them.

And if there was, perhaps Anne hadn’t
walked out on me. Perhaps Mike had been
killed because he was hunting Anne.

From the same direction from which the
shot had come I heard a woman scream, I
started for the door, and then stopped. If
there was trouble up the block, it was a
poor place for a man with a record.

A few minutes later I heard the sound
of sirens and a riot car went by on the
street below. This, I felt sure, was also
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connected with me. Never mind how it was,

I laid down on the bed and closed my
eyes. My head was throbbing and my
mouth was fuzzy from too many cigaréttes.
I heard the roomers talking in the hall
and I got up and went to the door.

“A man was shot,” one of them told me.
“Ethel saw him when she was coming
home and she fainted.” Ethel was the
downstairs, front. It must have been her
scream I'd heard.

“Somebody from around here?” I asked.

“No, he was some racketeer, One of the
reporters said his name was Parker.”

I knew, now, that I was the center of
the whole thing. The fellow in the hall
was looking at me curiously, and it came
to me that he probably knew my record.
11 the police thought of me. ... I closed the
door.

If all this concerned me, it concerned
Anne, too. And Anne might be in danger,
right now. But there was nothing I could
do about that. There was no place I could
start:

I went back in my mind over the past
two days. Sheila had been looking for
me, even before I was out. So she knew
I was in jail. She had come into Mike’s
the first day T was home. She had lied
about Parker. She was in on it.

There was a knock at the door.

I couldn’t move for a few seconds,
and then I walked over to open it. I
was trembling.

Sam Dodge stood there.
detective, and a white guy.

“Well,” I said.

“Hello,” he said, and came in.

There was no use in trying to lie. It
wouldn't work with Sam. “It’s about
Parker, I suppose,” I said.

“You know about it?” he said.

“One of the roomers told me it was
Parker,” 1 told him.

“What else do you know about it?”’

“He was here to see me, about two
minutes before it happened. He was
waiting for me when I came home.”

“Where were you?”’

“Out with a girl. It was his wife, but
T didn't know that. It’s a damn funny
business.”

“Murder is never funny,” Sam said.
“Maybe you’d better tell me all about it.”

I did. 1 started with meeting Sheila

Sam was a
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at Mike's and T told him everything that
happened from there on. I told him about
Anne, and about being framed for that
Granville Bank job.

When I'd finished, he said: “That’s
quite a story.” He was looking at me
thoughtfully. ‘“Why didn’t you have your
wife testify for you in court?”

“Because I was ashamed of what I’d
been doing. T'd lied to her about it.
And I didn’t want her name dragged into
the mess. I thought I owed her that, at
least.”

Sam shook his head. He looked doubt-
ful. “I should run you in. I'd be a damn
fool not to.”

“You'll have to decide about that,” I
said. “I'm innocent, if that makes any
difference.”

“I think you are, too,” Sam said, “but
I don’t know why. Why didn't your
wife come and testify for you, even if
you didn’t ask her?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I
thought, then, that she had run out on
me. Now I think it must have been some
other reason. I think somebody put pres-
sure on her. I haven’t seen her since
before I went up. I don't even know
where she is.”

Sam thought that over. Then he asked:
“Working ?”

“My application’s in at Atlas Powder.
You can call the superintendent at home,
if you want to check that.”

HERE WAS a silence then for a

whilee. I knew Sam was debating
whether or not to take me along and it
didn’t matter to me, any more, which way
he decided. Then he said: “You can stay
here, tonight. Don’t do anything foolish.
You're still in the clear, partly. But if
you do anything foolish, it could mean
the chair.”

I just nodded, and he left.

I could hear the roomers talking in the
hall outside and I knew this wouldn’t be
a comiortable place to live any more.
But that didn’t matter much, either.
Nothing mattered but finding Anne, now,

1 sat there with the lights out for about
an hour. I tried to think of some place
to start, some place I could find a loose
thread that would unravel the whole thing.

It was quiet now. Just a few cars















