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MONEY

were both too winded to say any-
thing. They just stood there breath-

" ing a gale between them. But the
detective wasn’t too bushed to shift
his hold from Al’s shoulder, which
wasn’t too secure a place, to a dou-
ble lock at the back of the coat col-
lar and the cuff of one sleeve.

By this time people had formed
aring around them, the two of them
posing in a tableau, in what was ob-
viously a still life of a just-enacted
arrest. Ncither one of them cared
about that—the detective because it
was part of his profession to make
arrests in public, Al because he was

- caught now, stuck, on the wrong
side of the law, and these people
couldn’t help him. He knew they
couldn’, and also he knew they
wouldn’t even if they could.

Al managed to speak first.
“What's it for, copper? I'm not out
of bounds down here.”

- “You're out of bounds any place
you lift a bundle of dough.”

Al's voice shrilled to a squeak.
“For Pete’s sake, I didn’t do no such
thing!”

“Then wha'd you run for?”

“I have a record, and you know
it. I don’t stand a prayer.”

“You gave yourself away by run-
ning this time. D’you bust out run-
ning every time a patrolman starts
over to check on you?”

“Not when I see them just walk-
ing towards me. But.you were al-
ready running after me when I
turned and looked. I just lost my
head, is all.”

TALKS ) 7

“You lost your immunity, is all,”
the detective told him. “C’'mon back
and we’'ll take it up with her.”

They started back along the pier,
trailing a cloud of buzzing specta-
tors like a wedge-shaped swarm of
bees coming to a point behind a pair
of leaders. Al was too experienced
an arrestee to waste his breath mak-
ing any further pleas. If they were
going to listen at all, they'd listen
from the original stopping posi-
tion. Once they started moving
you off with them, the time for lis-
tening was over. Al knew that as
well as he knews his own name.

The concessionnaire was a very
large woman. Large-size women
seem to make better concession-
naires—they stand out more against
their usually garish backgrounds.
She was blonde to the point of sil-
veriness, shrewdly made up to take
a few years off at the top, and
tough as a 25-cent steak. Her pitch
was a refreshment stand—ham-
burgers, frozen custard, soft drinks,
hot dogs—So fresh they bite you,
one little sign said.

She scowled angrily at Al as the
detective brought him to a halt up
against her counter.

“Got him, did you?” she said.

“Got me for what?” Al rasped.
“What're you talking about, lady?”

“I'm talking about the day’s re-
ceipts, wise guy. Is it on him?” she
demanded of the detective.

“That’s what we're coming to
right now. Wait’ll I get a little help
here.”
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A boardwalk patrolman joined
them and took over Al’s bodily cus-
tody, freeing the detective for the
scarch. A second policeman came
up -and moved the closc-packed
crowd back. It required a stiff-arm-
ing of chests and a shoving between
shoulder blades to get them to
budge at all. It was like kneading
dough, because as the policeman
pushed them away in one place,
they closed in again in another.
Many climbed up on the board-
walk railing to get a better look.

The detective went through Al’s
pockets as though his hands were a
pair of miniature vacuum cleaners.
He deposited everything on the
concession counter. Al's worldly
goods did not amount to much.
Monetarily they consisted of seven
quarters, four dimes, three nickels,
four pennics, and two subway to-
kens, all from the right-hand trou-
ser pocket. He carried no billfold.

The detective then searched Al in
places where there were no pockets.
He ran probing fingers along the
hem of his coat, up and down the
linings of his sleeves (from the out-
side), felt along his ribs, and across
the chest below his undershirt. He
even made Al unlace his shoes and
step out of them briefly, then get
back into them again.

“What ‘dje do with 1t? he de-
manded finally. :

“I never took it to begin with,”
Al insisted.

The detective turned to the wom-
n. “Did you see him grab it?”
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“I didn’t really catch him in the
act, no—"

‘Then wadaya accusing me
for?” Al protested hotly before she
could even finish.

“Because who else could it have
been? You were at my stand just
the minute before.”

“Any other customers besides
him?”

“Only a man and his two kids.
But they had already left.”

“A man taking his youngsters on
an outing doesn’t go in for lifting,”
said the detective with good psy-
chological insight, “if only because
he can't make a getaway. How
much did it come to?”

“Two seventy-five.”

“You mcan two hundred and
seventy-five dollars?”

“That’s what I'm talking about,”
she said crisply. “Y'don’t think I'd
blow my stack like this over two
bucks, do you?”

One of the boardwalk patrolman
whistled. “You make that much in
one day? I'd better change jobs with
you, lady.”

“Don’t forget this is a three-day
take—it's a holiday week-end.”

“What I can’t figure,” said the
second beach cop, “is how could he
take it out of the till without your
spotting him, when the cash regis-
ter’s over there on the opposite side,
over by you.”

“He didn’t take it out of the till,
I did,” said the woman testily, as
though angry at her own careless-
ness. “I've been in this business
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twenty years and I never pulled a-
boner like that before in my life..
But there’s a first time for every-
thing, they say. See, I just finished
- stacking it to take home. I was due
to go off, and my husband was
coming on in another quarter hour
or so. I don't like to leave so much
money in the drawer until we close
down—we stay open until one in
~ the morning, and it gets kind of
lonely along here at that hour. So
I snapped a rubber band around
" the bills. I had the drawer out, and
I put the dough down for just a
second, like this. I had a batch of
franks on and they started to smoke
up. So I took a step over to flip
them, then took a step back. It was
gone, and he was gone. Add it up
for yourself.”

“Well, it’s not on him now,” the
detective had to admit. “I've been all
over him with a fine-tooth comb.”
~ “Look,” said the woman sharply,
giving the cash drawer a quick ride
out, then in again. “There’s my
proof. You never yet saw a cash
register drawer with only a few
singles and some silver in it, did
you? Where’s all my fives and tens?
You know we break plenty of them
during the day.”

“I'm not doubting you, lady. I'm
only saying—"

“Well, he ditched it on the run,
then.”

“Did you see him throw any-
thing away?” one of the boardwalk
police asked Al’s original captor.

“No, I was watching for that. I
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kept my eyes on his hands the
whole time. He never moved them.
All he moved was his feet.”

The two of them retraced the
course of the flight, searching for
the bundle every step of the way,
while the third one remained at the
stand, holding onto Al. They were
still empty-handed when they came
back.

“Of course it’s gone,” assented
the woman, annoyed. “Somebody
picked it up by now. How long do
you think it’s going to lie there,
anyway?”

“Nope, he never threw it,” the de-
tective insisted. He gave Al a vi-
cious shaking up. “Wha’d you do
with it?”

“To do something with anything,
you got to have it first,” Al protest-
ed, through teeth that would have
rattled if they hadn't been his own.

“That’s great,” said the woman
bitterly. “George all the way. So
whether you pull him in or not, I'm
still out the dough. I stand here all
day on my feet, and all I've got to
show for it is a lot of salt air.”

“You’re covered, ain’t you, lady?”
;aid one of the patrolmen knowing-
y-

“My insurance ain’t paying me
back dollar for dollar,” she snapped
at him.

“Well, in you come,” the detec-
tive told Al grimly, “whether we've
found it or not.”

Al trotted along beside him but
with his head slightly bowed, as if
to say, This is my kind of luck.
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Al's wife’s sister was married to
Joe Timmons, a doctor more or
less. Al had never been able to fig-
ure out whether this made them
brothers-in-law or not. But anyway
Joe was Rose’s brother-in-law there.
could be no argument about that,
and since the two of them, he and
Al, got along fairly well, Al was
willing to let it go at that.

Actually, Joe was a genuine
enough doctor. He had attended
Medical School and received his de-
gree, but too much tinkering with
bottles, of the kind that did not con-
tain medicine, had given his status
an aspect that was cloudy if not
downright shady.

He was the sort of doctor who, at
an earlier stage of medical progress,
would have had a dingy office two
flights up in some old tenement; in
today’s world Joe had a dingy of-
fice just one flight up in a remod-
eled tenement, and kept three small
ads of questionable ethics running
in the far-back reaches of a number
of spongy-papered magazines.

Joe Timmons came to see Al in
his place of detention, and Al was
so downcast, so preoccupied with
his own troubles, that he didn’t even
realize the visit was purely volun-
tary.

“Hullo, Joc, they get you too?”
Al said dolefully without even look-
ing up.

“What’s the matter with yout”
said Joe impatiently.

“What're you crying for?” Al had
glanced up and seen Joe’s tear-
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smogged eyes. “I've took it before,
I'll have to take it again, that’s all.”
- “Stop it, will you?” said Joe, more
irritable than ever. “You know this
is the ragweed season for me.”

“Oh,” said Al, remembering.

“Something’s got to be done
about you,” Joe pronounced with
out further ado. “We were talking
it over last night around the table,
the three of us, over some cans of
beer. Now if you go away this time
youre going to be away a long
time, and you know it, Al. Rose is
going to just naturally pine away—
she’s really gone on you and no
fooling. If Rose is unhappy, then
Flo gets depressed. And if Flo gets -
depressed, then I have a miserable
home life myself. So it’s a losing .
game all around. Anyway, I prom-
ised the two girls I'd see what I
coulddo for you.”

“Since when are you a lawyer?”
asked Al dejectedly.

“A lawyer ain’t going to do you
any good, Al. This is going to be
three times and out for you. You’re
on parole and it’s mandatory, it's on
the books.”

“But if they never found the
money on me to this day, how can
they make it stick?”

“That don’t help much, it’s still
open and shut. The woman claims
the money was taken. It’s her word
against yours. You've got a record,
she hasn’t. You were standing right
there a minute before the money
disappeared. You ran like hell. It’s
all stacked against you, Al. The nat-
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ural supposition is going to be that

you threw it away, even if the cop-

.

per admits he didn’t see you. They
can’t prove that you took it, but that
ain’t good enough for you. It’s got
to be proved that you couldn’t have
taken it.”

He thought for a while.

“How much was on you when
they nabbed you?”

“About seven or eight quarters,
and a few nickels and pennies.”

“How come no paper money?”

“I busted my last couple of bucks
just before that at a shooting gal-
lery. Then I remembered it would-
n’t look too good if 1 was spotted
practising at a place like that, even
though T've never carried a live
weapon in my life. So I drifted on
my way with all this unused change
still in my pocket.

Joe cogitated. “Something could
be made out of that. We can’t afford
to throw anything away, no matter
how little it is.”

“So what can you make out of
it?” said the realistic Al “Only
that I was low in cash. And they’ll
say that’s all the more reason why 1
took the moncy.”

Joe sneezed stingingly at this

oint.

“Somebody been sending roses to
somebody in here?” he demanded
indignantly. He raised his handker-
chief toward his nose. “You may go
up for ten, twenty years but at least
you ain’t got my allergy,” he re-
marked wistfully.

“Thanks,” said Al morosely.

1

Joe’s handkerchief was still up-
ended, without having reached his
nose. It stayed there.

“I've got it!” he said. “I've got
your out!”

He never did blow his nose.

“Now we'll make a deal, first of
all. How much was it and where'd
you put it?”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” said Al firm-
ly. “That’s what they’ve been trying
to get out of me the whole time.
Wouldn't that be great, if I turned
around now and—" —

“But Al, I'm family,” protested
Joe, shocked. “I'm not a cop or a
stoolie. Look, I'm sticking my neck
out for you. You can’t expect a fa-
vor cven from a relative without
making it worth his while. That’s
the way the world is.” He waited a
moment, while Al remained stub-
bornly silent. Then Joe said, “All
right, then. Let’s put it this way.
How much do they claim you
took ?”

“The jane tabbed it at two seven-
ty-five. I had no time to count it
myself,” said Al incautiously.

“Then here’s how it goes,” ex-
pounded Joe. “Two hundred to me,
for getting you off, and you keep
the seventy-five.”

Al gouged the heels of his hands
into his eye sockets. “Splitting it
right down the middle, is what 1
call it,” he intoned somberly.

Joe stood up, affronted, and made
as if to leave. Then he turned his
head and addressed Al over one
shoulder. “Which is better,” he said,

TALKS
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“to have seventy-five smackers you
can call your own, free and clear,
out in the fresh air and sunshine,
or to know where there’s two hun-
dred and seventy-five waiting—
with a six-foot-thick concrete wall
in between? You figure it out.”

Al did, and finally gave in, with
a resigned, upward flip of the hand.
“It’s the best I can do,” he admitted
glumly. “I haven't had any other
offers today.”

Joe reseated himself and leaned
forward confidentially. “All right,
where is it?” he said. “And keep it
low.”

Al dropped his voice. Now that
the deal was made, he seemed re-
lieved to get it off his chest. “It’s
still right there on the counter—'
he began.

In spite of his recent injunction,
Joe’s own voice rose almost to a
yelp of outrage. “Come on, who'’re
you trying to kid?”

“Will you listen to me, or don't
you want to hear?”

Joe wanted to hear.

“She has three big glass tanks
there. One’s a pale color—that’s the
pineapple. One’s medium color—
that’s the orange. One is almost
black—that’s the grape. It’s in that
—the grape. The lids are chrom-
ium, but they’re liftable. I tipped it
up and shot it in there.”

Joe squeezed his eyes tight. “And
you expect it to still be in there?”
he groaned. :

“Sure, it’s still in there. Not only
that, I bet it’ll be in there all the

rest of the week. I cased the stand
for nearly an hour, from a board-
walk bench opposite. I kept score.
For every five customers for orange,
there’s only three for pineapple and
only one for grape. It moves slow.
I don’t know why she stocks the
stuff. Those tanks last. The next two
days were slow days—Tuesday and
Wednesday after the holiday week-
end. And it was raining, to top it
off. You know what that does to
business on a boardwalk.”

“It’s paper, it'll be floating at the

top.”
“So what? She draws the stuff
off from a spigot at the bottom.
Something makes them bubble, I
couldn’t igure what. That alone
would keep it from settling to the
bottom.”

Joc digested all this for a while.
“I've got it,” he said at last, giving
a fingersnap. “A fishhook. Or better
still, a bent safety pin.” _

“Sure,” said Al. “Make like you're
lighting a cigarette, set fire to the
whole book of matches at once. She
can’t prove it wasn’t an accident.
Throw it away from you, like any-
one would—but so it lands on the
floor inside the stand, over the other
way to distract her attention. She'll
be busy bending over and stamping
it out. Then just tip the lid like I
did.”

“As soon as I have it, I'll go to
work on you,” Joe promised. He
got up to leave. “I'll let you know,”
he said.

He came back to see Al only once
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more after that. He didn’t stay long
and he didn’t say much—just three
words.

“I got it.”

Al saluted with two fingers from
the edge of his eyebrow, and Joe
gave him a knowing bat of the eye-
lashes as he turned and went out
again.

Als hearing was held in the
judge’s chambers. There was no
jury trial since Al's previous and
uncompleted sentence still hung
over him like an axe, ready to fall
and hit him in the back of the neck
if the judge so decided. If Al was
found guilty, X number of years re-
sumed right where they had left
off, plus; if found not guilty, Al was
out on parole again.

The judge was a benevolent-look-
" ing man, the clerk was unbiased,
but the arresting officer was ncith-
er. Also present were the conces-
sionnaire, Al's wife Rose, and a
physician who had treated the ac-
cused and wished to give expert
testimony bearing on the matter at
hand. ’

The concessionnaire having re-
stated her complaint, the arresting
officer having given an account of
the accused’s flight from the scene
before he even knew what he was
charged with, the physician now
stepped forward and asked the
judge’s permission to submit cer-
tain medical facts which he felt to
be of great importance to the case.
The judge granted permission.
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The expert witness identified
himself as Dr. Joseph Randolph
Timmons, and he presented a figure
of such impeccable distinction, with
his scholarly eyeglasses, dignified
bearing, and air of professional eru-
dition, that alongside him both the
clerk of the court and the arresting
officer appeared shoddy, rundown,
and of little account.

Dr. Timmons asked only a single
preliminary question of the arrest-
ing officer.

“When you caught up with the
accused man, did he stand quietly,
or did he fidget and wriggle around
a good deal while you were holding
him?”

“He stood perfectly still, never
moved a hair,” said the detective
after a moment’s thought.

Dr. Timmons then proceeded:
“I am not here to vouch for my pa-
tient’s character or honesty. I know
nothing whatever about that. If I'd
heard he was being accused of tak-
ing jewelry, silverware, furs, any-
thing of that sort, I would not have
come forward. But hearing what
the charge was in this case, I felt it
was my duty as a physician to bring
certain facts to light.

“The patient first came to me in
May of this year, complaining of an
intermittent rash and itching. It
would come and go, but it was caus-
ing him great trouble. At nights,
for instance, when he was at home
in bed, it never seemed to bother
him. It was only at certain times
during the day that it would sud-
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denly show up, then gradually die
down again. Sometimes it came on
three or four times during the
coursc of a single day, then again
only once or twice. )

“He told me that whenever he left
a barber shop he had it, and when-
ever he went to a motion-picture
show. But when he went into a bar
to have a glass of beer, he didn’t
have it. Yet when he went into the
same bar and had a couple of ryes,
he did have it.

“He never had it on buses, but
once getting out of a taxi he had it.
If he bought a single package of
cigarettes he didn't have it, but if
he bought a whole carton at a time
he did have it, before he even began
to smoke them. A mysterious and
interesting case, you will admit.

“I have here a record of his visits,
taken from my office appointment
book. If your Honor would care to
examine it.

“‘A. Bunker, Monday, ten AmM.—’
read the judge aloud, rapidly shuf-
fling through a number of loose-
leaf pages the doctor had handed
him. “‘A. Bunker, Friday, three
p.M.—' He seems to have visited
you at the rate of twice a week.”

“He did, your Honor, all through
June, July, and the greater part of
August. He told me right at the
start he couldn’t afford to come to
see me that often, but since the case
fascinated me, and the poor fellow
was badly in need of help, I told
him not to worry about it—to pay
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me whatever he could as we went
along.”

The judge cast an admiring
glance at the man before him.
“There should be more practition-
ers like you, Dr. Timmons.”

“Not all of us are money grab-
bers,” said the doctor modestly.
“Well, to go on with this man’s case
history. A quick test showed that
the condition was not dermatologi-
cal. In lay language that means that
it was not a skin infection. I hadn’t
thought it was because it came and
went, instead of being constant,
Therefore there was only one other
thing it could be. It had to be an al-
lergy.

“But just knowing it was an al-
lergy, wasn’t enough. It had to be
identified, isolated, its cause dis-
covered, or the patient couldn’t be
helped. I tested him on a number of
foods first, and got negative results,
Then I tested him on fabrics, such
as are worn on the body—wool, cot-
ton, dacron. Again negative. I even
tested him on lint, such as is com-
monly found in the linings of most
pockets. Nothing there either.”

He broke off to ask, “I’m not be-
ing too technical for your Honor,
am I?”

The judge was sitting engrossed,
his hands supporting the sides of
his face. He said, “I don't know
when I've heard a more interesting
exposition than the one you've been
giving, Doctor. Go on, by all means.
This is almost like a medical detec-
tive storyl”
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“These exhaustive tests,” resumed
the magnetic medic, “might have’
continued indefinitely, might still
be going on today and for many
months to come, if it hadn’t been
for one of those little accidental
breaks which pop up when least
expected and give an investigator a
short cut to the answer. As I've said,
I was lenient in collecting payment
for the treatments. After several vis-
its for which he'd paid me nothing,
the patient one day said he'd like to
make a small payment on account.
I agreed, of course, and he handed
me a five-dollar bill. I'd already no-
ticed he was somewhat improved
on that particular day. The ailment
had not disappeared by any means,
but it was in one of its occasional
periods of remission.

“I thought it only fair to dash off
a receipt for the fee. When I hap-
pened to look up a moment later, I
was amazed to see what had oc-
curred.” _

Like the good showman he was,
the doctor paused artfully.

“But rather than describe it in
dry words, I'm going to let you see
for yourselves just what happened.”

‘He turned to Al. “Please remove
your jacket, Mr. Bunker.”

Al complied, but with a some-
what apprehensive look on his face.
He handed the jacket over to the
doctor, who in turn handed it to the
clerk, who draped it neatly over the
edge of his table-top desk.

“Now, roll up the sleeves of your
shirt,” was the doctor’s next instruc-

15

tion. “As high as they'll go—all the
way up to your shoulders.”

Al again obeyed, but with more
and more of a troubled expression,
like someone who knows he is in
for an uncomfortable experience. In
this instance the doctor speeded up
the process by helping him, in the
course of which his own hands, un-
avoidably, glanced lightly upward
along Al's forearms.

The doctor turned to the others.

“I want you to look at his hands
and arms before we go any further.
Hold out your arms, Mr. Bunker.”

Al stiffly extended his arms
straight out before him at chest lev-
el, in grotesque resemblance to a
high-diver about to launch off into
space. His arms were no different
from other arms of the male varie-
ty—hairy on one side, smooth and
heavily veined on the other, but
otherwise unblemished.

“Now I'd like a piece of paper
currency from one of you, if I may.
An ordinary banknote. I'm asking
you to furnish it, instead of using
one of my own, so there can be no
question of the genuineness of this
test.

Like three men at a table when
the waiter brings the check, each
reacted according to his personal
characteristics. The arresting officer
made no move toward his pockets
at all. The clerk, who was on small
salary, managed to outfumble the
judge, even in spite of the latter’s
encumbering robes. The majesty of
the law produced a wallet that

TALKS
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seemed to contain nothing less
than bills in double digits.

“Will a ten be all right?” asked
the judge.

“Quite all right,” assured the doc-
tor. “It isn’t the denomination that’s
the chief factor.”

He turned back to Al with the ten
dollars.

“Now take this in your hands,
Mr. Bunker.”

Al drew back, like a child who is
about to be given castor oil.

“Now come on,” said the doctor
with a touch of impatience. “I'm
trying to help you, not harm you.”

Al pinched one corner of the bill
between his thumb and forefinger,
as though he were holding onto a
fluttering moth by one wing.

“Don’t just hold it between two
fingers—put all your fingers on it
at once,” insisted the doctor. Then
when Al had done so, the doctor
urged, “Now pass it over into your
other hand.”

A few portentous seconds ticked
by, as though the doctor were tak-
ing a pulse count.

“That’ll do. You've held it long
enough.”

Al released it with a long-drawn
sigh that could be heard throughout
the judge’s chamber.

There was a breathless wait.

For several moments nothing
happened. Then Al dug his finger-
nails into the back of one hand and
raked it. Then the other. Then the
back of one arm. Then the inside.
Angry red blotches, almost the size
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of strawberries, began to appear.

By now Al was almost like a suf-
ferer from St. Vitus’s Dance. His
feet stood still, but up above he
writhed as though he'd been bitten
by five hundred mosquitoes. He
couldn’t get at all the places that
needed scratching. He didn’t have
enough fingernails.

“This poor devil,” said the doc-
tor with dramatic effect, “is allergic
to paper money. Whether it is some-
thing in the paper itself, or some
dye in the ink used in the engrav-
ing, 1 can’t say. But I can say this:
he can no more touch paper money,
his own or somebody else’s, without
having this happen to him, than I
can fly out of that window. :

“You will remember from the de-
tective’s own testimony that this -
man had only coins on him at the -
time he was arrested. That was the
result of instructions I myself gave
him—a prescription, as a matter of
fact, as much as if I had given him
pills or capsules. His wife breaks a
dollar or two every day—bills, you
understand—and hands him the
change when he leaves the house.
That way he can make whatever
small purchases are required with-
out falling into the lamentable con-
dition you see him in now.”

Al’s forehead was a ripple of par-
allel ridges. He wasn’t making be-
lieve either. No actor could have
simulated the wish, the yearning,
the compulsion to scratch that so
obviously possessed Al.

“And finally,” concluded the doc-
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tor, “I only wish to point out that
had my patient actually taken the
money he is accused of stealing, he
could not have run as he did and
then later stood perfectly still while
being searched. Hc would have
becen  squirming  uncontrollably,
scratching himself all over, as you
sce him doing right now. The ar-
resting officer admitted nothing of
the sort took place.”

The judge cleared his throat.

“It scems fair cnough to assume,
in view of what we have all wit-
nessed with our own cyes, that the
money could not possibly have been
taken by the accused. It must have
been taken by some other, un-
known person, who somehow made
good his escapc in the crowd.”

He addressed Al in an almost
fatherly manner.

“You can thank Dr. Timmons
for getting you out of what might
have been very serious trouble. But
you brought all this on yourself, Al-
bert. Next time, don’t run from a
parole officer when you see him
coming towards you. These men
are your friends, not your enemies.
They are only trying to help you.

“Yes, sir,” said Al meekly. He
looked at his friend the detective,
and his friend the detective looked
at him. It was a most undecipher-
able look—as a cat looks at its
friend, the mouse, and a mouse
looks at its friend, the cat.

“Charges dismissed,” said
judge, with self-satisfaction.

Outside Joe walked a few steps

the
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with Al, toward whcre Rose was
waiting. Joe had one arm slung
over Al's shoulder, giving him
sound medical advice. “And from
now on, sce that you keep your hot
little mitts off any stray money that
happens to be floating around. This
is a trick that will work only once.”

“For Petc’s sake, what'd you do
to me?” Al demanded.

Joe murmured, “A solution of
itching powder, mixed with some-
thing to delay the action a few min-
utes, so I'd have time for my spicl.”

“How come it didn’t get you?”

“Skin-colored plastic gloves. I
soaked them in it. You can't tell
unless you look close—they have the
nails painted on, and I wore my
ring on the outside. Dunk yoursclf
in a hot tub when you get home,”
he added. “It ought to wear off in
about half an hour.”

Al and Rose went walking off
arm in arm, like the dcvotcd man
and wife they were.

“Mr. Bunker!” an urgent voice
suddenly called out behind them.

Rose nudged Al sharply. “Better
turn around and sce what he wants.
It'll look funny if you don't.”

“Ung-ung,” said Al in a calami-
tous undertone. He turned slowly.

It was the clerk of the court, pant-
ing, and with an inscrutable look
on his face—a look impossible to
describe unless you actually saw it.

“Would you mind—his Honor—
I'm glad I caught up with you—
you forgot to return his Honor's.
ten dollars.”

TALKS
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“In the good old days you had a
gang of drunks going around, blar-
ing out Good King Wenceslas
equally out of tune, no doubt.”

Aston can never resist pulling the
leg of Hailes’s hobby horse. Soon
they were at it, hammer and tongs,
and the air got quite heated.

Nigel interposed, changing the
subject tactfully: “You ought to tell
them about that Christmas-time
you were arrested for murder, Joe.”

We all gazed at the little man
with interest.

Mr. Prendergast fidgeted, looked
bashful, sulky, and deeply gratified
in turn, like a boy asked to recite in
a Victorian drawing-room. Then,
rather breathlessly, he began.

“It was the orange, really. I mean,
if it hadn’t been for the orange I
shouldn’t be herc to tell the tale.
The orange—and Mr. Strangeways,
of course.”

“Five years ago it was. About the
middle of December. I'd lost my
job; and the wife and kiddies—
well, you know how it is. So I de-
cided to go down to Cheltenham
and make a last appeal to my aunt,
Eliza Metcalfe.

“She’d never answered my letters
—my mother married beneath her,
she thought, and she’d said none of
us should ever cross her threshold.
A very hard woman was Eliza Met-
calfe, gentlemen . . .” -

Eliza Metcalfe! Now I remem-
bered. RICH RECLUSE FOUND
MURDERED. A man had been

arrested, and—

“So I thought, well, perhaps if I
go to see her myself, she might lend
me enough to tide us over. So I took
a ticket to Cheltenham—cleaned
me out, it did—and went to her
house.

“I can see her now, with her lace
mittens and ivory stick—an old-
fashioned lady, you know, but hard
as nails.

“She pitched into me, too. My
word! What did I mcan by forcing
my way into her house? My moth- -
er'd been no better than a you-
know-what. She'd sce the pack of
us dead before she gave us any help.

“Well, I was desperate; and 1 told
her so. And after a while she sort of
rclented. ‘Young man,” she said, a
bit gruflly, ‘it’s against my princi-
ples to lend money. I'll give you
£10. And dont let me sce your
face again.’

“I reckon she felt a bit guilty,
you know; it was like conscience
money. At any rate she went into
the next room, and I heard her
rummaging about.

“When she returned she was
sucking her finger; she’d pricked it
on a needle in the drawer where
the money was kept, I suppose.
There was a stain of blood on one
of the pound notes she handed me.
Nearly did for me, that bloodstain.”

Mr. Prendergast paused, a look
of consternation creeping into his
eyes as he remembered that dread-
ful night five years ago.

“What about the orange?” said
Aston gently,












THE CASE BOOK OF THE 52nd PRECINCT

Clancy and the Paper Clue

by ROBERT L. PIKE

9:00 P.M. Licutenant Clancy of
the 52nd Precinct was standing
back of the desk sergeant, checking
the assignment list over the ser-
geant’s shoulder, when Patrolman
Martin pushed his way through the
precinct doors, dragging a small
man behind him. The patrolman’s
coat was ripped, and his face was
bleeding from a bad gash that had
torn open one cheek. He unlocked
the handcuffs that held him to the
smaller man, and flung the other
onto the bench beside the desk.

“Tried to mug mel” Martin
growled.

Clancy came round the desk
quickly. “What happened?” he
asked. :

“Three of them. Jumped me over
by the park. I was on the other side
of the street when I saw them. They
looked like they was arguing, and
then they started swinging. I crossed
over and started to break it up, and
they jumped me!”

“Nobody around?”

“Not a soul!” The patrolman
looked down at his ripped coat for-
lornly. “Not a single, solitary soul!”

Clancy turned to the silent figure
hunched on the bench.

“What's the idea, buster?” The
small man looked through him dis-
dainfully.

Kaproski had come out of the
squad room and was watching.
“Lieutenant,” he said. “Want I
should open him up?”

“No.” Clancy turned to Martin.
“Did they get anything?”

“My gun.” Martin flicked his coat -
back to show the empty holster. His
voice was bitter. “Those lice slugged
me, and when I went down, they
pulled open my coat and snaked the
gun out. I thought they was going
to plug me, but they ran off into the
park.” He looked at the calm figure
on the bench and his face hardened.
“All except Little Orphan Annie
here.T kept hold of him!”

He put his hand up to his slashed
cheek, stared at the blood that came
away, then wiped his hand on his
torn coat.

“What did they look like?”

Martin frowned. “It was pretty

" dark. Hard to see good. They were
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all little guys, like this one. They
had jackets on, I remember—dark
ones. No neckties, collar outside.
And hats.”

“They say anything?”

The patrolman shook his head.
“That's the funny thing. They
didn’t say a word, not one of them,
during the whole thing.”

Clancy turned back to the pris-
oner. “All right,” he said brusquely.
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“Open up. What was the big idea?”

There was complete silence, even
disinterest.

“You know what slugging a cop
can get you?”

Still no answer.

Kaproski started forward, but
Clancy waved him back, still gazing
at the little man before him. He ap-
peared to be about thirty, dressed
as Martin had described the others,
with a face as expressionless as the
wall behind him.

“Okay,” Clancy said finally.
“Frisk him and toss him into a cell.
We'll get the story of his life later.”
He leaned over, fingering the lapel
of the prisoner. “Give him a night-
gown—I want to sce these clothes of
his. Book him as John Doe.”

He turned to Martin. “Better get
that cheek fixed,” he said. “You've
got a nasty cut. What did they slug
you with?”

“A chunk of wood.” Martin
touched his cheek again, gingerly.
“They like to knocked my eye out.”

“Just three the size of this half
pint?” Kaproski snorted. “You must
be getting old.”

Martin eyed him coldly. “They
played rough.”

“Yeah,” Clancy said. “Well, go
down and have Doc take a look at
that cheek.”

He turned and went into his of-

fice.

9:15 .M. Kaproski came in and
dumped a pile of clothing on the
desk. He also laid a small folded

wad of money in front of Clancy
and then stood back, rubbing the
knuckles of one hand.

“Tough little monkey,” he said
admiringly. “Old Silent Sam him-
self.”

Clancy looked up sharply. “I told
you to lay off him,” he said. “You
know I don’t go for that.”

“Aw,” Kaproski said, embar-
rassed. “I only give him a liule tap
for luck. I bet his mother hit him
harder the first time she caught him
swiping pennies off her dresser.”

Clancy shook his head in disap-
proval, staring at Kaproski until the
other’s eyes dropped. Then he
turned to the pile of clothes and the
folded wad of money.

“Where are the
things?” he asked.

“That’s the works,” Kaproski
said, happy to have the subject
changed. “Everything he had. Not
even a handkerchief, or any loose
change. Nothing. His pockets were
empty, except for this dough in his
watchpacket.”

Clancy frowned thoughtfully. He
went through the clothing care-
fully, checking for labels. All had
been removed. “Let’s see his shoes,”
he said. They picked up the small,
hand-stitched pair of shoes and
studied them. The linings had been
neatly sliced away, removing the
size and the code number. There
was no brand name to be seen.

“Professional,” Clancy said. He
went back over the clothes, recheck-
ing the pockets, but they revealed

of his

rest
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“All the more reason for hurry,
then,” Clancy said impatiently.
“How about that squad car?”

“Who do you figure? The Cuban
delegate?” The worry in the Cap-
tain’s voicc mingled with doubt.
“He’s got a pretty big bodyguard.
Pretty sharp too.”

“Not the Cuban. The Uruguay-
an.”

' “The Uruguayan?”

“I'll explain later,” Clancy said.
“Right now I've got to get men over
to his place beforec he gets home.
What's his address?”

“Just a second,” the Captain said.
“He’s staying with a friend at 45
West 85th Street.” Therc was an-
other pause, but briefer. “I'll have a
squad car there in twenty minutes.”

“Better have them meet me on
the corner of 85th and Central Park
South.”

“Right.”

“Thanks, Captain.”

Clancy hung up and hurried out
to the desk. “Get Kaproski, and
every available man we have,” he
said to the desk sergeant. “We're
going hunting!”
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1:00 A.M. They brought the two,
men in and booked each of them as
John Doe. Clancy went into his of-
fice and found the Captain sitting
there, waiting for him.

“I figured it was important
enough to come over myself,” he
said. “Did you get them?”

“We got them.” Clancy’s voice
was filled with satisfaction.

THE 52ND PRECINCT

“You sure you're right?”

“I'm sure,” Clancy said flatly. His
eyes gleamed. “One of them had
Martin’s gun on him.”

Kaproski shoved his head in the
door. “Hey, Lieutenant. Whatdo
we book these characters for?”

“Spitting on the sidewalk.” Clan-
cy shrugged. “We'll let the State
Department worry about that to-
morrow.” Kaproski withdrew, grin-
ning.

“How did you figure it?” the
Captain asked.

“Well,” Clancy said, sitting down.
“First, those funny clothes with all
the pockets—that’s foreign. And
then the business of no labels. And
knocking over a cop, just to get his
gun. It began to add up, especially
with all of the people here at the
U.N.

“Then, too, he had all new bills
in his pocket. Strictly bank stuff,
like they issue over the teller’s coun-
ter. And this slip.” He took it out of
his pocket and slid it before the
Captain. “It had today’s date on it.
And that 300/11.20/26.78.”

The Caprain fingered the slip. “I
don’t get this.”

Clancy shrugged. “Only thing I
could figure it was a money ex-
change slip. And the only place
they do that is at an airport.” He
picked up a pencil and began twid-
dling it.

“So I figured they came in on to-
day’s plane, planning on doing a
quick rub-out and catching another
plane out of here as soon as pos-
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coat, prowled in a pocket, came out
with a bill, glanced at it, and
dropped it across the desk in front
of me. It was a nice bill and clean
and new. One thousand dollars.

“Ever save a guy’s life?”

“Once in a while; maybe.”

“Save minc.”

“What goes?”

“I heard you leveled with the cus-
tomers, Marlowe.”

“That’s why I stay poor.”

“I still got two friends. You make
it three and you’ll be out of the red.
You got five grand coming if you
pry me loose.” -

“From what?”

“You're talkative as hell this
morning. Don’t you pipe who I
am?”

“Nope.”

“Never been east, huh?”

“Sure—but I wasn’t in your set.”

“What set would that be?”

I was getting tired of it. “Stop be-
ing so damn cagey or pick up your
grand and be missing.”

“I'm Ikky Rossen. I'll be missing
but good unless you can figure some
out. Guess.”

“I've already guessed. You tell me
and tell me quick. I don’t have all
day to watch you feeding me with
an eye-dropper.”

“I ran out on the Outfit. The high
boys don’t go for that. To them it
means you got info you figure you
can peddle, or you got independent
ideas, or you lost your moxie. Me,
I lost my moxie. I had it up to here.”
He touched his Adam’s apple with
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the forefinger of a stretched hand.
“I done bad things. I scared and
hurt guys. I never killed nobody.
That’s nothing to the Outfit. I'm

" out of line. So they pick up the pen-

cil and they draw a line. I got the
weard. The operators are on the way.
I made a bad mistake. I tried to hole
up in Vegas. I figured they'd never
expect me to lie up in their own
joint. They outfigured me. What 1
did’s been done before, but I didn’t
know it. When I took the plane to
L.A. there must have been some-
body on it. They know where I
live.,”

“Movc.”

“No good now. I'm covered.”

I knew he was right.

“Why haven’t they taken care of
you already?”

“They don’t do it that way. Al-
ways specialists. Don’t you know
how it works?”

“More or less. A guy with a nice
hardware store in Buffalo. A guy
with a small dairy in K.C. Always
a good front. They report back to
New York or somewhere. When

- they mount the plane west or wher-

ever they’re going, they have guns
in their brief cases. They're quiet
and welldressed and they don’t sit
together. They could be a couple
of lawyers or income tax sharpies
—anything at all that’s well-man-
nered and inconspicuous. All sorts
of people carry brief cases. Includ-
ing women.”

“Correct as hell. And when they
land they’ll be steered to mc, but not
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from the airfield. They got ways.
If I go to the cops, somebody will
know about me. They could have a
couple Mafia boys right on the City
Council for all I know. The cops
will give me twenty-fours to leave
town. No use. Mexico? Worse than
here. Canada? Better but still no
good. Connections there too.”

“Australia?”

“Can't get a passport. I been here
twenty-five years—illegal. They
can’t deport me unless they can
prove a crime on me. The Outfit
would see they didn’t. Suppose I
got tossed-into the freezer. I'm out
on a writ in twenty-four hours. And
my nice friends got a car waiting
- to take me home—only not home.”

I had my pipe lit and going well.
I frowned down at the one-grand
note. I could use it very nicely. My
checking account could kiss the
sidewalk without stooping.

“Let’s stop horsing,” I said. “Sup-
pose—just suppose—I could figure
an out for you. What's your next
move?”

“I know a place—if I could get
there without bein’ tailed. I'd leave
my car here and take a rent car. I'd
turn it in just short of the county
line and buy a secondhand job.
Halfway to where I'm going I
trade it on a new last-year’s model,
a leftover—this is just the right
time of year. Good discount, new
models out soon. Not to save mon-
ey—less show off. Where I'd go is
a good-sized place but still pretty
clean.”

“Uh-huh,” 1 said. “Wichita, last
I heard. But it might have
changed.”

He scowled at me. “Get smart,
Marlowe, but not too damn smart.”

“I'll get as smart as I want to.
Don’t try to make rules for me. If
I ke this on, there aren’t any
rules. I take it for this grand and
the rest if I bring it off. Don’t cross
me. I might leak information. If I
get knocked off, put just one red
rose on my grave. I don’t like cut
flowers. I like to see them growing,
But I could take one, because you're
such a sweet character. When’s the
plane in?”

“Sometime today. It’s nine hours
from New York. Probably come in
about 5:30 p.m.”

“Might come by San Diego and
switch or by San Francisco and
switch. A lot of planes from both
places. I need a helper.”

“Damn you, Marlowe—"

“Hold it. I know a girl. Daughter
of a Chief of Police who got broken
for honesty. She wouldn’t leak un-
der torture.”

“You got no right to risk her,”
Ikky said angrily.

I was so astonished my jaw hung
halfway to my waist. I closed 1t -
slowly and swallowed.

“Good God, the man’s got a
heart.”

“Women ain’t built for the rough
stuff,” he said grudgingly.

I picked up the thousand-dollar
note and snapped it. “Sorry. No re-
ceipt,” I said. “I can’t have my name
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in your pocket. And there won't be
any rough stuff if I'm lucky. They’d
have mc outclassed. There’s only
one way to work it. Now give me
your address and all the dope you
can think of—names, descriptions
of any operators you have ever seen
in the flesh.”

He did. He was a pretty good ob-
server. Trouble was, the Outfit
would know what he had scen. The

operators would be strangers to.

him.

He got up silently and put his
hand out. I had to shake it, but
what he had said about women
made it casier. He hand was moist.
Minc would have been in his spot.
Hc nodded and went out silently.

It was a quict street in Bay City,
if there are anygjuicet streets in this
beatnik generation when you can’t
get through a meal without some
male or female stomach-singer
belching out a kind of love that is
as old-fashioned as a bustle or some
Hammond organ jazzing it up in
the customer’s soup.

The little onc-story house was as
neat as a fresh pinafore. The front
lawn was cut lovingly and very
green. The smooth composition
driveway was frec of grcase spots
from standing cars, and the hedge
that bordered it looked as though
the barber came cvery day.

The white door had a knocker
with a tiger’s head, a go-to-hell win-
“dow, and a dingus that let someone
inside talk to someone outside with-
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out even opening the little window.

I'd have given a mortgage on my
left leg to live in a house like that.
1 didn't think I ever would.

The bell chimed inside and after
a while she opcened the door in a
pale-blue sports shirt and white
shorts that were short enough to be
friendly. She had gray-blue eyes,
dark red hair, and fine bones in her
face. There was usually a trace of
bitterness in the gray-blue eyes. She
couldn’t forget that her father’s life
had been destroyed by the crooked
power of a gambling-ship mobstcr,
that her mother had died too.

She was ablc to suppress the bit-
terness when she wrote nonsensc
about young love for the shiny
magazines, but this wasn’t her life.
She didn't really have a life. She had
an existence without much puin
and enough moncy to make'it safe.
But in a tight spot she was as cool
and resourceful as a good cop. Her
name was Annc Riordan.

She stood to one side and I passed
her pretty close. But I have rules
too. She shut the door and parked
herself on a sofa and went through
the cigarette routine, and here was
onc doll who had the strength to
light her own cigarctte.

I stood looking around. There
were a few changes, not many.

“I need your help,” I said.

“The only time I ever sce you.”

“I've got a client who is an cx-
hood used to be a troubleshooter
for the Outfit, the Syndicate, the big
mob, or whatever name you want to
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use for it. You know damn well it

exists and is as rich as Midas. You

can’t beat it because not enough

people want to, especially the mil-

lion-a-year lawyers who work for
it.”

“My God, are you running for
office somewhere? I never heard
you sound so pure.”

She moved her legs around, not
provocatively—she wasn’t the type
—but it made it difficult for me to
think straight just the same.

“Stop moving your legs around,”
I said. “Or put a pair of slacks on.”

“Damn you, Marlowe. Can’t you
think of anything else?”

“I'll try. I like to think that I know
at least one pretty and charming fe-
male who doesn't have round
heels.” 1 swallowed and went on.
“The man’s name is Ikky Rossen.”
He’s not beautiful and he's not any-
thing that I like—except one thing.
He got mad when I said I needed a
girl helper. He said women were
not made for the rough stuff. That’s
why I took the job. To a real mob-
ster, a2 woman means no more than
a sack of flour. They use women in
the usual way, but if it’s advisable to
get rid of them thcy do it without a
second thought

“So far you've told me a whole
lot of nothing. Perhaps you need a
cup of coffee or a drink.”

“You're sweet but I don’t in the
morning—except sometimes, and
this isn’t one of them. Coffee later.
~ Ikky has been penciled.”

“Now what’s that?”

“You have a list. You draw a line
through a name with a pencil. The
guy is as good as dead. The Outfit
has reasons. They don't do it just
for kicks any more. They don't get
any kick. It’s just bookkeeping to
them.”

“What on carth can I do? I might
even have said, what can yox do?”

“I can try. What you cando is -
help me spot their plane and see
where they go—the operators as-
signed to the job.”

“Yes, but how can you do any-
thing?”

“I sand I could try. If they took a
night plane they are already here,
If they took a morning plane they
can’t be here before five or so. Plenty
of time to get set. You know what
they look like?”

“Oh, sure. I meet killers every
day. I have them in for whiskey
sours and caviar on hot toast.” She
grinned. While she was grinning 1
took four long steps across the tan-
figured rug and lifted her and put a
kiss on her mouth. She didn’t fight
me but she didn’t go all trembly
either. I went back and sat down.

“They’ll look like anybody who’s
in a quiet well-run business or pro-
fession. They'll have quiet clothes
and they’ll be polite—when they
want to be. They’ll have brief cases
with guns in them that have
changed hands so often they can’t
possibly be traced. When and if they
do the job, they'll drop the guns.
They'll probably use revolvers, but
they could use automatics. They
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won't use silencers because silencers
can jam a gun and the weight
makes it hard to shoot accurately.
They won'’t sit together on the
plane, but once off of it they may
pretend to know each other and
simply not have noticed during the
flight. They may shake hands with
appropriate smiles and walk away
and get in the same taxi. I think
they’ll go to a hotel first. But very
soon they will move into some-
thing from which they can watch
Ikky’s movements and get used to
his schedule. They won’t be in any
hurry unless Ikky makes a move.
That would tip them off that lkky
has been tipped off. He has a cou-
ple of friends left—he says.”

“Will they shoot him from this
room or apartment across the street
—assuming there is one?”

“No. They’ll shoot him from
three feet away. They'll walk up
behind and say ‘Hello, Ikky.' He'll
either freeze or turn. Theyll fill
him with lead, drop the guns, and
hop into the car they have waiting.
Then they’ll follow the crash car off
the scene.”

“Who'll drive the crash car?”

“Some well-fixed and blameless
citizen who hasn’t been rapped.
He'll drive his own car. He'll clear
the way, even if he has to acciden-
tally on purpose crash somebody,
even a police car. He'll be so damn
sorry he’ll cry all the way down his
monogrammed shirt. And the kill-
ers will be long gone.”

“Good heavens,” Anne said.

“How can you stand your life? If
you did bring it off, they’ll send
operators after you.”

“I don’t think so. They don’t kill
a legit. The blame will go to the
operators. Remember, these top
mobsters are businessmen. They
want lots and lots of money. They
only get really tough when they
figure they have to get rid of some-
body, and they don’t crave that.
There’s always a chance of a slip- .
up. Not much of a chance. No gang
killing has ever been solved here or
anywhere else except two or three
times. The top mobster is awful
big and awfui tough. When he geis
too big, too tough—pencil.”

She shuddered a little. “I think I
need a drink myself.”

I grinned at her. “You’re right in

the atmosphere, darling. I'll weak-
en.”
She brought a couple of Scotch
highballs. When we were drinking
them I said, “If you spot them or
think you spot them, follow to
where they go—if you can do it
safely. Not otherwise. If it’s a hotel
—and ten to one it will be—check
in and keep calling me until you get
me.”

She knew my office number and
I was still on Yucca Avenue. She
knew that too.

“You're the damndest guy,” she
said. “Women do anything you
want them to. How come I'm still a
virgin at twenty-eight ?”

“We need a few like you. Why
don’t you get married?”
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they weren’t gaudy enough. You
wouldn’t look at them twice.”

“Faces?”

- “Both medium-brown hair, one a
bit darker than the other. Smooth
faces, rather expressionless. One
had gray eyes, the onc with the
lighter hair had bluc cyes. Their
eyes were interesting. Very quick
to move, very observant, watching
everything near them. That might
have been wrong. They should
have been a bit preoccupied with
what they came out for or inter-
ested in California. They seemed
more ncenpied with faces. It's a good
thing I spotted them and not you.
You don’t look like a cop, but you
don’t look like a man who is not a
cop. You have marks on you.”

“Phoocy. I'm a damn good-look-
ing heart wrecker.”

“Their features were strictly as-
sembly line. Each picked up a
flight suitcasc. One suitcase was
gray with two red and white stripes
up and down, about six or seven
inches from the ends, the other a
blue and white tartan. 1 didnt
know therc was such a tartan.”

“There is, but I forget the name of
it.”

“I thought you knew everything.”
“Just ~ almost everything. Run
along home now.”

“Do I get a dinner and maybe a
kiss?”

“Later, and if you're not careful
you’ll get more than you want.”

“You'll take over and follow
them?”

“If they’re the right men, they’ll
follow me. I already took an apart-
ment across the street from Ikky—
that block on Poynter with six low-
life apartment houses on the block.
I'll bet the incidence of chippies is
very high.”

“It’s high everywhere these days.”

“So long, Anne. See you.”

“When you need help.”

She hung up. I hung up. She
puzzles me. Too wise to be so nice.
I guess all nice women are wise too.

I called Tkky. He was out. I had
a drink from the office bottle,
smoked for half an hour, and -
called again. This time 1 got him.

I told him the score up to then,
and said I hoped Anne had picked
the right men. I told him about the
apartment I had taken.

“Do I get expenses?” I asked.

“Five grand ought to cover the
lot.”

“If T earn it and get it. I heard
you had a quarter of a million,” I
said at a wild venture.

“Could be, pal, but how do I get
at it? The high boys know where it
is. It'll have to cool a long time.”

I said that was all right. I had
cooled a long time myself. Of
course, I didn’t expect to get the
other four thousand, even if I
brought the job off. Men like Ikky
Rossen would steal their mother’s
gold teeth. There secmed to be a
little good in him somewhere—but
little was the operative word.

I spent the next half hour trying
to think of a plan. I couldn’t think
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of one that looked promising. It
was almost eight o'clock and I
needed food. I didn’t think the boys
would move that night. Next morn-
ing they would drive past Ikky’s
place and scout the neighborhood.

I was ready to leave the office
when the buzzer sounded from the
door of my waiting room. I opened
the communicating door. A small
tight-looking man was standing in
the middle of the floor rocking on
his heels with his hands behind his
back. He smiled at me, but he was-
o't good at it. He walked toward
me.

“You Philip Marlowe?”

“Who else? What can I do for
your”

He was close now. He brought
his right hand around fast with a
gun in it. He stuck the gun in my
stomach.

“You can lay off Ikky Rossen,”
he said in a voice that matched his
face, “or you can get your belly full
of lead.”

He was an amateur. If he had
stayed four feet away, he might
have had something. I reached up
and took the cigarette out of my
mouth and held it carelessly.

“What makes you think I know
any Ikky Rossen?”

He laughed and pushed his gun
into my stomach.

Wouldn't you like to know!” The
cheap sneer, the empty triumph of
that feeling of power when you
hold a fat gun in a small hand.

“It would be fair to tell me.”

As his mouth opened for an-
other crack, I dropped the cigarette
and swept a hand. I can be fast
when I have to. There are boys that
are faster, but they don’t stick guns
in your stomach.

I got my thumb behind the trig-
ger and my hand over his. I kneed
him in the groin. He bent over with
a whimper. I twisted his arm to the
right and I had his gun. I hooked
a heel behind his heel and he was
on the floor.

He lay there blinking with sur-
prise and pain, his knees drawn up
against his stomach. He rolled from
side to side groaning. I reached
down and grabbed his left hand
and yanked him to his feet. I had
six inches and forty pounds on
him. They ought to have sent a
bigger, better trained messenger.

“Let’s go into my thinking par-
lor,” I said. “We could have a chat
and you could have a drink to pick
you up. Next time don't get near
enough to a prospect for him to get
your gun hand. I'll just see if you
haveany more iron on you.”

He hadn’t. I pushed him through
the door and into a chair. His
breath wasn’t quite so rasping. He
grabbed out a handkerchief and
mopped at his face.

“Next time,” he said between his
tecth. “Next time.”

“Don’t be an optimist. You don’t
look the part.”

I poured him a drink of Scotch
in a paper cup, sct it down in front
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of him. I broke his .38 and dumped
the cartridges into the desk drawer.
I clicked the chamber back and
laid the gun down.

“You can have it when you leave
—if you leave.”

“That’s a dirty way to fight,” he
said, still gasping.

“Sure. Shooting a man is so much
cleaner. Now, how did you get
here?”

“Nuts.”

“Don’t be a fool. I have friends.
Not many, but some. I can get you
for armed assault, and you know
what would happen then. You'd be
out on a writ or on bail and that’s
the last anyone would hear of you.
The biggies don't go for failures.
Now who sent you and how did
you know where to come?”

“Ikky was covered,” he said sul-
lenly. “He’s dumb. I trailed him
here without no trouble at all. Why
would he go sec a private cye? Peo-
ple want to know.”

“More.”

“Go to hell.”

“Come to think of it, I don't
have to get you for armed assault.
I can smash it out of you right here
and now.”

I got up from the chair and he
put out a flat hand.

“If I get knocked about, a couple
of real tough monkeys will drop
around. If I don’t report back, same
thing. You ain’t holding no real
high cards. They just look high,”
he said.

“You haven't anything to tell. If
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this Ikky came to see me, you don’t
know why, nor whether I took him
on. If he’s a mobster, he's not my
type of client.”

“He come to get you to try and
save his hide.”

“Who from?"

“Thav'd be talking.”

“Go right ahead. Your mouth
seems to work fine. And tell the
boys any time I front for a hood,
that will be the day.”

You have to lie a little once in a
while in my business. I was lying a
lictle. “What's Ikky done to get him-
scelf disliked? Or would that be
taiking?"

“You think you’re a lot of man,”
he sneered, rubbing the place where
I had kneed him. “In my league”
you wouldn't make pinch runner.”

I laughed in his face. Then 1
grabbed his right wrist and twisted
it behind his back. He began to
squawk. I reached into his breast
pocket with my left hand and
hauled out a wallet. I let him go. He
rcached for his gun on the desk and
I bisected his upper arm with a
hard cut. He fell into the customer’s
chair and grunted:

“You can have your gun,” I told
him. “When I give it to you. Now
be good or I'll have to bounce you
just to amuse myself.”

In the wallet I found a driver’s
license made out to Charles Hick-
on. It did me no good at all. Punks
of his type always have slangy ali-
ases. They probably called him
Tiny, or Slim, or Marbles, or even



40 PHILIP MARLOWE’'S LAST CASE

just “you.” I tossed the wallet back
to him. It fell to the floor. He could-
n't even catch it.

“Hell,” I said, “there must be an
economy campaign on, if they send
you to do more than pick up ciga-
rette butts.”

“Nuts.”

“All right, mug. Beat it back to
the laundry. Here’s your gun.” -

He took it, made a business, of
shoving it into his waistband, stood
up, gave me as dirty a look as he
had in stock, and strolled to the
door, nonchalant as a hustler with
a ncw mink stole.

He turned at the door and gave
me the beady eye. “Stay clean, tin-
born. Tin bends easy.”

With this blinding piece of repar-
tee he opened the door and drifted
out.

After a little while I locked my
other door, cut the buzzer, made
the office dark, and left. I saw no
one who looked like a lifetaker. 1
drove to my house, packed a suit-
case, drove to a service station

where they were almost fond of me, -

stored my car, and picked up a
rental Chevrolet.

I drove this to Poynter Street,
dumped my suitcase in the sleazy
apartment I had rented early in the
afternoon, and went to dinner at
Victor’s. It was nine o’clock, too late
to drive to Bay City and take Anne
to dinner,

I ordered a double Gibson with
fresh limes and drank it, and I was
as hungry as a schoolboy.

On the way back to Poynter
Street I did a good deal of weaving
in and out and circling blocks and
stopping, with a gun on the seat be-
side me. As far as I could tell, no
one was trying to tail me.

I stopped on Sunset at a service
station and made two calls from the
box. I caught Bernie Ohls just as he
was leaving to go home.

“This is Marlowe, Bernic. We
havent had a fight in years. I'm
getting lonely.”

“Well, get married. I'm chief in-
vestigator for the Sheriff's Office
now. I rank acting captain until I
pass the exam. I don’t hardly speak
to privatc eyes.”

“Speak to this one. I need help.
I'm on a ticklish job where I could
get killed.”

“And you expect me to interfere
with the course of nature?”

“Come off it, Bernie. I haven't
been a bad guy. I'm trying to save
an ex-mobster from a couple of
executioners.” .

“The more they mow each other
down, the better I like it.”

“Yeah. If I call you, come run-
ning or send a couple of good boys.
You'll have had time to teach
them.”

We exchanged a couple of mild
insults and hung up. I dialed Ikky
Rossen’s number. His rather un-
pleasant voice said, “Okay, talk.”

“Marlowe. Be ready to move out
about midnight. We've spotted
your boy friends and they are holed
up at the Beverly-Western. They
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the six apartment houses available.
I was pretty sure they’d try mine
first when they came, but I wasn’t
sure if Anne had picked the right
men, and if the tweezer’s message
back to his bosses had done me any
good or otherwise.

In spite of the hundred ways
Anne could be wrong, I had a
hunch she was right. The killers
had no reason to be cagey if they
didn’t know Ikky had been warned.
No reason but one. He had come to
my office and been tailed there. But
the Outfit, with all its arrogance of
power, might laugh at the idea he
had been tipped off or come to me
for help. I was so small they would
hardly be able to see me.

At midnight I left the apartment,
walked two blocks watching for a
tail, crossed the street, and went
into Ikky’s dive. There was no
locked door, and no elevator. I
climbed steps to the third floor and
looked for his apartment. I knocked
lightly. He opened the door with a
gun in his hand. He probably
looked scared.

There were two suitcases by the
door and another against the far
wall. I went over and lifted it. It was
heavy enough. I opened it—it was
unlocked.

“You don’t have to worry,” he
said. “It’s got everything a guy could
need for three-four nights, and
nothing except some clothes that I
couldn’t glom off in any ready-to-
wear place.”

I picked up one of the other suit-

cases. “Let’s stash this by the back
door.” :

“We can leave by the alley too.”

“We leave by the front door. Just
in case we're covered—though I
don’t think so—we’re just two guys
going out together. Just one thing.
Keep both hands in your coat pock-
ets and the gun in your right. If
anybody calls out your name be-
hind you, turn fast and shoot. No-
body but a lifetaker will do it. I'll
do the same.”

“I'm scared,” he said in his rusty
voice.

“Me too, if it helps any. But we
have to do it. If you're braced,
they’ll have guns in their hands.
Don’t bother asking them ques-
tions. They wouldn’t answer in
words. If it’s just my small friend,
we'll cool him and dump him in-
side the door. Got it?”

He nodded, licking his lips. We
carried the suitcases down and put
them outside the back door. I
looked along the alley. Nobody,
and only a short distance to the
side street. We went back in and
along the hall to the front. We
walked out on Poynter Street with
all the casualness of a wife buying
her husband a birthday tie.

Nobody made a move. The street
was empty. '

We walked around the corner to
Ikky’s rented car. He unlocked it.
I went back with him for the suit-
cases. Not a stir. We put the suit-
cases in the car and started up and
drove to the next street.
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if the man strapped to the electric
chair relishes a sign of friendly and
cheerful interest in one of the
spectators.

“This is an informal meeting,
Packer said, “but it is being record-
ed. Do you mind?”

“The only thing I mind,” I said,
“is not knowing why I'm here.”

A man worked efficiently over a
stenotype machine. Severin was
busy studying the legal titles.-

“Amos Gibney was murdered
this evening,” Packer said.

I let out air through my teeth
and shook my head. That was a
mistake. 1 made a tent with my fin-
gers over my temples and tried to
soothe the beast threshing within.

Packer took a pipe from his
pocket and pulled a humidor to-
ward him. He began to fill the pipe
as if each shred of tobacco were in-
finitely precious. “Can you help us?
Will you tell us what you know
about it?”

“I'll tell you whatever I can,” 1
stated. “I don’t know if it will
help.”

“From the beginning,” Severin
said. “And take your time.”

“Can I please have some aspirin
first?” 1 said.

Packer took out a bottle of as-
pirin from his desk and I took a
couple and swallowed them before
he could extend carafe and glass.
Severin grimaced as I forced them
down.

“From the beginning,”
said.

”»

Packer

You couldn’t determine just what
the beginning was. You'd have to
get into the cell structure, perhaps,
to find out why alcohol was a spe-
cial kind of poison to me. Because
I had promised Anne not to touch
it again and I had—only that once
to find out if I'd still be affected—
Anne and I had stopped seeing
cach other. Annie, straight shooter,
uncompromiser, believer in the
words of the old song—a liar is
worse than a cheat. She said she
loved me, and would not see me
again, and I said I loved her, and
be damned if I wanted anything to
vhe laclked (-'mrk

.1
‘l 5“‘ " Lav
empathy, and forgiveness. .

When 1 decorated the Moberly
house and Mrs. Moberly asked me
to her party, I almost called Anne
to come with me. That I didn’t
probably proves that self-punish-
ment is fundamental to human be-
havior

The party was dull and I wasn’t
particularly proud of the house. I
was very proud of the fee. So much
for the long-ago early morning dis-
cussions over coffee in the all-night
cafeterias about Frank Lloyd
Wright and the work of the Bau-
haus and how the architect shapes
not only the building but the fu-
ture . . .

But I didn't take a drink. And
that made me madder than ever at
Anne—the point was, I had no real
interest in liquor—so I decided to
reach in, once and for all, and cast
her out like some irksome intruder.

1 AR
uo wiul
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At that moment of my greatest re-
bound receptivity Mrs. Moberly
came over on her fat feet ridiculous-
ly squecezed into tiny pumps, hav-
ing been frantically manufacturing
wants and attending to them all
evening. '

“I must introduce you to some-
one special,” she said.

A thirty-year-old bachelor awak-
ens in the Mrs. Moberlys a kind of
furious challenge. I think they score
it like a game, awarding themselves
so many points for an introduction,
a bonus for a sccond date, and so
on. Because I have never been in-
troduced by them to any except
plain girls with sinus conditions, I
was somewhat less than cager I
looked over Mrs. Moberly’s head
hoping my expression would indi-
cate I had just spotted someone it
was vitally necessary I speak to.
Mrs. Moberly ignored this, taking
my arm in a grip like an oarsman,
and propelling me to a corner of
the room where a girl stood exam-
ining a vase on a small table. She
turned as we approached, and
smiled.

Whereupon I swore to myself
never again to live by prior opin-
ions, and decided to do something
particularly fine for Mrs. Moberly,
like introducing her to a good
chiropodist.

“Ellen, my dear,” Mrs. Moberly
said this Jeffrey West. Mr. West,
Miss Gibney.”

“I wanted to meet you,” Ellen
said.

I mumbled something, never hav-
ing learned the reply to that par-
ticular gambit.

“I'll leave you two,” said Mrs.
Moberly happily.

When she had gone I stared at
Ellen Gibney. She was beautiful.
She was small (Anne was almost
my height), dark (Anne’s hair was
warm wheat), and completely ex-
quisite. Finally I pulled my eyes
away, half afraid they would stick.

“I've been looking over your
house,” she said.

“Yes?” 1 said, prepared to be
modest about -it.

“I can’t help but contrast it with
another example of your work. I
saw the model of the building you
designed for Purity Soap. Second
prize, wasn't it? I saw it in a bank
building downtown.”

I said defensively that there was
nothing wrong with Mrs. Moberly
getting the kind of house she liked.
Ellen said that was no excuse at
all. Then I noticed a man at the
other end of the room who had
glanced at me and Ellen and then
away too quickly. I had seen him
before but could not remember
where. He was tall and blond, a
little too old and a little too big and
heavy for the crewcut and college
clothes he wore. I asked Ellen if she
knew him.

She nodded without interest. “I
know him. His name’s Hollister.”

“Oh, sure. I remember now.”

“Friend of yours?”

“Came into my office—" 1
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frowned. “Friend of yours?”

“You want to say something -

nasty about him, don’t you?”

“N-no. He said he was window
shopping, and wanted to know if
I could design a home for him—
a ‘living envelope,’ he said. A set-
ting for his personality.”

“Condemn a man for reading a
magazine article?”

“My architect’s eye. The man was
Romanesque.”

“You want to explain that?”

“You look at the old Roman
walls and it appears they’re support-

ed by those thick arches. Actually

the job’s being done by the unre-
vealed masonry.”

She put her hand on my arm.,
“Can we go somewhere whcrc we
can talk?”

“Yes!” I'said.

We found our hostess and said
goodbye. Mrs. Moberly had the look
of a golfer below par on the six-
teenth hole. Ellen and I went out

* + and walked along the river. We

talked for a long time. I spoke
about city planning and houses on
top of hills with no affront to na-
ture and low smokeless factories in
colored stone and glass. Then T

- . took her home and the Fifth Ave-

nue address was a shock.

“You didn’t know about me?”
she asked.

“I certainly didnt know I was
walking with royalty.”

“Having spent an evening with a
man who didn’t know I was the
daughter of Amos Gibney don’t

spoil it for me. It’s never happened
before.”

“I'll tell you what. Even though
you're awfully rich I'd still like to
see you again.”

“You mean that?” she said, and
oddly enough her tone seemed seri-
ous.

We arranged to meet for lunch at
Roberto’s. I went home and could
not sleep. I kept thinking of her
beauty and the quality of her under-
standing of my ambitions—and this
before knowing she was the daugh-
ter of Amos Gibney, the impact of
whose wealth was felt across the
country. 1 iet mysell cuter jusi ilic
bare edge of a fantasy—what would
it be like to function in my field
without all the economic compro-
mises that earning a living en-
forces?

The morning light was starkly
sane, like the light of most morn-
ings. I was sure I had misread her
interest; at most, I had been a
pleasant and probably, for her, un-
usual companion for an evening.
Before noon I would probably re-
ceive a polite communication from
a social secretary. Miss Gibney re-
grets,but . . .

There was no call and I went to
Roberto’s to wait and Ellen came.
We took a table and Roberto—thick
gray hair and with a heavy gold
chain across his vest—came over
and greeted me like the old friends
we were. I introduced him to Ellen
and he was frankly impressed.

“Bellina,” he said to me.
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Ellen smiled.

He asked her if she had not been
there before. -

“I don’t think so—" She turned
to me, “Forgive me, Jeff, but I'm
starving.” .

“Surely I could not forget a face
like this,” Roberto mumbled to
himself.

I ordered a drink for Ellen but
none for myself. She asked if the
omission had a purpose. I looked
through the alcove to Roberto’s bar
and repressed a shudder. “I'll tell
you about it sometime.”

Ellen leaned forward
touched her fingertips to mine.
“Jeff, 1 have to know something.”

“Yes?”

“Is it the same—with both of us
—or—"

“Ellen,” I said, unbelieving.

“A girl has to be careful she isn't
just giving her heart away,” Ellen
said gravely.

“How is it,” I said, “you’re not—"

“Married?”

“Well, yes.”

“It goes back a long time. Shall
I tell you the sad story of my life?”

“Tell.”

“It’s a dull story, really. Poor lit-
tle rich girl. I can’t remember my
mother—she died when I was very
young. I was brought up by serv-
ants and never saw much of my
father. His instructions were to
guard me. I had everything money
could buy for a little girl. My dolls
were works of art. But I couldn't
share them. I had no friends.”

and -

“Why?”

“Do you let just anyone handle a
precious vase? Little girls rode on
bicycles, roller skates, climbed trees.
If T were to get a skinned knee my
governess would get hysterical—"

“And now?”

“It’s almost the same.”

I knew why Roberto was taking so
long. For Ellen, the lunch had to
be perfect. If I stopped to pick out a
flower for her from a woman sell-
ing roses from a basket the selec-
tion would take minutes—for Ellen
it couldn’t be just any rose.

And this loveliness that should
have been courted by kings and ra-
jahs wanted me! There was no way
to understand it,

Well, we met almost daily for
lunch and I saw her several eve-
nings a week. My work suffered. I
experienced the aimless irritability
of a man involved in some inde-
terminate procedure foreign to his
established routine. It had to be de-
fined, resolved, and one evening I
said this to Ellen.

“I think I was ready the first
night, Jeff. I was waiting for you.”

“Ready?” I said.

“Don’t you think we should get
married?” she said.

My first reaction was pure bache-
lor funk. ;

“Don’t,” Ellen said softly, “look
so frightcned.”

It was not, I thought, that I did-
o't want to marry her. A man
would have to be an idiot not to
want an Ellen to be legally and per-
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“Too bad,” Hollister said. “But I
know how you must have felt
about that old skunk.”

“You wrote him that letter, did-
n’t you?”

“Letter?” He drank off the mix-
ture and carcfully wiped his lips
with a knuckle.

“Didn’t you?"

“So what if I did?”

I hate people who don't sign their
names to letters, especially when
the letters arc about me. I made
some kind of gesture, presumably
threatening, and he stood up. He
said, “Wherc did a nothing like
you ever dream that Elien —" He
held back a hiccup, his pouches
pursing like a hamster’s. “Sure I
wrote that letter. Why not? Why
not let somebody else get the same
treatment I got from that old—"

“Who killed him?" T said.

“You. Don't you read the pa-
pers?”

I thought if T hit him my fist
would sink so decp into his flabbi-
ness I could never get it out. He
said, beginning to weave slightly,
“Lllen and me. It was always Ellen
and me. You damn fool—"

I went out. I could hear him
yelling back in the room: “You
damn fool, fool, fool—"

I called up the District Attor-
ney’s office, asked for Severin, and
arranged to meet him in the diner.
He was having a cup of coffce
when I got there and waved me to
a seat. I went to him with my wrists
out together. “Yes or no?”

“Not yet, West.”

“Do you know anything?”

“Much more than we did.”

“You know about Hollister?”

“What about him?”

“He saw me get drunk and
nasty that night. He’s the one who
wrote Gibney about me.”

“And then he killed the old
man, figuring he had set you up
with a motive?”

“If it wasn’t me, it has to be some-
body clse. And 1 prefer-that it
wasn’t me.”

“Maybe it was Bottler,” Severin
said.

“Of wursy,” 1 said. “The Bottler
did it. How do you figure that?”

“He said he was running a pow-
er saw in the basement about the
time it happened. He wasn’. [
looked over the saw and there
wasn’t any fresh sawdust.”

“You dectectives” I said admir-
ingly. ‘

“If you want to come up there
with me,” Severin said, “I'd like to
sec Bottler again.” :

I thought of seeing Ellen.

Severin  said, nodding,
thinks it was you, West.”

Bottler let us in and said that El-
len was in her room. Severin said
not to call her yet. “You lied to us,”
Severin said.

Bottler stood working his hands
together. He asked us if we wanted
to sit down and we followed him
into the huge old-fashioned kitch-
en with the arrows in cabinets to
indicate which room was calling.

“She
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“That was the life,” Severin said.

“It has not been that way here
for a long time,” Bottler said. “Just
Mr. Gibney and Ellen, and never
any guests.”

“You saw someone the night he
was killed, didn’t you?”

Bottler looked down at his hands
dry-washing each other. “It’s like a
road ahead of you, straight, never
turning, and you're going to spend
your life just going along it. Then
what do you do when it splits off
into all those little separate turn-
ings? What do you do?”

“Who did you sce?” Severin
asked quietly.

“It was a little after eight. I saw
someone coming out of the li-
brary.”

“Yes?”

“It was Mr. Hollister.”

“He’ll get away!” I said a litde
hysterically.

“No, he won't,” Severin said.
“Why didn't you tell us before,
Bottler?”

“He said—and Ellen—I just did-
n't know what to do.”

“What else?”

“Nothing. Just nothing,” Bottler
said.

“I think we’ll see Miss Gibney
now.”

“I'll bring her down.”

She came in, impossibly lovely,
nodded to Severin, but gave no in-
dication she even knew me. Al-
ready she was back in her proper
sphere—someone 1 could never ap-

proach. That we had talked of

COULDN'T DRINK

marriage and love was as unreal as
a dream. I felt the nostalgic twinge
that you get from listening to an
old song. But it went no deeper
than that.

“Did you know a man named
Hollister?” Severin asked her.

“Yes.”

“Did you know he was here at
the time your father was killed?”

“I’'ve said all I'm going to say
about that.” Her face was perfectly
calm. She had fought hard for ad-
justment and was strong enough .
to keep it that way. But I got a
nasty feeling about it—perhaps be-
cause I had been so painlessly re-
jected.

Severin asked permission to use
the phone and dialed. I looked at
Ellen to see if she would look back.
She didn't. I looked for and hoped
to see some small sign of embar-
rassment or grief or nervousness.
Like biting a lip or picking at a
finger. There was nothing, and in
a moment I'd have yelled at her,
done something, when I heard
Severin say into the phone: “Pick
up Hollister and bring him to the
office. I'm coming right down.”

“Mr. Severin,” Ellen said.

“Yes?”

“I would prefer that you did not
continue to return here with ques-
tions. You, or anyone.”

“I'll try not to,” Severin said.

He guided me out as if I needed
his hand on my arm, and I prob-
ably did.

As we drove downtown he said,
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“That’s quite a woman you were
going to marry.”

“Were is right. Do you under-
stand any of this?”

“NO,”

“Am I supposed to understand
any of it?”

“Brother,” " Severin said, “the
things to be understood are poker,
international finance, and viruses.
Not women, not love, not—if you
don’t mind the allusion—murder.”

Hollister was already there, hur-
riedly dressed and mumbling his
indignation. They had him in
Packer’s office. The District At-
torney, Severin was wld, was on
the way down.

Hollister said, “This is a hell of
an imposition. In the middle of the
night. I'm a taxpayer and—"

“It’s because you pay our salary,”
Severin said, “that we have to try
to earn it. You can’t argue with
that.”

I(Why—,’

“As soon as the District Attor-
ncy gets here.”

Packer finally arrived, and he
and Severin conferred in the hall.
They came back and Packer sat be-
hind the desk. He smiled at Hollis-
ter and said, “I understand you'’re
going to be able to straighten out
this whole business for us.”

“Straighten out! T'll straighten
you out—you and your whole

damned department! You've got

no right—"
“It’s not a right, it’s a duty, and
somctimes a privilege. Why did you
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write that letter about Mr. West?™

Hollister began to  bluster,
changed his mind, considered. “So
I wrote it. Why not? I wanted West
to get some of the same trcatment I
did. Why not?”

“I sec,” Packer said agreeably.
“And then you were seen leaving
the room in which Mr. Gibney had
just been killed. Would you like to
make a statement about that, Mr.
Hollister ?”

“Statement? What do you mean
I was seen—"

I felt sorry for him. I could sce
his hands thrusting out of the wa-
ter and desperately clurching  at
nothing. Nobody was supposed to
help him; he was supposed to-
drown before your eyes.

Suddenly Packer’s voice crack-
led. I had not thought the young
lawyer had so much stecl in him.
“We have more than enough to
charge you with, Hollister. You
don’t have to say anything more if
you don’t want to—"

“Charge?” Hollister said.

He looked at Packer. Then he
twisted to look at us, then back to
the District Attorney. It was as if
his expression had been fixed to
some superimposed skin  which
now began slowly to melt, reveal-
ing the true face of fright under-
neath.

“Murder,” Packer said.

Hollister’s eyes almost turned
over.

And I was sorry for him. Where
is it written that compassion is only
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“So I am. Very much so.”

“Then I can wait in the next
room.”

“Not at all. This gentleman, Mr.
Wilson, has been my partner and
helper.in many of my most success-
ful cases, and I have no doubt that
he will be of the utmost use to me in
yours also.”

The stout gentleman half rose
from his chair and gave a bob of
greeting, with a quick little ques-
tioning glance from his small, fat-
encircled eyes.

“Try the settee,” said Holmes, re-
lapsing into his armchair, and put-
ting his fingertips together, as was
his custom when in judicial moods.
“I know, my dear Watson, that you
share my love of all that is bizarre
and outside the conventions and
humdrum routine of everyday life.
You have shown your relish for it by
the enthusiasm which has prompted
you to chronicle, and, if you will
excuse my saying so, somewhat to
embellish so many of my own little
adventures.”

“Your cases have indeed been of
the greatest interest to me,” I ob-
served.

“You will remember that I re-
marked the other day, just before
we went into the very simple prob-
lem presented by Miss Mary Suther-
land, that for strange effects and cx-

traordinary combinations we must

go to life itself, which is always far
more daring than any effort of the
imagination.”

“A proposition which I took the

liberty of very seriously doubting.”

“You did, Doctor, but none the
less you must come round to my
view, for otherwise I shall keep on
piling fact upon fact on you, until
your reason breaks down under
them and acknowledges me to be
right. Now, Mr. Jabez Wilson here
has been good enough to call upon
me this morning, and to begin a
narrative which promises to be one
of the most singular which I have
listened to for some time. You have
heard me remark that the strangest
and most unique things are very
often connected not with the larger
but with the smaller crimes, and oc-
casionally, indeed, where there is
room for doubt whether any positive
crime has been committed. As far as
I have heard, it is impossible for me
to say whether the present casc is an
instance of crime or not, but the
course of events is certainly among
the most singular that I have ever
listened to. Perhaps, Mr. Wilson,
you would have the great kindness
to recommence your narrative. I ask
you, not merely because my friend,
Dr. Watson, has not heard the open
ing part, but also because the pe-
culiar nature of the story makes me
anxious to have every possible detail
from your lips. As a rule, when I
have heard some slight indication
of the course of events I am able to
guide myself by the thousands of
other similar cases which occur to
my memory, In the present instance
I am forced to admit that the facts
are, to the best of my belief, unique.”
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should I put ideas in his head?”

“Why indeed? You seem most
fortunate in having an employee
who comes under the full market
price. It is not a common experi-
ence among employers in this age. I
don’t know that your assistant is
not as remarkable as your adver-
tisement.”

“Oh, he has his faults, too,” said
Mr. Wilson. “Never was such a fel-
low for photography. Snapping
away with a camera when he ought
to be improving his mind, and then
diving down into the cellar like a
rabhit into its hole to develop his
pictures. That is his main fault;
but, on the whole, he’s a good work-
er. There’s no vicein him.”

“He is still with you, I presume?”

“Yes, sir. He and a girl of four-
teen, who does a bit of simple cook-
ing, and keeps the place clean—
that’s all I have in the house, for I
am a widower, and never had any
family. We live very quietly, sir, the
three of us; and we keep a roof over
our heads, and we pay our debts, if
we do nothing more.

“The first thing that put us out
was that advertisement. Spaulding,
he came down into the office just
this day eight weeks, with this very
paper in his hand, and he says:

“‘I wish to the Lord, Mr. Wilson,
that I was a red-headed man.

“‘Why that?’ I asks.

“‘Why,’ says he, ‘here’s another
vacancy in the League of the Red-
Headed Men. It's worth quite a lit-
tle fortune to any man who gets it,

and I understand that there are
more vacancies than there are men,
so that the trustees are at their
wits’ end what to do with the mon-
ey. If my hair would only change
color here’s a nice little crib all
ready for me.’

“‘Why, what is it, then?’ I asked.
You see, Mr. Holmes, I am a very
stay-at-home man, and, as my busi-
ness came to me instead of my hav-
ing to go to it, I was often wecks on
end without putting my foot over
the door mat. In that way I didn’t
know much of what was going on
outside, and I was always glad of a
bit of news.

“‘Have you never heard of the
League of the Red-Headed Men?’
he asked, with his eyes open.

“*‘Never.

““Why, I wonder at that, for you
are eligible yourself for one of the
vacancies.’

“‘And what are they worth?’

“‘Oh, merely a couple of hun-
dred a year, but the work is slight,
and it need not interfere very much
with one’s other occupations.’

“Well, you can easily think that
that made me prick up my ears, for
the business has not been over good
for some years, and an extra couple
of hundred would have been very
handy.

““Tell me all about it,’ said I.

“‘Well,’ said he, showing me the
advertisement, ‘you can see for
yourself that the League has a va-
cancy, and there is the address
where you should apply for particu-
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lars. As far as 1 can make out, the
League was founded by an Ameri-
can millionaire, Ezekiah Hopkins,
who was very peculiar in his ways.
He was himself red-headed, and he
had a great sympathy for all red-
headed men; so when he died, it
was found that he had left his enor-
mous fortune in the hands of trus-
tees, with instructions to apply the
interest to the providing of easy
berths to men whose hair is of that
color. From all I hear it is splendid
pay, and very little to do.

“‘Bue,’ said I, ‘there would be
millions of red-hcaded men who
would apply.’

“‘Not so many as you might
think,” he answered. ‘You see it is
really confined to Londoners, and
to grown men. This American had
started from London where he was
young, and he wanted to do the old
town a good turn. Then, again, I
have heard it is no use applying if
your hair is light red, or dark red,
or anything but real, bright, blaz-
ing, ficry red. Now, if you cared to
apply, Mr. Wilson, you would just
walk in; but perhaps it would hard-
ly be worth your while to put your-
self out of the way for the sake of a
few hundred pounds.’

“Now it is a fact, gentlemen, as
you may sce for yourselves, that my
hair is of a very full and rich tint,
so that it seemed to me that, if
there was to be any competition in
the matter, I stood as good a chance
as any man that I had ever met.
Vincent Spaulding seemed to know

so much about it that 1 thought he
might prove useful, so I just or-
dered him to put up the shutters for
the day, and to come right away
with me. He was very willing to
have a holiday, so we shut the busi-
ness up, and started off for the
address that was given us in the
advertisement.

“I never hope to sce such a sight
as that again, Mr. Holmes. From
north, south, cast, and west every
man who had a shade of red in his
hair had tramped into the City to
answer the advertiscment. Fleet
Street was choked with red-headed
folk, and Pope’s Court looked like
a coster’s orange barrow. I should
not have thought there were so
many in the whole country as were
brought together by that single ad-
vertisement. Every shade of color
they were—straw, lemon, orange,
brick, Irish-setter, liver, clay; but,
as Spaulding said, there were not
many who had the rcal vivid flame-
colored tint. When I saw how many
were waiting, I would have given it
up in despair; but Spaulding would
not hear of it. How he did it I
could not imagine, but he pushed
and pulled and butted until he got
me through the crowd, and right
up to the steps which led to the of-
fice. Therec was a double stream
upon the stair, some going up in
hope, and some coming back de-
jected; but we wedged in as well
as we could, and soon found our-
selves in the office.”

“Your experience has been a
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most entertaining one,” remarked
Holmes, as his client paused and re-
freshed his memory with a huge
pinch of snuff. “Pray continue your
very interesting statement.”

“There was nothing in the office
- but a couple of wooden chairs and
a deal table, behind which sat a
small man, with a head that was
even redder than mine. He said a
few words to each candidate as he
came up, and then he always man-
aged to find some fault in them
which would disqualify them. Get-
ting a vacancy did not seem to be
such a very easy matter after all.
However, when our turn came, the
little man was much more favor-
able to me than to any of the oth-
ers, and he closed the door as we
entered, so that he might have a
private word with us.

““This is Mr. Jabez Wilson,’ said
my assistant, ‘and he is willing to
fill a vacancy in the League.’

“‘And he is admirably suited for
it,’ the other answered. ‘He has ev-
ery requirement. I cannot recall
when I have seen anything so fine.
He took a step backward, cocked
his head on one side, and gazed at
~ my hair until I felt quite bashful.
Then suddenly he plunged forward,
wrung my hand, and congratulated
me warmly. ‘

“‘It would be injustice to hesi-
tate,” said he. ‘You will, however, I
am sure, excuse me for taking an
obvious precaution.” With that he
seized my hair in both his hands,
and tugged until I yelled with the

pain. “There is water in your eyes,”

said he, as he released me. ‘I per-
ceive that all is as it should be. But
we have to be careful, for we have
twice been deceived by wigs and
once by paint. I could tell you tales
of cobbler’s wax which would dis-
gust you with human nature.’ He
stepped over to the window and
shouted through it at the top of his
voice that the vacancy was filled. A
groan of disappointment came up
from below, and the folk all trooped
away in different directions, until
there was not a red head to be seen
except my own and that of the man-
(lé’.\'l-

“‘My name,’ said he, ‘is Mr. Dun-
can Ross, and I am myself one of
the pensioners upon the fund left
by our noble benefactor. Are you a
married man, Mr. Wilson? Have
you a family?’

“I answered that I had not.

“His face fell immediately.

“‘Dear me!’ he said, gravely,
‘that is very serious indeed. I am
sorry to hear you say that. The fund
was, of course, for the propagation
and spread of the redheads as well
as for their maintenance. It is ex-
ceedingly unfortunate that you
should be a bachelor.’

“My face lengthened at this, Mr.
Holmes, for I thought that I was
not to have the vacancy after all;
but, after thinking it over for a few
minutes, he said that it would be all
right.

““In the case of another,’ said he,
‘the objection might be fatal, but
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we must stretch a point in favor of a
man with such a head of hair as
yours. When shall you be able to
enter upon your new duties?’

“‘Well, it is a little awkward, for
I do have a business already,’ said L.

“‘Oh, never mind about that, Mr.
Wilson!” said Vincent Spaulding. ‘I
shall be able to look after that.

““What would be the hours?’ I
asked.

““Ten to two.’

“Now a pawnbroker’s business is
mostly done of an evening, Mr.
Holmes, especially Thursday and
Friday evenings, which is just be-
fore payday; so it would suit me
very well to earn a little in the
mornings. Besides, I knew that my
assistant was a good man, and that
he would see to anything that
turned up.

““That would suit me very well,’
said I. ‘And the pay?’

““Is four pounds a week.

“‘And the work ?’

“‘Is purely nominal.’

“‘What do you call purely nomi-
nal?’

““Well, you have to be in the of-
fice, or at least in the building, the
whole time. If you leave, you forfeit
your whole position forever. The
will is very clear upon that peint.
You don’t comply with the condi-
tions if you budge from the office
during that time.

“‘It’s only four hours a day, and I
should not think of leaving,’ said I.

“‘No excuse will avail,’ said Mr.
Duncan Ross. ‘Neither sickness, nor

business, nor anything else. There
you must stay, or you lose your
billet.’

“‘And the work?’

““Is to copy out the Encyclopedia
Britannica. There is the first volume
of it in that press. You must find
your own ink, pens, and blotting pa-
per, but we provide this table and
chair. Will you be ready tomorrow’

““Certainly,” I answered.

““Then, goodbye, Mr. Jabez Wil-
son, and let me congratulate you
once more on the important position
which you have been fortunate
enough to gain.’ He bowed me out
of the room, and I went home with
my assistant hardly knowing what
to say or do, I was so pleased at
my own good fortune.

“Well, I thought over the matter
all day, and by evening I was in
low spirits again; for I had quite
persuaded myself that the whole af-
fair must be some great hoax or
fraud, though what its object might
be I could not imagine. It seemed
altogether past belief that anyone
could make such a will, or that they
would pay such a sum for doing
anything so simple as copying out
the Encyclopedia Britannica. Vin-
cent Spaulding did what he could
to cheer me up, but by bedtime 1
had reasoned myself out of the
whole thing. However, in the morn-
ing I determined to have a look at
it anyhow, so I bought a penny bot-
tle of ink, and with a quill pen and
seven sheets of foolscap paper I
started off for Pope’s court.
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“Well, to my surprise and delight
everything was as right as possible.
The table was set out ready for me,
and Mr. Duncan Ross was there to
sce that I got fairly to work. He
started me off upon the letter A,
and then he left me; but he would
drop in from time to time to see
that all was right with me. At two
o’clock he bade me good-day, com-
plimented me upon the amount
that I had written, and then locked
the door of the office after me.

“This went on day after day, Mr.
Holmes, and on Saturday the man-
ager came i and planked down
four golden sovereigns for my
week’s work. It was the same next
week, and the same the week after.
Every morning I was there at ten,
and every afternoon I left at two.
By degrees Mr. Duncan Ross took to
coming in only once of a morning,
and then, after a time, he did not
come in at all. Still, of course, I nev-
er dared to leave the room for an
instant, for I was not sure when he
might come, and the billet was such
a good one, and suited me so well,
that I would not risk the loss of it.

“Eight weeks passed away like
this, and I had written about Abbots
and Archery, and Armour, and Ar-
chitecture and Attica, and hoped
with diligence thal I might get on
to the B’s before very long. It cost
me something in foolscap, and I
had pretty nearly filled a shelf with
my writings. And then suddenly
the whole business came to an end.”

“To anend?” -

“Yes, sir. And no later than this
morning. I went to my work as
usual at ten o’clock, but the door
was shut and locked, with a little
square of cardboard hammered on-
to the middle of the panel with a
tack. Here it is, and you can read
what it says for yourself.”

He held up a piece of white card-
board, about the size of a sheet of
note-paper. It read in this fashion:
THE Rep-HEeapep LEacue DissoLvep

Oct. 9, 1890

Sherlock Holmes and I surveyed
this curt announcement and the rue-
ful fuce behind i, unidl the comical
side of the affair so completely over-
topped every consideration that we
both burst out into a roar of laugh-
ter.

“I cannot sec that there is any-
thing very funny,” cried our clicnt,
flushing up to the roots of his lam-
ing hair. “If you can do nothing
better than laugh at me, I can go
elsewhere.”

“No, no,” cried Holmes, shoving
him back into the chair from which
he had half risen. “I really wouldn’t
miss your case for the world. It is
most refreshingly unusual. But
there is, if you will excuse my say-
ing so, something just a little funny
about it. Pray what steps did you
take when you found the card upon
the door?”

“I was staggered, sir. I did not
know what to do. Then I called at
the offices round, but none of them
seemed to know anything about it.
Finally, I went to the landlord, who
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is an accountant living on the
ground floor, and I asked him if he
could tell me what had become of
the Red-Headed League. He said
. that he had never heard of any such
body. Then I asked him who Mr.
Duncan Ross was. He said that the
name was new to him.

“‘Well," said I, ‘the gentleman at
Number Four.” :

““What, the red-headed man?#’

““Yes.

“‘ONl,’ said he, ‘his name was Wil-
liam Morris. He was a solicitor, and
was using my room as a temporary
convenience until his new premises
werce ready. He moved yesterday.’

““Where could I ind him?’

“‘Oh, at his ncw offices. He did
tell me the address. Yes—17 King
Edward Street, near St.Paul’s.

“I started off, Mr. Holmes, but
when I got to that address it was a
manufactory of artificial kneecaps,
and no one in it had ever heard of
cither Mr. William Morris or Mr.
Duncan Ross.”

“And what did you do then?”
asked Holmes.

“I went home to Saxe-Coburg
~ Square, and 1 asked the advice of
my assistant. But he could not help
me in any way. He could only say
that if I waited I should hear by
post. But that was not quite good
enough, Mr. Holmes. I did not wish
to lose such a place without a strug-
gle, so, as I had heard that you were
good enough to give advice to poor
folk who were in need of it, I came
right away to you.”

“And you did very wisely,” said
Holmes. “Your case is an exceed-
ingly remarkable one, and I shall be
happy to look into it. From what
you have told me I think that it is
possible that graver issues hang
from it than might at first sight ap-
pear.”

“Grave enough!” said Mr. Jabez
Wilson. “Why, I have lost four
pound a week.”

“As far as you are personally con-

cerned,” remarked Holmes, “I do
not see that you have any grievance
against this extraordinary league.
On the contrary, you are, as I un-
derstand, richer by some thirty
pounds, to say nothing of the mi-
nute knowledge which you have
gained on every subject which
comes under the letter A. You have
lost nothing by them.”
. “No, sir. But I want to find out
about them, and who they are, and
what their object was in playing
this prank—if it was a prank—upon
me. It was a pretty expensive joke
for them, for it cost them two-and-
thirty pounds.”

“We shall endeavor to clear up
these points for you. And, first, one
or two questions, Mr. Wilson. This
assistant of yours who first called
your attention to the advertisement
—how long had he been with you?”

“About a month then.”

“How did he come?”

“In answer to an advertisement.”

“Was he the only applicant?”

“No, I had a dozen.”

“Why did you pick him?”
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We traveled by the Underground
as far as Aldersgate; and a short
walk took us to Saxe-Coburg
Square, the scene of the singular
story which we had listened to in
the morning. It was a poky, little,
shabby-genteel place, where four
lines of dingy, two-storied brick
houses looked out into a small
railed-in inclosure, where a lawn of
weedy grass and a few clumps of
faded laurel bushes made a hard
fight against a smoke-laden and un-
congenial atmosphere.

Three gilt balls and a brown
board with Jasez WiLson in white
letters, upon a corner house, an-
nounced the place where our red-
headed client carried on his busi-
ness. Sherlock Holmes stopped in
front of it with his head on one
side, and looked it all over, with his
eyes shining brightly between puck-
ered lids. Then he walked slowly
up the street, and then down again
to the corner, still looking keenly at
the houses. Finally he returned to
the pawnbroker’s and, having
thumped vigorously upon the pave-
ment with his stick two or three
times, he went up to the door and
knocked. It was instantly opened
by a bright-looking, clean-shaven
young fellow, who asked him to
step in.

“Thank you,” said Holmes, “I on-
ly wished to ask you how you
would go from here to the Strand.”

“Third right, four left,” answered
the assistant, promptly, closing the
door.

.~ “Smart fellow, that,” observed
Holmes as we walked away. “He is,
in my judgment, the fourth smart-
est man in London, and for daring
I am not sure that he has not a
claim to be third. 1 have known
something of him before.”

“Evidently,” said I, “Mr. Wilson’s
assistant counts for a good deal in
this mystery of the Red-Headed
League. I am sure that you inquired
your way merely in order that you
might see him.”

“Not him.”

“What then?”

“The knees of his trousers.”

“And what did you see?”

“What I ¢xpected to see.”

“Why did you beat the pave-
ment?”

“My decar Doctor, this is a time
for observation, not for talk. We are
spies in an enemy’s country. We
know somcthing of Saxe-Coburg
Square. Let us now explore the
parts which lie behind it.”

The road in which we found our-
selves as we turned round the cor-
ner from the retired Saxe-Coburg
Square presented as great a contrast
to it as the front of a picture does
to the back. It was one of the main
arteries which convey the traffic of
the City to the north and west. The
roadway was blocked with the im-
mense stream of commerce flowing
in a double tide inward and out-
ward, while the footpaths were
black with the hurrying swarm of
pedestrians. It was difficult to real-
ize, as we looked at the line of fine
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shops and statcly business premises,
that they rcally abutted on the other
side upon the faded and stagnant
“square which we had just quitted.
“Let me sce,” said Holmes, stand-
ing at the corner, and glancing
along the line, “I should like just to
remember  the order of houses
here. It is a hobby of minc to have
an cxact knowledge of London.
There is Mortimer’s, the tobacco-
nist; the little newspaper shop; the
Coburg branch of the City and Sub-
urban Bank; the Vegetarian Res-
taurant; and McFarlane’s carriage-
building depot. That carries us right
on to the other block. And now,
Doctor, we’ve done our work, so
it’s time we had some play. A sand-
wich and a cup of coffee, and then
off to violin-land, where all is sweet-
ness and delicacy and harmony,
and there arc no red-headed clients
to vex us with their conundrums.”
My friend was an enthusiastic
musician, being himsclf not only a
very capable performer, but a com-
poser of no ordinary merit. All the
afterncon he sat in the stalls
wrapped in the most perfect happi-
ness, gently waving his long thin
fingers in time to the music, while
his gently smiling face and his lan-
guid, dreamy eyes were as unlike
those of Holmes the sleuth-hound,
Holmes the relentless, keen-witted,
ready-handed criminal agent, as it
was possible to conceive.. In his sin-
gular character the dual naturealter-
nately asserted itself, and his ex-
treme exactness and astuteness rep-

resented, as I have often thought,
the reaction against the poetic and
contemplative mood which occa-
sionally predominated in him.

The swing of his nature took him
from extreme languor to devouring
energy; and, as I knew well, he was
never so truly formidable as when,
for days on end, he had been
lounging in his armchair amid his
improvisations and his black-letter
editions. Then it was that the lust of
the chase would suddenly come up-
on him, and that his brilliant reason-
ing power would rise to the level of
intuition, until thosc who were un-
acquainted with  his  methods
would look askance at him as on a
man whose knowledge was not
that of other mortals. When 1 saw
him that afternoon so enwrapped
in the music of St. James's Hall, 1
felt that an evil time might be com-
ing upon those whom he had set
himself to hunt down.

“You want to go home, no doubt,
Doctor,” he remarked to me as we
emerged.

“Yes, it would be as well.”

“And I have some business to do
which will take some hours. This
business at Coburg Square is seri-
ous.”

“Why serious?”

“A considerable crime is in con-
templation. I have every recason to
believe that we shall be in time to
stop it. But today being Saturday
rather complicates matters. 1 shall
want your help tonight.”

“At what time?”
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“Ten will be early enough.”

“I shall be at Baker Street at ten.”

“Very well. And I say, Doctor,
there may be some little danger, so
kindly put your army revolver in
your pocket.” He waved his hand,
turned on his hecl, and disappeared
inan instant among the crowd.

I trust that I am not more dense
than my neighbors, but 1T was ‘al-
ways oppressed with a sense of my
own stupidity in my dealings with
Sherlock Holmes. Here I had heard
what he had heard, I had seen what
he had seen, and yet from his words
it was evident that he saw clearly
not only what had happened, but
what was about to happen, while to
me the whole business was still con-
fused and grotesque.

As I drove home to my house in
Kensington I thought over it all,
from the extraordinary story of the
red-headed copier of the Ency-
paedia down to the visit to Saxe-
Coburg Square, and the ominous
words with which he had parted
from me. What was this nocturnal
expedition, and why should I go
armed? Where were we going, and
what were we to do? I had the hint
from Holmes that this smooth-
faced pawnbroker’s assistant was a
formidable man—a man who might
play a decp game. I tried to puzzle
it out, but gave it up in despair, and
set the matter aside until night
should bring an explanation.

It was a quarter-past ninc when I
started from home and made my

way across the Park, and so through
Oxford Street to Baker Street. Two
hansoms were standing at the door,
and, as I entered the passage, I heard
the sound of voices from above.

On entering his room, 1 found
Holmes in animated conversation
with two men, one of whom I recog-
nized as Peter Jones, the official po-
lice agent; while the other was a
long, thin, sad-faced man, with a
very shiny hat and oppressively re-
spectable frock-coat.

“Ha! Our party is complcte,” said
Holmes, buttoning up his pea jack-
et, and taking his heavy hunting
crop from the rack. “Watson, I
think you know Mr. Jones, of Scot-
land Yard?-Let me introduce you
to Mr. Merryweather, who is to be
our companion in tonight’s adven-
ture.”

“We’re hunting in couples again,
Doctor, you see,” said Jones, in his
consequential ‘way. “Our friend
here is a wonderful man for starting
a chase. All he wants is an old dog
to help him do the running down.

“I hope a wild goose may not
prove to be the end of our chase,”
observed Mr. Merryweather gloom- -
ily. .

“You may place considerable con-
fidence in Mr. Holmes, sir,” said the
police agent loftily. “He has his own
little methods, which are, if he
won’t mind my saying so, just a lit-
tle too theoretical and fantastic, but
he has the makings of a detective in
him. It is not too much to say that
once or twice, as in that business of






74

Mr. Merryweather stopped to
light a lantern, and then conducted
us down a dark, earth-smelling pass-
age, and so, after opening a third
door, into a huge vault or cellar,
which was piled all round with
crates and massive boxes.

“You are not very vulnerable
from above,” Holmes remarked, as
he held up the lantern and gazed
about him.

“Nor from below,” said Mr. Mer-
ryweather, striking his stick upon
the flags which lined the floor:
“Why, dear me, it sounds quite hol-
low!” he remarked, looking up in
surprise.

“I must really ask you to be a lit-
tle more quiet,” said Holmes se-
verely. “You have already imper-
iled the whole success of our expedi-
tion. Might I beg that you would
have the goodness to sit down upon
one of those boxes, and not to inter-
fere?”

The solemn Mr. Merryweather
perched himself upon a crate, with
a very injured expression upon his
face, while Holmes fell upon his
knees upon the floor, and, with the
lantern and a magnifying lens, be-
gan to examine minutely the cracks
between the stones. A few seconds
sufficed to satisfy him, for he sprang
to his feet again, and put his glass in
his pocket.

“We have at least an hour before
us,” he remarked, “for they can
hardly take any steps until the good
pawnbroker is safely in bed. Then
they will not lose a minute, for the
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sooner they do their work the long-
er time they will have for their es-
cape. We are at present, Doctor—as
no doubt you have divined—in the
cellar of the City branch of one of
the principal London banks. Mr.
Merryweather is the chairman of di-
rectors, and he will explain to you
that there are reasons why the more
daring criminals of London should
take a considerable interest in this
cellar at present.”

“It is our French gold,” whis-
pered the director. “We have had
several warnings that an attempt
might be made upon it.”

“Your French gold?”

“Yes. We had occasion some
months ago to strengthen our re-
sources, and borrowed, for that pur-
pose, thirty thousand napoleons
from the Bank of France. It has
become known that we have never
had occasion to unpack the money,
and that is still lying in our cellar.
The crate upon which I sit contains
two thousand napoleons packed be-
tween layers of lead foil. Our re-
serve of bullion is much larger at
present than is usually kept in a sin-
gle branch office, and the directors
have had misgivings upon the sub-
ject.”

“Which were very well justified,”
observed Holmes. “And now it is
time that we arranged our little
plans. I expect that within an hour
matters will come to a head. In the
meantime, Mr. Merryweather, we
must put the screen over that dark
lantern.”
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tearing sound, one of the broad
white stones turned over upon its
-side, and left a square, gaping hole,
through which streamed the light
of a lantern. Over the edge there
peeped a clean-cut, boyish face,
which looked keenly about it, and
then, with a hand on either side of
the aperture, drew itself shoulder-
high and waist-high, until one knce
rested upon the edge.

In another instant he stood at the
side of the hole, and was hauling
after him a companion, lithe and
small like himself, with a pale face
and a shock of very red hair.

“It’s all clear,” he whispered.
. “Have you the chiscl and the bags?
Great Scott! Jump, Archie, jump,
and I'll swing for it!”

Sherlock Holmes had sprung out
and scized the intruder by the col-
lar. The other dived down the hole,
and I heard the sound of rending
cloth as Jones clutched at his coat.
The light flashed upon the barrel of
a revolver, but Holmes’s hunting
crop came down on the man’s
wrist, and the pistol fell.

“It's no use, John Clay,” said
Holmes blandly, “you have no
chance atall.”

“So I see,” the other answered,
with the utmost coolness. “I fancy
that my pal is all right, though I see
vou have got his coat-tails.”

“There are three men waiting for
him at the door,” said Holmes.

“Oh, indeed. You secem to have
done the thing very completely. I
must compliment you.”

“And I you,” Holmes answered.
“Your red-headed idea was very
new and effective.”

“You'll see your pal again present-
ly,” said Jones. “He’s quicker at
climbing down holes than I am. Just
hold out while I fix the derbies.”

“I beg that you will not touch me
with your filthy hands,” remarked
our prisoner, as the handcuffs clat-
tered upon his wrists. “You may not
be aware that I have royal blood in
my veins. Have the goodness also,
when you address me, always to say
‘sir’ and ‘please.’”

“All right,” said Jones, with a
stare and a snigger. “Well, would
you please, sir, march upstairs
where we can get a cab to carry
your highness to the police station.”

“That is better,” said John Clay
serenely. He made a sweeping bow
to the three of us, and walked
quietly off.

“Really, Mr. Holmes,” said Mr.
Merryweather, as we followed them
from the cellar, “I do not know how
the bank can thank you or repay
you. There is no doubt that you
have detected and defeated in the
most complete manner one of the
most determined attempts at bank
robbery that have ever come within
my experience.”

" “I have had one or two little
scores of my own to settle with Mr.
John Clay,” said Holmes. “I have
been at some small expense over this
matter, which I shall expect the
bank to refund, but beyond that I
am amply repaid by having had an
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experience which is in many ways
unique, and by hearing the very re-
markable narrative of the Red-
Headed League.”

“You see, Watson,” he explained,
in the early hours of the morning,
as we sat over a glass of whiskey
and soda in Baker Street, “it was
perfectly obvious from the first that
the only possible object of this rath-
er fantastic business of the adver-
tisement of the League, and the
copying of the Encyclopaedia, must
_be to get this not over-bright pawn-
broker out of the way for a number
of hours every day. It was a curious
way of managing it, but really it
would be difficult to suggest a bet-
ter. The method was no doubt sug-
gested to Clay’s ingenious mind by
the color of his accomplice’s hair.
The four pounds a week was a lure
which must draw him, and what
was it to them, who were playing
for thousands? They put in the ad-
vertisement, one rogue has the tem-
porary office, the other rogue incites
the man to apply for it, and to-
gether they manage to secure his
absence every morning in the week.
From the time that I heard of the
assistant  having come for half
wages, it was obvious to me that he
had some strong motive for secur-
ing the situation.”

“But how could you guess what
- the motive was?”

“Had there been women in the
house, I should have suspected a
mere vulgar intrigue. That, how-

ever, was out of the question. The
man’s business was a small one, and
there was nothing in his house
which could account for such elabo-
rate preparations, and such an ex-
penditure as they were at. It must
then be something out of the house.
What could it be? I thought of the
assistant’s fondness for photogra-
phy, and his trick of vanishing into
the cellar. The cellar! There was
the end of this tangled clue. Then I
made inquiries as to this mysterious
assistant, and found that I had to
deal with one of the coolest and
most daring criminals in London.
He was doing something in the cel-
lar—something which took many
hours a day for months on end.
What could it be, once more? 1
could think of nothing save that he
was running a tunnel to some other
building.

“So far I had got when we went to
visit the scene of action. I surprised
you by beating upon the pavement
with my stick. I was ascertaining
whether the cellar stretched out in
front or behind. It was not in front.
Then I rang the bell, and, as I
hoped, the assistant answered it. We
have had some skirmishes, but we
had never set eyes upon each other
before. I hardly looked at his face.
His knees were what I wished to
see. You must yourself have re-
marked how worn, wrinkled, and
stained they were. They spoke of
those hours of burrowing. The only
remaining point was what they were
burrowing for. I walked round the
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beginning we are faced, in the
words of the Master himself, with
‘a lie, Watson, a great, big, thump-
ing, obtrusive, uncompromising lie
—that's what meets us on the
threshold.’

“Let us proceed. Says Mr.
Holmes, ‘Beyond the obvious facts
that he has at some time done man-
ual labor, that he takes snuff, that
he is a Freemason, that he has been
in China, and that he has done a
considerable amount of writing
lately, I can deduce nothing else.’

“Thé facts that Mr. Wilson did
manual labor, had been in China,
had done a considerable amount of
writing lately, and was a Freema-
son, are amply substantiated. That
he took snuff? Sherlock Holmes
would not insult Mr. Wilson’s—or
Dr. Watson’s—intelligence on this
point, and both meekly subsided.
As for us, gentlemen, we wish to
have our intelligence insulted. How
did Mr. Holmes know about the
snuff? Well, he didn’t. But it
-sounded good, and he thought he
-could get away with it—and did—
until this very evening. Dr. Leon
Sterndale, the great lion hunter
and explorer, asked Mr. Sherlock
Holmes, ‘Do all your successes de-
pend upon this prodigious power
of hiul¥?’ The bad doctor may have
had a pertinent question. To prove
himself right, Mr. Sherlock Holmes
hiad Mr. Wilson subsequently take a
large pinch of snuff. Fie on such
reasoning! One does not say of a
man contentedly smoking a pipe
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that he is a pipe smoker. That, gen-
tlemen, is observation, not deduc-
tion.

“But we must go on. Mr. Dun-
can Ross, manager of the Red-
Headed League, said, ‘You must
find your own ink, pens, and blot-
ting paper, but we will provide this
table and chair.” Is that a likely
statement from the man who was
the manager for the late Ezekiah
Hopkins, philanthropist of Leba-
non, Pa, US.A.? Would a man
who paid four pounds per week
for purely nominal services boggle
at pen, ink, and blotting paper?

“The whole conception of copy-
ing the Encyclopedia Britannica is
likewise to be examined for accu-
racy, and then discarded as arrant
nonsense. Would not the royal
blood of John Clay have had the
red-headed pawnbroker copy some-
thing more in line with their com-
mon interest? T'he Life of Good
Queen Bess, for example, combines
royalty and red-heads. Further-
more, Mr. Wilson said, ‘Light
weeks passed away like this, and I
had writen abeut Abbots, and
Archery, and Armour, and Archi-
tecture and Attica, and hoped with
diligence-that I might get on to the
B's before very long.’ Gentlemen,
the Encyclopedia Britannica—the
1875 edition, which is the one that
must have been used—has 928 pages
in Volume One, and doesn’t reach
the article on Attica until page 794
of Volume Two.

“Now, the average page of the
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be so generous. Save the crumbs for
a rainy day. All I want is two eggs
three minutes—no more—a slice of
your famous concrete toast, a tall
glass of tomato juice with a dash of
Lee and Perrins, a big happy smile,
and dont give anybody elsc any
coffee. I might need it all.”

“I got a cold,” she said. “Don’t
push me around. I might crack you
one on the kisser.”

“Let’s be pals. 1 had a rough
night too.”

She gave me a half smile and
went through the swing door side-
ways. It showed more of her curves,
which were ample, even excessive.
But I got the eggs the way I liked
them. The toast had been painted
with melted butter past its bloom.

“No Lee and Perrins,” she said,
putting down the tomato juice.
“How about a little Tabasco? We're
fresh out of arsenic t00.”

I used two drops of Tabasco,
swallowed the eggs, drank two
cups of coffee, and was about to
leave the toast for a tip, but I went
soft and left a quarter instead. That
really brightened her. It was a joint
where you left a dime or nothing.
Mostly nothing.

Back on Poynter Street nothing
had changed. I got to my window
again and sat. At about 8:30 the
man I had séen go into the apart-
ment house across the way—the
one about the same height and
build as Ikky—came out with a
small brief case and turned east.
Two men got out of a dark-blue
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sedan. They were of the same
height and very quietly dressed and
bad soft hats pulled low over their
foreheads. Each jerked out a re-
volver.

“Hey, Ikky!” one of them called
out.

The man turned. “So long, Ikky,”
the other man said.

Gunfire racketed between the
houses. The man crumpled and lay
motionless. The two men rushed
for their car and were off, going
west. Halfway down the block 1
saw a limousine pull out and start
ahead of them.

In no time at all they were com-
pletely gone.

It was a nice swift clean job. The
only thing wrong with it was that
they hadn't given it enough time
for preparation.

They had shot the wrong man.

I got out of there fast, almost as
fast as the two killers. There was a
smallish crowd grouped around
the dead man. I didn’t have to look
at him to know he was dead—the
boys were pros. Where he lay on
the sidewalk on the other side of the
street 1 couldn’t see him—people
were in the way. But I knew just
how he would look and I already
beard sirens in the distance. It could
have been just the routine shrieking
from Sunset, but it wasn't. So some-
body had telephoned. It was too
early for the cops to be going to
lunch.

I strolled around the corner with
my suitcase and jammed into the
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by the mob. They put a pencil
through his name and sent the
usual two tough boys on a plane.
He got tipped and hired me to help
him get away.”

“Nice clean work.”

“Cut it out, Bernie.” I lit a ciga-
rette and blew smoke in his face. In
retaliation he began to chew a ciga-
rette. He never lit one, but he cer-
tainly mangled them.

“Look,” I went on. “Suppose the
man wants to go straight and sup-
pose he doesn’t. He’s entitled to his
life as long as he hasn’t killed any-
one. He told me he hadn't.”

“And you believed the hood,
huh? When do you start teaching
Sunday School?”

“I neither believed him nor dis-
believed him. I took him on. There
was no reason not to. A girl I know
and I watched the planes yesterday.
She spotted the boys and tailed
them to a hotel. She was sure of
what they were. They looked it
right down to their black shoes.
This girl—"

“Would she havea name?”

“Only for you.”

“I'll buy, if she hasn’t cracked
any laws.”

“Her name is Anne Riordan.
She lives in Bay City. Her father
was once Chief of Police there. And
don’t say that makes him a crook,
because he wasn’t.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s have
Make alittle time too.”

“I took an apartment opposite

Tkky. The killers were still at the

the rest.

hotel. At midnight I got Ikky out
and drove with him as far as Po-
mona. He went on in his rented
car and I came back by Greyhound.
I moved into the apartment on
Poyuter Street, right across from
his dump.”

“Why—if he was already gone?”

I opened the middle desk drawer
and took out the nice sharp pencil.
I wrote my name on a piecc of pa-
per and ran the pencil through it.

“Because somcone sent me this.
I didn't think they’d kill me, but 1
thought they planned to give me
enough of a beating to warn mc off
any more pranks.”

“They knew you werc in on it?”

“Ikky was tailed here by a little
squirt who later came around and
stuck a gun in my stomach. I
knocked him around a bit, but 1
had to let him go. I thought Poyn-
ter Street was safer after that. T live
lonely.”

“I get around,” Bernie Ohls said.
“I hear reports. So they gunned the
wrong guy.”

“Same height, same build, same
general appearance. I saw them
gun him. I couldn’t tell if it was the
two guys from the Beverly-West-
crn. I'd never seen them. It was just
two guys in dark suits with hats
pulled down. They jumped into a
blue Pontiac sedan, about two years
old, and lammed off, with a big
Caddy running crash for them.”

Bernie stood up and stared at me
for a long moment. “I don’t think
they’ll bother with you now.” he
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“Okay. Let’s say I know.”

“Here’s what we want. He
reached into his pocket and drew
out a loose bill. He put it on the
desk on his side. “Find Ikky and
tell him to get back in line and
everything is oke. With an innocent
bystander gunned, we dont want

. any trouble or any extra publicity. -

It’s that simple. You get this now,”
he nodded at the bill. It was a
grand. Probably the smallest bill
they had. “And another when you
find Ikky and give him the mes-
sage. If he holds out—curtains.”

“Suppose 1 say take your grand
and blow your nose with it?”

“That would be unwise.” He
flipped out a Colt Woodsman with
a short silencer on it. A Colt Woods-
man will take one without jam-
ming. He was fast too, fast and
smooth, The genial expression on
his face didn't change.

“I never left Vegas,” he said
calmly. “I can prove it. You're dead
in your office chair and nobody
knows anything. Just another pri-
vate eye that tried the wrong pitch.
Put your hands on the desk and
think a little. Incidentally, I'm a
crack shot even with this damned
silencer.”

“Just to sink a little lower in the
social scale, Mr. Grimes, I ain’t put-
ting no hands on no desk. But tell
me about this.”

I flipped the nicely sharpened
pencil across to him. He grabbed
for it after a swift change of the
gun to his left hand—very swift.

He held the pencil up so that he
could look at it without taking his
eyes off me.

I said, “It came to me by Special
Delivery mail. No message, no re-
turn address. Just the pencil. Think
I've never heard about the pencil,
Mr. Grimes?”

He frowned and tossed the pen-
cil down. Before he could shift his
long lithe gun back to his right
hand I dropped mine under the

~desk and grabbed the butt of the

45 and put my finger hard on the
trigger.

“Look under the desk, Mr.
Grimes. You'll see a 45 in an open-
end holster. It’s fixed there and it’s
pointing at your belly. Even if you
could shoot me through the heart,
the 45 would still go off from a
convulsive movement of my hand.
And your belly would be hanging
by a shred and you would be
knocked out of that chair. A 45
slug can throw you back six feet.
Even the movies learned that at
last.”

“Looks like a Mexican stand-off,”
he said quietly. He holstered his
gun. He grinned. “Nice work, Mar-
lowe. We could use a man like you.
I suggest that you find Ikky and
don't be a drip. He'll listen to rea-
son. He doesn’t really want to be on
the run for the rest of his life.”

“Tell me something, Mr. Grimes.
Why pick on me? Apart from Ikky,
what did I ever do to make you dis-
like me?”

Not moving, he thought a mo-
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ment, or pretended to. “The Larsen
case. You helped send one of our
boys to the gas chamber. That we
" don’t forget. We had you in mind
as a fall guy for Ikky. You'll always
be a fall guy, unless you play it our
way. Something will hit you when
you least expect it.”

“A man in my business is always
a fall guy, Mr. Grimes. Pick up
your grand and drift out quietly. I
might decide to do it your way, but
I have to think about it. As for the
Larsen case, the cops did all the
work. I just happened to know
where he was. I don’t guess you
miss him terribly.”

“We don't like interference.” He
stood up. He put the grand note
casually back in his pocket. While
he was doing it I let go of the .45
and jerked out my Smith and Wes-
son five-inch .38.

He looked at it contemptuously.
“T’ll be in Vegas, Marlowe—in fact,
I never left Vegas. You can catch
me at the Esperanza. No, we don’t
give a damn about Larsen person-
ally. Just another gun handler.
They come in gross lots. We do give
a damn that some punk private eye
fingered him.”

He nodded and went out by my
office door.

I did some pondering. I knew

Ikky wouldn’t go back to the outfit. -

He wouldn’t trust them enough
even if he got the chance. But there
was another reason now. I called
Anne Riordan again.

“I'm going to look for Ikky. I

have to. If T don’t call you in three
days, get hold of Bernie Ohls. I'm
going to Flagstaff, Arizona. lkky
says he will be there.”

“You're a fool,” she wailed. “It’s
some sort of trap.”

“A Mr. Grimes of Vegas visited
me with a silenced gun. I beat him
to the punch, but I won’t always be
that lucky. If I find Ikky and report
to Grimes, the mob will let me
alone.”

“You'd condemn a man to
death?” Her voice was sharp and
incredulous.

“No. He won’t be there when I
report. He’ll have to hop a plane to
Montreal, buy forged papers, and
plane to Europe. He may be fairly
safe there. But the Outfit has long
arms and lkky won’t have a dull
life staying alive. He hasn’t any
choice. For him it’s either hldc or
get the pencil.”

“So clever of you, darling. What
about your own pencil?”

“If they meant it, they wouldn’t
have sent it. Just a bit of scare tech-
nique.”

“And you don’t scare, you won- -
derful handsome brute.”

“I scare. But it doesn't paralyze
me. So long. Don'’t take any lovers
until I get back.”

“Damn you, Marlowe!”

She hung up on me. 1 hung up
on myself.

Saying the wrong thing is one of
my specialties.

I beat it out of town before the
homicide boys could hear about
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me. It would take them quite a
while to get a lead. And Bernie
Ohls wouldn’t give a city dick a
used paper bag. The Sheriff’s men
and the City Police cooperate about
as much as two tomcats on a fence.

I made Phoenix by evening and
parked mysclf in a motor court on
the outskirts. Phoenix was damned
hot. The motor court had a dining
room, so I had dinner. I collected
some quarters and dimes from the
cashier and shut myself in a phone
booth and started to call the Mira-
dor in Flagstaff.

How silly could T get? Ikky
might be registered under any
name from Cohen to Cordilcone,
from Watson to Woichehovski. 1
called anyway and got nothing but
as much of a smile as you can get
on the phone.

So I asked for a room the follow-
ing night. Not a chance unless
someone checked out, but they
would put me down for a cancella-
ton or something. Flagstaff is too
near the Grand Canyon. Ikky must
have arranged in advance. That
was something to ponder too.

I bought a paperback and read it.
I set my alarm watch for 6:30. The
paperback scared me so badly that
I put two guns under my pillow.
It was about a guy who bucked the
hoodlum boss of Milwaukee and
got beaten up every fifteen minutes.
I figured that his head and face
would be nothing but a piece of
bone with a strip of skin hanging

from it. But in the next chapter he
was as gay as a meadow lark.

Then I asked myself why I was
reading this drivel when I could
have been memorizing The Broth-
ers Karamazov. Not knowing any
good answers, I turned the light
out and went to sleep.

At 6:30 I shaved, showered, had
breakfast, and took off for Flag-
staff. I got there by lunchtime, and
there was Ikky in the restaurant
eating mountain trout. I sat down
across from him. He looked sur-
prised to see me.

I ordered mountain trout and
ate it from the outside in, which is
the proper way. Boning spoils it a
little.

“What gives?” he asked me with
his mouth full. A delicate eater.

“You read the papers?”

“Just the sports section.”

“Let’s go to your room and talk
about it.”

We paid for our lunches and
went along to a nice double. The
motor courts are getting so good
that they make a lot of hotels look
cheap. We sat down and lit ciga-
rettes.

“The two hoods got up too early
and went over to Poyater Street.
They parked outside your apart-
ment house. They hadnt been
briefed carefully enough. They shot
a guy who looked a little like you.”

“That’s a hot one,” he grinned.
“But the cops will find out, and the
Outfit will find out. So the tag for

“me stays on.”
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“You must think I'm dumb,” 1
said. ‘T am.”

“I thought you did a firstclass
job, Marlowe. What’s dumb about
that?”

“What job did I do?”

“You got me out of there pretty
slick.”

“Anything about it you couldn’t
have done yourself?”

“With luck—no. But it’s nice to
have a helper.”

“You mean sucker.”

His face tightened. And his rusty
voice growled. “I don’t catch. And
give me back some of that five
grand, will you? I'm shorter than
I thought.”

“I'll give it back to you when
you find a hummingbird in a salt
shaker.”

“Don’t be like that.” He almost
sighed, and flicked a gun into his
hand. I didn’t have to flick. I was
holding one in my side pocket.

“I oughtn’t to have boobed off,”
I said. “Put the heater away. It does-
n’t pay any more than a Vegas slot
machine.”

“Wrong. Them machines pay the
jackpot every so often. Otherwise—
no customers.”

“Every so seldom, you mean. Lis-
ten, and listen good.”

He grinned. His dentist was tired
waiting for him.

“The set-up intrigued me,” I
went on, debonair as Philo Vance
inan S. S. Van Dine story and a lot
brighter in the head. “First off,
could it be done? Second, if it could

be done, where would I be? But
gradually T saw the little touches
that flawed the picture. Why would
you come to me at all? The Outfit
isn’t that naive. Why would they
send a little punk like this Charles
Hickon or whatever name he uses
on Thursdays? Why would an old
hand like you let anybody trail you
to a dangerous connection?”

“You slay me, Marlowe. You're
so bright T could find you in the -
dark. You're so dumb you couldn’t -
see a red, white, and blue giraffe. I
bet you were back there in your un-
brain emporium playing with that
five grand like a cat with a bag of
catnip. I bet you were kissing the
notes.”

“Not after you handled them.
Then why the pencil that was sent
to me? Big dangerous threat. It re-
inforced the rest. But like I told
your choir boy from Vegas, they
don’t send them when they mean
them. By the way, he had a gun too.
A Woodsman .22 with a silencer. I
had to make him put it away. He
was nice about that. He started
waving grands at me to find out
where you were and tell him. A
well-dressed, nice-looking  front
man for a pack of dirty rats. The
Women'’s Christian Temperance
Association and some bootlicking
politicians gave them the money to
be big, and they learned how to use
it and make it grow. Now they’re
pretty well unstoppable. But they’re
still a pack of dirty rats. And they’re
always where they can’t make a



94 PHILIP MARLOWE’S LAST CASE

mistake. That’s inhuman. Any man
has a right to a few mistakes. Not
the rats. They have to be perfect all
the time. Or else they get stuck with
you.”

“I don’t know what the hell
you're talking about. I just know
it’s too long.”

“Well, allow me to put it in Eng-
lish. Some poor jerk from the East
Side gets involved with the lower
echelons of a mob. You know what
an echelon is, Ikky?”

“Ibeen in the Army,” he sneered.

“He grows up in the mob, but
he’s not all rotten. He’s not rotten
enough. So he tries to break loose.
He comes out here and gets himself
a cheap job of some sort and
changes his name or names and
lives quietly in a cheap apartment
house. But the mob by now has
agents in many places. Somebody
spots him and recognizes him. It
might be a pusher, a front man for
a bookie joint, a night girl. So the
mob, or call them the Outfit, say
through their cigar smoke: ‘Ikky
can’t do this to us. It’s a small oper-
ation because he’s small. But it an-
noys us. Bad for discipline. Call a
couple of boys and have them pen-
cil him.” But what boys do they
call? A couple they’re tired of. Been
around too long. Might make a mis-
take or get chilly toes. Perhaps they
like killing. That’s bad too. That
makes for recklessness. The best
boys are the ones that don't care
either way. So although they don't
know it, the boys they call are on

their way out. But it would be kind
of cute to frame a guy they already
don’t like, for fingering a hood
named Larsen. One of these puny
litle jokes the Outfit takes big.
‘Look, guys, we cven got timc to
play footsie with a private eye.’ So
they send a ringer.”

“The Torrence brothers ain't
ringers. They're real hard boys.
They proved it—even if they did
make a mistake.”

“Mistake nothing. They got Ikky
Rossen. You're just a singing com-
mercial in this deal. And as of now
you’re under arrest for murder.
You're worse off than that. The
Outfit will habeas corpus you out
of the clink and blow you down.
You've scrved your purpose and
you failed to finger me into a patsy.”

His finger tightened on the trig-
ger. I shot the gun out of his hand.
The gun in my coat pocket was
small, but at that distance accurate.
And it was one of my days to be
accurate.

He madc a faint moaning sound
and sucked at his hand. I went over
and kicked him hard in the chest.
Being nice to killers is not part of
my repertoire. He went over back-
ward and stumbled four or five
steps. I picked up his gun and held
it on him while I tapped all the
places—not just pockets or holsters
—where a man could stash a sec-
ond gun. He was clean—that way
anyhow.

“What are you trying to do to
me?” he whined. “I paid you.
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nician. Her head was bent close to
the head of the new student she was
breaking in. She was checking the
girl’s crossmatching on a blood
sample,

“Miss Gregory, I'm going to Dr.
Vaughn’s office in case you need
me.”

“All right, Mr. Harris,” she said
without looking up.

That was part of it. Nobody ever
looked up to him. Nobody ever
paid any attention to him. Lives de-
pended on the things he discov-
cred, the hospital revolved around
him, but he was ignored.

Hell, even the doctors relied on
him to know if a patient had pneu-
monia, tuberculosis, or anemia. He
was the detective who found all the
criminals of disease. He laughed
at his own joke. He knew one crim-

inal he wasn't going to tell them
about.

“Sit down, Harris,” Dr. Vaughn,
said, indicating a chair. There was
a worried frown between the pa-
thologist’s gray eyes; he kept chew-
ing on the frame of his glasses.
“You know why I want to talk to
you?”

“Yes, sir. I imagine it's about
Tony Chiminello.” Harris' voice
caught on the name. “I've heard the
scuttlebutt about his death—that it
could have been caused by the
transfusion.”

Dr. Vaughn nodded. “As head of
the laboratory department I'm re-
sponsible for what goes on there.

This Chiminello casec has me wor-
ried.” He patted his bald head with
one hand. “I hate to talk to you
about it, Harris, because I know
Tony was your buddy.”

“Tony was my roommate until
he married my sister about six
months ago.”

“l didn’t know he was part of
your family!”

“They hadn’t been married a
year. I can’t believe he’s dead.”

“I'm sorry, Harris.” Dr. Vaughn
paused awkwardly. “Wasn't he
about your age?”

“Yes, he was twenty-four. Always
such a healthy fellow, too. Weighed
two twenty, six feet tall—ncver had
a sick day in his life until this gall
bladder came up.” Harris paused.
He pictured Tony with his Latin
good looks, dark curly hair, snap-
ping black cyes, the casual charm
of the complete extrovert—Tony
the irresponsible, the irrcpressible.
And now Tony was dead.

Dr. Vaughn cleared his throat.
“Our investigation shows that Chi-
minello died of the wrong transfu-
sion.”

“But that couldn’t be,” Harris an-
swered quickly. “Miss Gregory
crossmatched the blood. Tony was
type O positive, and that's the type
we sent to the operating room.”

The doctor tapped the back of his
hand with his glasses. “That’s why
I don’t like giving blood in sur-
gery. When the patient is under
anesthesia you don’t get the usual
warning signals of a reaction.”
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“Every bottle is numbered and
accounted for,” she said, pointing
to the rows of bottles. “Those on
the top shelf have been crossmatched
for patients and are ready to go if
needed.” She wet her lips as<f she
found it hard to talk. “Those with
the test tubes of blood have not been
crossmatched yet. They're our re-
serve supply.”

A frog on the bottom shelf
moved lazily, blinking one eye. To
Harris it seemed that the frog was
winking at him.

Dr. Vaughn was looking at the
blood on the top shelf. He took out
the top right-hand bottle. “Is this
crossmatched for you, Harris? I see
your name on it.’

Before Harris could answer, Miss
Gergory explained. “I crossmatched
that. I was showing my new student
how to crossmatch.” She turned to
Harris. “Mr. Harris let us have a
sample of his blood to cxpenmcm
with.”

“I wanted to throw the blood out
afterwards,” said Harris. God
knows he did! He had wanted to
get rid of it before anyone discov-
ered it was O positive—the O
positive blood which should have
been given to Tony Chiminello.

Miss Gregory broke in, “B nega-
tive is a rare type, so I didn't want
to throw it away, just in case we
might need it. It does expire in two
more days, so I guess I could have
thrown it out,” she conceded anx-
iously.

Harris winced as she slammed

the refrigerator door. She always
slammed the door. He must speak
to her about it again. She knew the
jarring could break the blood
corpuscles and destroy the value of
the blood. But he wouldn't say any-
thing today—he didn’t want to up-
set her, not until that top right-
hand bottle of blood was disposed
of.

Two more days, thought Harris—
two more days of waiting, watch-
ing, making sure she didn’t try to
type that blood for anyone eclse.
Two more days, and then the evi-
dence—the only evidence—would
be destroyed.

His mind reverted to his brother-
in-law. Tony had it coming. Harris
didn' have any regrets about what
he had done. Nobody treated
Chauncey Harris’ sister the way
that crum did and get away with
it! Married only six months, and
already Tony was running around
with some doll not worth a flick of
Mary's finger!

Harris had hated Tony for other
recasons. The way he'd drawl
“Chauncey,” with a mocking sneer.
Or the way he'd say, “Hey, Crip,
how’s the underworld these days?”
Laughing at Harris for his small
size, his limp, for beating his brains
out in a hospital lab. But he would-
n't get a chance to laugh at Mary.
Harris had seen to that.

It was pure luck the way things
had worked out. Not even pre-
meditated. Tony was scheduled for
a gall bladder operation. The cross-



matching had been done the day
before surgery. Not that Tony was
expected to need blood—just a pre-
cautionary measure, the routine for
all patients undergoing major sur-
gery.

Harris had been in the lab when
the call came to rush the pint of
blood for Chiminello to the oper-
ating room. He had gone to the re-
frigerator and reached to the top
shelf for the blood marked for
Tony—the O positive. And besides
Tony’s bottle had stood the one
marked for Harris—the B negative
that Ardis Gregory was using to
teach her student typing and cross-
matching.

The thought had come to Harris
in a flash. Who would know the
difference? All blood looked the
same, and the bottles were identi-
cal. Changing collars was a matter
of two seconds, and Tony got the
wrong blood. For Tony it had
spelled death . ..

Dr. Vaughn finished his inspec-
tion and recalled Harris from his
recollections. “If you find anything,
Harris, get in touch with me at
once.” He left the lab, worried and
perplexed.

After the pathologist had gone,
Harris removed his white coat,
washed his purple-stained fingers
once again, and got ready to go
home. Miss Gregory was in a
“slump. She had been out of school
only three months. This was her
first job and she took it very seri-
ously.
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She looked at Harris, her sap-
phire eyes pleading “I'm sure 1
typed and crossmatched that blood
correctly.”

Harris patted her shoulder awk-
wardly. He never knew quite how
to act with women. He didn’t have
any of the smoothness that had been
Tony’s.

“Go home, kid. Don't let it get
you,” was all he could say. Then he
had another thought. For him it
was a brave one, because he shied
away from girls. “Can I give you a
lift?” She nodded and followed
him to his car.

She seemed grateful for the ride,

but she was silent on the way home.
He dropped her off at the little
green cottage where she lived with
her mother.
" Nice kid, thought Harris as he
drove away; and he became ab-
sorbed in unaccustomed thoughts
of Ardis Gregory and how it would
be to date her. He was so lost in
thought that he failed to see the
heavy transport coming from the
right at the intersection. The truck
had the right of way, but Harris
kept barreling along.

There was a shuddering crash, a
sharp incisive pain, and then ob-
livion . . .

Harris came to with a murmur-
ing of low voices in his ears. He
couldn’t orient himself, but it
sounded as if the voices were talk-
ing about him.

“He isn’t badly hurt, but an
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pair of digestive mints from the
roll on his desk and crunched for a
moment. “Our job here,” he went
on, “is to remind the absent-mind-
ed and to frustrate the thief, to get
our books back whether they're
lost, strayed, or swiped. We’re short
a hundred and twenty thousand
volumes as of our last inventory.
That’s enough literature, Hollo-
way, to pay your salary for seventy
years barring raises. Now I don’t
expect you to catch a thief like the
Catfish right off; I just want you to
help us plug some of the smaller
leaks from the stacks.”

THE TRAIL OF

“Who's this Catfish?” Max
asked.

“Bigger game than you're ready
for, Holloway,” McGrath said.

“He’s a youngster about your age
who steals an awful lot of books. I
nicknamed him the Catfish because
he wears a mustache and speaks a
blend of cornpone and molasses
that turns our lady librarians all
dewy-eyed and weak-kneed. Forget
I mentioned him. The Catfish is
my personal ulcer.” McGrath scrib-
bled a note and handed it to his
new operative. “Take this to the
terrible-tempered clerk you'll find
outside,” he said. “She’ll put you
on the payroll and get you started
as a book cop.”

Max, uncertain whether the Pub-
lic Library’s Special Investigator
drew salutes from his subordinates,
nodded instead. “Thank you, Mr.
McGrath,” he said. “I'll bring your
books back.”

THE CATFISH

~ “Not all at once, Holloway,”

McGrath growled. “Give our staft
a few days to clear shelf space be-
fore you bring home a hundred
thousand volumes.”

The clerk in the outside office, an
unreconciled spinster glanced at
Max’s note and sniffed. “Another
Jimmy Caguney,” she said. “Instead
of an electric typewriter—which is
what we really need—they send me
an apprentice G-man. I suppose it’s
too much, Mr. Holloway, to hope
that you have any experience in
library work.”

“I havent,” Max admitted. “I
did take a couple of specialized
police courses at Camp Gordon,
though, and I spent two years over-
seas with the MPs.”

“You may find the task of recov-
ering library books a bit more chal-
lenging than dragging drunken
privates out of foreign bars” she
said. “I dont know what our Li-
brary is coming to. Next thing you
know, we’ll have us a bouncer.”

“I'm real sorry you got me in-
stead of your plug-in typewriter,
Ma’'m,” Max said. “I'll work real
hard to collect enough fines to buy
you one—with a brand-new ribbon
every Monday.”

The clerk looked up and smiled.
“Forgive my hideous manners, Mr.
Holloway,” she said. “On days like
this, buried in paperwork, I almost
wish Gutenberg had left well
enough alone. Now here’s our rou-
tine.

“The Library lends its books for
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a period of twenty-one days. A first
notice is sent to the borrower five
days after his book becomes over-
due, and a second notice in ten.
After thirty days and three letters
of warning, we give one of you in-
vestigators the name and address of
the delinquent borrower. You
chase him down and get the book,
or collect the retail price of its re-
placement. You charge the regular
five cents a day overduc fine for
cach book, plus a dollar collection
fee for c1ch trip you have to make
to get it.

“What if the borrower refuses to
pay?” Max asked.

“There’s a law that can give him
six months in jail for maliciously
keeping a book out past the due
date,” she cxplained. She handed
Max a mimcographed sheet.
“Here’s a copy of the ordinance.
We hardly ever take anyone to
court except out-and-out thieves;
but that’s our little secret, right?
We're after books, not convictions,
Do you have any questions, Mr.
- Holloway?”

“Just one,” Max said. “Do you
know anything about the Catfish?”

“Not really,” the clerk said.
“Sometimes I think there really is a
Catfish, running off with our
books by the barrow-load; other
times I think the Catfish is just a
pet name Mr. McGrath has for his
stomach trouble. He works too
hard, poor Mr. McGrath. Hclp
him all you can.” She handed Max
a stack of papers. “Herc’s your raw
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material. Some of these are lctters
to people the Post Office hasn’t
been able to trace. Others are car-
bons of notices that haven’t been
acknowledged. Here’s a list of
books that have disappeared from
the shelves, likely stolen, missing
at our last inventory. I've no idea
how you'll go about finding the
stolen books. That’s a police job. I
think you'll do fine, though. You’ll
carn me the price of my new type-
writer, Mr. Holloway.”

“All I've got to do is trace onc
book six thousand days overdue
and collect the fine,” Max said.

“Mcanwhile, thanks a lot.”

Max Holloway spent his first
week with the Public Library in
learning that literacy is indeed uni-
versal. He discovered a copy of the
Larousse Encyclopedia of Astron-
omy, retail price $17.50, on a mar-
ble-top table in a two hundred dol-
lar a month penthouse apartment,
the Library’s stamp and call-num-
ber razored off. He recovered threc
dog-carned novels of Kathleen Nor-
ris from a shack behind the City
Dump. A copy of The Brothers
Karamazov, cight weeks overdue,
was in the possession of a school-
girl who didn’t like wearing glass-
es: she confessed that she'd been
reading the book upside down in
an attempt to improve her naked
cyesight. She hadn’t thought it
would take so long to learn to read
from right to left. Max collected
The Brothers and $3.40 from the

THE CATFISH

~ girl, and suggested that in the fu-
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. ture she confine her ocular calis-
thenics to the daily newspaper, ten
cents ‘the copy.

Max made the first entries in his
personal file of Catfishana, notes of
books checked out to Pierre G. T.
Beauregard, to Thomas Jonathan
Jackson, to a dozen other borrow-
ers whose names had a military,
Rebel ring—books that had noth-
ing in common with one another
except that none of them was ever
seen again. He tuned his ear to the
sound of Southern speech, listening
at the charge-out counter for the
false Confederate notes of his gen-
ius at book theft. He kept a sharp
eye peeled for a larcenous mus-
tache. :

And while the Catfish’s dossier
grew fatter, Max initiated himself
into the arcana of his bookish
branch of the police profession. He
learned the ways of the biblioklept,
whose most common modus oper-
andi is to conceal the book he
wishes to steal in an artfully folded
newspaper. He grew wise to the
tricks of the biblioclast, a monster
who maims his victims rather than
abducting them cleanly, using a
razor blade or the cruel Chewed
String. A simple device, this last:
the thief who wishes to make off

with a color plate or a page of data

from a bound volume balls up a
length of string in his mouth and
leaves it there until it is soaked
with his criminal juices. Then he
forces the wet string back into the
seam of the book, next to the page

THE TRAIL OF THE CATFISH

on which he has designs. In a few
moments the binding edge of the
page is damp, and the thief can tug
free the plate without fear of that
tearing sound to which the ears of
reading-room librarians are profes-
sionally alert. Max learned, too, the
pinhole-and-needle technique of
uncovering damp-string thefts in a
matter of seconds—a secret that
must be reserved, in the interest of
controlling the dastardly crime of
biblioclasm, to bona fide holders of
a Library Science degree.

In following the Catfish trail to
bookstores Max stumbled on a clue
that led him to finger a bookseller
so unworthy of his craft as to pass
on certain orders to an underprivi-
leged heroin addict. This snowbird
would fill these orders from the
stacks of the Public Library; where-
upon the books were rebound by
the barbarous bibliopole and sold
to his innocent customers. This
scheme netted the bookseller half a
year in prison, and sent his agent to
Lexington for a session of blue-
grass therapy.

Less offensive was the case of the
under-aged accomplice. Here Max
extracted, from the walker of a thir-
teen-month-old baby who had
grown eighteen inches during half
an hour’s visit to the Library, a
Reference Room copy of Webster's
New International Dictionary. The
infant’s mother, in tears when Max
apprised her of the possible legal
consequences of her larceny, con-

fessed that she had stolen the book
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only in anticipation of teaching her
child to read. The fond mother got
off with a ringing lecture from the
dyspeptic Mr. McGrath.

Accumulating in Max’s brief case
was a core of uncollectibles: books
charged out by pseudonymous John
Smiths (and R. E. Leces, Jubal A.
Earlys, Longstreets, Forrests, Pil-
lows, and Picketts, constellations of
Southern stars; books in the bag-
gage’ of people hastening toward
the greencr grass; and the long,
long list of volumes that had melt-
ed (or had been Catfish-nibbled?)
from the Library’s shelves without
the attentions of the charge-out
desk. Feeling that he necded pro-
fessional advice, and willing to seek
it from the most attractive librarian
available in the Readers’ Adviser
alcove, Max approached the young
lady identified by her desk-plate as
Miss Jordan. “Good morning, Miss
Jordan,” he said. “I'm Max Hollo-
way.”

“And how may I help you, Mr.
Holloway?” she asked.

A redhead worthy of sonnets
Max thought. Nice voice. No rings
or other evidence of impediment.
Warm smile. He interrupted his in-
ventory, in pale prose, to explain his
mission. “'m with the Library’s
investigative staff,” he said. “We
keep losing books, as you know.
People drop them into shopping
bags with the groceries, hide them
under their coats like body-armor,
lower them out the windows on
lengths of fishline. Last week I
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caught a leather-jacketed kid with
Reference Room maps of four
states tucked into his motorcycle
boots. An elderly gentleman had
Dorland’s Medical Dictionary un-

THE CATFISH

~der his hat and was caught only be-

causc the book shifted as he walked
down the steps out front, and nearly
busted his foot. Anyway, Miss Jor-
dan I've got a list here of about a
hundred of the books you people
found missing last time you
checked the shelves. They don’t
seem to have much in common,
these books—not much of any clue
that would point me to the people
who stole them. I thought perhaps
you could help me find a common
denominator.”

Miss Jordan scanned *Max's list.
“This is certainly a mixed bag, Mr.
Holloway,” she said. “Don’t you

. think it possible that a hundred dif-

ferent people each stole one book?”
Max shook his head. “I think it's
likely that we lose a few dozen
books a year to ordinary people, but
thousands to thieves who make a
hobby of book theft. I want to find
out what kind of book attracts
these regulars.” _
“Here are general novels, phi-
losophy, dog-raising, biography,
a Bible—fancy that!—Westerns,
Shakespeare, and Arthur Murray’s
How To Become a Good Dancer,”
Miss Jordan said. “All I can sug-
gest, Mr. Holloway, that you sup-
pose that Thief A is the Western
fan, Thief B is fond of purloined
philosophy, and so on. But I don’t
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see how that hypothesis would help
you trace our lost books.”

“I've got to start from some sort
of guesswork,” Max said. “How do
I find out where these different
kinds of books are on the shelves?”

Miss Jordan smiled. “You are
asking me to show you the Card
Catalogue and to take you on a
tour of the stacks. I accept, as is my
duty. Have you ever used the Cata-
logue, Mr. Holloway?”

“Only Scars-Roebuck’s,”
admitted. .

“Then I'll show you how ours
works,” she said. “Do you have a
library card?”

“No, Ma’m. I don’t have much
time for reading.”

“Then you'd better sign up for a
card today, and take the time to use
it,” Miss Jordan said. She stood. “A
man in the profession of retrieving
books will do a better job if he has
some notion of the value of the
treasure he’s responsible for, don’t
you think?”

“Yes, Ma’'m,” Max said. He ob-
served that Miss Jordan wasn't
overly tall, either, and decided that
it would take an entire book of
sonnets to do the girl justice.

“Fill out this questionnaire
when we’re donc with our tour,
and I'll type up a borrower’s card
for you. Meanwhile, let's look at
the Card Catalogue and see how
the Dewey Decimal System can
help you sift out the book you need
from the three million we've got.
The more information of this sort
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you gather, the more grist your lit-
tle gray cells will have to work
with. Right?”

“Little gray cells?” Max asked.

“Highly spoken of by a famous
Belgian investigator,” Miss Jordan
said. “Check out one of Agatha
Christie’s books sometime soon,
Mr. Holloway.” She pulled a draw-
er from the Card Catalogue. “Non-
fiction books are listed here under
subject, title, and author,” she ex-
plained. “I’ve looked under the sub-
ject-heading  HOMICIDE, since
you're in police work and we’ve
been talking of Miss Christie.
You'll notice that there are lots of
novels at the back—books with
homicide in the title. The technical
works are up front. Like this one:
Young's Homicide Investigation.”

Max peered across Miss Jordan’s
shoulder, a prospect made conveni-
ent by her admirable height, to
read the catalogue card. “What does
this notation, bluck cloth, mean?”
he asked.

“The binding,” Miss Jordan said.
“We send almost all our fiction, and
a lot of the nonfiction too, to the
bindery downstairs before we
shelve it. The commercial bindings
just won’t stand up to the use they
get in a public library. You can see
that the card also tells you the ac-
cess date, publisher, year of pub-
lication, and retail price, as well as
the number of copies we keep here
at the Main Library. The number
at the upper left-hand corner of the
card tclls you where to find the
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book. 321 is the Dewey number for
books on law enforcement; 32142
Y21 stands for one particular book
—Young's Homicide Investigation.
All clear?”

“Got it so far,” Max said, busy
with his pencil and notebook.

Max spent an edifying two hours
with Miss Jordan, learning the
techniques of legitimate book-bor-
rowing. When he had completed his
solo, finding the first half-dozen
books on his “lost list” in the Card
Catalogue, then making his way
unassisted to the shelves from
which they had been abducted,
Miss Jordan congratulated Max
and presented him with his di-
ploma, a library card. Max at once
charged out Young’s book on mur-
der, a volume filled with forensic
fact and color plates that would
make a hangman blanch. “I don't
know how to thank you, Miss Jor-
dan,” he said.

“I'm just doing my job, and en-
joying it,” Miss Jordan said. “Re-
member, Mr. Holloway, you’ve got
to return that book within twenty-
one days; otherwise, we'll turn
your namc over to our investigative
department. And you know how
tough that bunch is. They always
get their book.” She smiled again,
and extended her hand.

Max took the slender hand, and
released it only reluctantly. “Al-
ways,” he said, “unless the Catfish
got it.”

Miss Jordan was suddenly pale.
She looked toward the floor.
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“Do you know about the Cat-
fishe”

“I'm ashamed to say I do,” Miss
Jordan said. “I was one of his first
victims, Mr. Holloway.” She shook
her head and looked Max in the
eye. “I was a patsy, that's all there is
to it,” she said. “I didn’t check his
references or anything—he signed
his card Jay Davis—just helped
him find the books he wanted. Ex-
pensive books, too. He talked the
loveliest ‘Suthron’ you ever heard,
mixed in with all sorts of head-
turning compliments. I'd have let
him move the stacks out on a hand-
truck if he’'d asked me.”

“I'll catch that Catfish,” Max
vowed, taking Miss Jordan’s hand
again, firmly. “You’re not the only
girl he’s talked out of her books.”

Miss Jordan glared. “That’s one
of the reasons I hope you reel in
that Rebel rascall” '

“Can you describe him to me?”

“It was almost two years ago that
I met him,” Miss Jordan said. “He's
about your age, Mr. Holloway, a
little taller, tanned—he was then, it
was midsummer—with baby-blue
cyes. And the softest, smoothest
line of talk I've heard ever, like:
‘Y' know, Ma'm, down where I
come from, we got bunches of
flowers a-settin’ in little jugs on our
library tables. Up here, y'all do it
better, gettin’ lovely-lookin’ library
ladies to bright-up the dusty ol’
books'—that sort of chatter. I'm
ashamed to have been made such a
fool of, Mr. Holloway.”
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“Call me Max.” Max gave her
hand a squeeze of understanding.
“I hope I can talk with you again,
Miss Jordan, when I run into prob-
lems. Or when I get a line hooked
into our two-faced Catfish.”

“Please do ... Max,” she said.
“My name, by the way, is Barbara.”

Before he returned to formal
work, Max undertook a bit of per-
sonal investigation. He determined
from the borrowers’ file that Miss
Barbara Jordan had a library card,
that she was twenty-two, and that
she had a birthday coming up next
week. He copied the Jordan ad-
dress and phone number into his
pocket notebook against the need
of consulting a professional librar-
ian after closing hours, or on Sun-
day.

Next Max explored the bindery
department—five big  basement
rooms filled with the kindergarten
smell of paste and glue and paper-
clippings. “About eighty per cent
of the books we bind here are gen-
eral fiction,” the bindery foreman
told him, shouting over the chatter
of a sewing machine. “They'’re
bound in black. Science-fiction is
sky-blue, and Westerns are bound
green. For prairies, I suppose. Mur-
der mysteries, we give red covers.
All this helps the librarians sort out
the special fiction.” Max had the
function of the sewing frame and
the standing press, the blocking
press and the plough, the fillet and
the roll, all explained to him. Then
he went upstairs to his boss.
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Mr. McGrath set aside his Li-
brary copy of Allen’s The Physiol-
ogy and Treatment of Peptic Ul-
cer. “Quitting already?”

“No, sir,” Max said. “I'd like to
ask you a favor.”

“Anything but a raise,” McGrath
promised. “What favor?”

“I want to go fishing.”

“The Catfish?” McGrath de-
manded.

“I have a witness who can iden-
tify the man, and I've got a pretty
good notion of his M.O.”

“Max, do you know how deep
the Catfish is into us?”

“Several thousand books,” Max
guessed.

“Add three thousand five hun-
dred to your estimate, and one
truck,” McGrath said. “A young
man with a mustache was seen
driving our Westfield Bookmobile
this morning, shortly after the li-
brarian assigned to the truck parked
it to get a cup of coffee. The Book-
mobile hasn’t been seen since.”

“The Catfish strikes again,” Max
said.

“If there’s a Professor Moriarty
of book theft, the Catfish is that
man,” McGrath exclaimed. “In
Safe and Loft we had a case once
that reminds me of this one. We
had a burglar raiding law offices
all over town, tearing the desk
drawers open, tossing everything -
out of the files like confetti. We
couldn’t find a motive. Nothing
that seemed valuable was taken,
not even money in the drawers.
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You know what that crazy joker
was after, Max? Stamps. He was a
stamp collector! He broke in and
tore the tax stamps off the title
deeds. When we finally caught up
with him, he clobbered me with a
brass paperweight—sent me to the
hospital for ten days. These collect-
ing nuts are hard to crack, Max.
They're apt to explode when you
put the pressure on them.”

“I’'ve been around,” Max said. “I
know MP judo, some karate, back-
of-the-barn dirty fighting, and the
school of the yawara.”

“You say you know how the Cat-
fish operates?”

“With Rebel charm laid on like
whipped cream, and the entire
Southern cast of Lec’s Lieuten-
ants,” Max said. “He sidlcs up to a
young female librarian, his teeth
all a-sparkle in a big smile, a-drip-
pin’ honey-dew. He tells her she’s
the prettiest little thing north of the
Panama Canal; says he needs a
card—new in the city, you know,
fresh up from the magnolia- belt—
and signs his application for a bor-
rower’s card with the name of a
Confederate general. After this
sweet-talkin’ buildup, no girl is go-

- ing to be so crass as to check the
Catfish’s references. By the time the
Library finds out his name’s a
phony, the Catfish has fattened up
his collection by half a dozen
books.”

“He’s taking personal revenge
for Appomattox,” McGrath mut-
tered. “Who's this eyewitness?”
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“Miss Barbara Jordan, one of our
librarians,” Max said. “She was one
of the Catfish’s carliest victims.
Miss Jordan is still sore about beipg
sugar-talked out of a batch of ex-
pensive books. If she’ll describe the
man who conned her to the police
artist over at the Burcau of Crimi-
nal Identification, I can gect a pic-
ture of him to flash around to po-
tential victims, I want this Cathsh,
Chief.”

“Barbara Jordan, ch?” McGrath
grunted. “I've watched you Sput-
nik-ing around that little redhead
of ours! Okay. Polish up your Sun-
day armor, Paladin. Tell the beau-
teous Barbara you're stalking her
false admirer, and I'll clear your use
of the police artist with BCL”

“Thanks, Chicf.”

“If you get hit on the head,”
McGrath said, “if you lose the
South Wing of the Library to the
Catfish, don’t come crying to me.
I'm giving you a weck, Max. After
that T'll try to persuade the F.B.I
he’s transported our Bookmobile
out of the state, and is a Dyer Act
violator. If J. Edgar’s lean-jawed -
bloodhounds can’t track the Cat-
fish down, we'll have to go back to
chiscling books on stones to big
and heavy to swipe. Now get go-
ing, Max, before my ulcer perfor-
ates from sheer chagrin.”

Max, baiting their date with a
pepperoni pizza, arranged a seance
between Barbara Jordan and the
Bureau of Criminal Identification’s
staff artist. Working with a soft
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pencil and a brick of art gum, the

BCI patrolman questioned Bar-
bara. First he determined the shape
of the Catfish’s face, then the plac-
ing of his eyes and nose, the purse
of his lips, the set of his ears. “His
earlobes stick straight out at the
sides like little wings,” Barbara re-
membered, “as though they'd been
bent out horizontal with a pair of
pliers.” The artist drew in the sus-
pect’s hair as she recalled it, and
sketched in the mustache which,
with the “Suthron” speech, had
given the Catfish his name.

Max had the artist produce two
versions of the final drawing, one
with the mustache, one without—
in case, Max said, the Catfish
should try to court anonymity by
recourse to his razor.

Barbara had photocapies made
of each of the two conceptions of
the Catfish on one of the Library’s
machines. With fifty copies of each
version tucked into his brief case,
Max began making the rounds of
the Library’s branches, the remain-
ing Bookmobiles, and the lending
libraries of the city.

The Catfish had presented him-
self under a roll call of names that
set the Stars and Bars streaming
again. He had been Kirby-Smith
and Earl Van Dorn, Loring and
Price and H. H. Sibley, Ewell and
Barron and John H. Morgan—
names to quicken any pulsc fed by
Southern blood, names that Max—
mere Yankee—recognized only by
constant reference to his Pocker
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History of the Late Rebellion.

In M.O. the Catfish was consist-
ent. He invariably approached im-
pressionable  girl librarians or
clerks. He was always gallant with
the grand gallantry of the antebel-
lum Old Catawba cavalier. And
he always left the premises with an
armload of books that those prem-
ises were never to see again.

Interrogating the damp-eyed,
heartsick girls and their grim male
supervisors, Max learned that the
Catfish had never disguised either
his appearance or his accent—a fact
not remarkable since these were his
most valuable larcenous assets. He
had supplied himself with a variety
of identifications—the names of
generals from Alabama to Tennes-
see on driver’s licenses, Social Secu-
rity cards, Diner’s Club and Carte
Blanche, gasoline courtesy cards
and department store Charga-
Plates. Once, Max was told, a Brax-
ton Bragg had presented as his bona
fides the photoinset ID wallet of an
F.B.1. agent. This, a Federal offense,
was not reported by Max. He want-
ed his Catfish gigged for stcaling
books, not for the post-mortem re-
cruitment of a Confederate general
into Union service.

One name, indisputably a mask
for the Catfish, stumped the index
of Max’s Pocket History of the Late
Rebellion. This was Richard G.
Gatling, he nom de crime under
which the bibliokleptomaniacal
Southerner had made off with
Jane’s Fighting Ships, the four-
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volume World of Mathematics
(boxed), and Hammeier’s Book
Collecting for Fun and Profi.

To identify the mysterious Mr.
Gatling, Max retired to the Main
Library, superbly situated as it was
for biographical research. He dis-
covered that Richard G. Gatling
had invented the famous gun that
made Indians obsolete, and that

" he’d been born in North Carolina.
“This is the first time the Catfish
has worn a civilian name,” Max
told Barbara. “Five to one his home
state is North Carolina.”

A request to call the office of the
Library Investigator should a man
matching the BCI sketch appear
was left, with a copy of the picture,
at each bookstore and Library
branch Max visited. A woman
called from a store the Catfish had
not yet tapped. “He was here,” she
said. “He had a bunch of books he
wanted to sell us; but when I said
I'd have to get the boss to price
them he just up and left. The nicest
man, he was—cant be the one
you’re after. Still, all his books have
Public Library stamps inside the
covers, and that’s a little suspicious,
isn’t it?”

Max hurried across the city to the
bookstore, Barbara accompanying

- him as technical adviser. The vol-
Jumes the Cathsh had abandoned,
some thirty of them, were in a card-
board beer carton. All were Main
Library books, as Barbara discov-
ered from the access numbers let-
tered on the card pockets, and
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they’d been stolen at various times
over the past two years. There was
Sexual Behavior in the American
Male, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Pey-
ton Place, Lolita, and My Gun Is
Quick. Seeming out of place in this
mass of science, art, and erotica was
the Federal Writers Project North
Carolina Guide. “These must have
been too rich for our boy’s blood,”
Barbara suggested. “Except for that
guidebook, they all have a pretty
randy reputation.”

“It’s the guidebook that interests
me most,” Max said. “Let’s go
drink some coffee.”

Thanking the girl in the book-
store for calling them, Max took
Barbara to the restaurant across the
street. He instructed the waitress
there to keep their coffee cups
filled, and opened the guidebook.
“These books didn’t fit the Cat-
fish’s collection,” Max said. “Maybe
it's as you say, Barb—maybe he
just doesn’t care for racy literature.
That doesn’t explain his getting rid
of this North Carolina Guide. It
looks as innocent as Mother
Goose.”

“Mother Goose was pretty rough
political satire, back in the middle
of the Sixteenth Century,” she said.

“The Catfish wouldnt know
that,” Max said, turning pages. “His
interests lie in the middle of the
Nineteenth. There’s something in
this book that bugged him as bad
as Kinsey, and I've got to find out
what it is.”

The clue, inconspicuous as a la-
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tent fingerprint, wasn't found till
three refills of coffee later. 649
pages thick, the North Carolina
Guide was filled with descriptions
of the famous Self-Kick-in-the-
Pants Machine (Croatan, Tour 15A
on US 70), directions to the grave-
stone of Seth Sothel, North Caro-
lina’s “most despised governor”
(Side Tour From Hertford), and
the history of the saloon in which
Mr. E. A. Poe is reputed (“an un-
supported legend”) to have com-
posed “The Raven.”

But it was the tiny town of Piney
that caught Max’s eye. “At 112 m.,”
said the guidebook, “is PINEY.
Once a mecca for those suffering
from asthma and hay fever, it later
shrank to a quict country village.
Here is SWEARINGEN HOUSE
(private), built by Covey Swearin-
gen in 1861-2. Federal Gen. Stone-
man was a guest here in 1865. Be-
cause of his cordial reception and
the fact that he allcgcdg' was in
love with a relative of the Swearin-
gens in California, the town of
Piney was spared the destruction
wreaked by thc Union Army on
much of the surrounding coun-
try.”

In the margin next to this histori-
cal sweetmeat, erased and smudged,
but still legible to the questing eye,
was an explosive notation: Al
lies!” ’

With Barbara serving as his typ-
ist, Max got off an airmail special-
delivery letter to the Piney paper,
listed in Ayer’s as the Piney Week-
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ly Welkin. In this letter Max con-
fessed an urge to learn something
of the doings in Pincy, and asked
especially whether the Editor knew
of a member of the Swearingen
clan currently resident in the big
city.

While waiting for an answer to
fly up from the Carolinas, Max
took the Catfish’s picture to auto-
motive paint shops, scarching for a
Bookmobile having the Library’s
name painted over. He had drawn
a dozen blanks when the word
came out of the South.

“Johnny B. Swearingen,” stated
the lady cditor of the Pincy Weekly
Welkin, “will be overjoyed to meet
so dedicated a friend of the Tarhecl
State as yourself, Mr. Holloway.
Mr. Swearingen’s address in your
city, should you choose to call on
him, is 121 Williams Street. I have
taken the liberty of enclosing a re-
cent copy of the Welkin. The article .
circled will tell you why our John-
ny B. (who is far too modest to
tell you himsclf!) is so loved by his
friends and neighbors back in
Piney. Yours most sincerely . . .”

The Weekly Welkin did indeed
explain why Mr. Swearingen—alias
the Catfish—was so loved in Piney,
and why he had been so busy with
his one-man book drive. “LOCAL
RESIDENT ESTABLISHES
FREE LIBRARY,” read the head.
In the body of the story it became
apparent that this local-boy-made-
good-in-the-big-city had sent home
over cight thousand books in the
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past two years, “both new books
and books from the surplus stock
of the Public Library of his adopted
city, all in the best of taste, pur-
chased by Mr. Swearingen for the
folks home in Piney,” the story
said. “The Johnny B. Swearingen
Free Public Library recently estab-
lished in the fine old Swearingen
House, stands as Piney’s proud
new beacon of culture.” An even
more exciting acquisition was
promised as a teaser: “Mr. Swear-
ingen promises that folks living
outside Piney will soon be able to
borrow books at their very door-
steps, thanks to a new gift made
possible by the munificence of
Piney’s native son, bearer of one of
the finest names of the South,
worthy upholder of the tradition of
Benjamin Franklin and Mr. An-
drew Carnegie.”

Max laid the enlightening Week-
ly Welkin - before Mr. McGrath.
“Looks like you've found him,
Max,” McGrath said. He picked
up his phone. “I'll get a policeman
to go with you to pick up the Cat-
fish.”

“Chief,” Max said, “I guess you've
done some fishing?”

“Some,” McGrath allowed.

“How’d you like it if you fought
the biggest fish in the lake to the
side of your boat, then some stran-
ger rowed up to snatch the rod out
of your hand?”

McGrath put the phone back
into its cradle. “Okay, Max. Gird
up your Black Belt and wade in.”
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Max took Barbara Jordan and a
copy- of Ellery Queen’s Mystery
Magazine along on his Catfish
gaff. 121 Williams Street proved to
be a brick block of apartments.
Max left Barbara in the Library’s
car and went into the lobby.
“Swearingen” was listed under a
mailbox with a fourth-floor num-
ber.

Max pressed the buzzer impa-
tiently, gripping his EOMM, which
he had twisted into a tight roll. No
reply. He turned and banged on
the Building Superintenent’s door
with the rolled-up magazine. The
Super, smelling richly of malt,
sulked to the door, which he
opened on the chain.

“Mr. Swearingen’s working,” he
said through the gap under the
chain. “He’s out earning his rent
money. Is that a crime?”

It developed, after Max had flat-
tered the tradition of private detec-
tion by parting with a five-dollar
bill, that the Catfish worked at a
used-car lot not far away. An apt
job, Max thought as he walked
back to his car, for a man blessed
with Johnny B.’s command of pi-
ratical patter. He told Barbara
where the Catfish trail was leading
them.

“What if he's armed, Max?” she
asked. “What if he’s got a gun?”

“So I'll take it away from him,”
Max said, feeling all of six feet tall.
“Don’t you fret your pretty head,
Honey-Chile.”

“Don’t josh me, Max Holloway,”
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Barbara said. “If you get yourself
shot dead, it'll spoil my whole en-
tire day.” She paused. “I mean that
seriously, Max. It would spoil my
whole, entire life.” .

“What is this strange power I
have over girl librarians?” Max
asked. “Maybe I should take up
book theft.”

The used-car lot where the Cat-
fish worked looked like a carnival
pitched in a town where the sheriff
was acquiescent. Oilcloth banners
were strung along wires and
flapped in the spring breeze. The
eye was embarrassed by the bril-
liance of the polished chrome and
the fresh-waxed bosoms of second-
hand chariots.

Max parked the unmarked Li-
brary car in the driveway. “You
stay here, Barb.”

He twisted his EQMM tight and
gripped it in his right hand, mak-
ing a compact cylinder, hard as a
mallet. It wasn’t a proper yawara
stick, but it would serve.

“Good mawnin’, sir,” the sales-
man said, walking up to the Li-
brary car. He held out his hand.
“My name is Johnny B. Swearin-
gen, but y'all can call me Johnny.”

“Max Holloway,” Max said, and
transferred his improvised weapon
to his left hand to shake with his
suspect.

“It's him!” Barbara whispered
hoarsely. “I mean, it’s hel”

“Looks like you an’ the little lady
got a pretty fair piece of tradin’
goods in that there old car of
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yourn,” the salesman said. “If
you're thinkin’ of stcppin’ up to a
livelier model, Mr. Holloway, you
picked a right smart time to do it. A
couple more weeks, when the new
cars come out, you wouldn’t have
yourselves a good down-payment.”

The Catfish fitted very nicely the
picture sketched by the BCI patrol-
man. The mustache was black and
precise, the earlobes pinched out
like miniature elbows. The man
was, all in all, as handsome as any
young librarian bored with books
could wish. “I really stopped by
about a problem I've got,” Max
said. “Of course, if you can give me
a good trade, I might talk cars.
Meanwhile, what I neced is some
advice on giving the old heap a
fresh paint job.”

“We got a paint shop right herc
on the premises,” the Catfish said.
“We might could help you with the
paintin’, but you'd be doin’ your-
self and that pretty 1i'l gal of yourn
a favor to pick up somethin’ a cou-
ple years younger, somethin’ with
enough perk and vinegar to really
stir the gravel.”

“Could I see your paint shop?”
Max asked.

“We're doin’ up a truck this min-
ute,” Swearingen said. “Step right
this way, Mr. Holloway. Bring the
Missus, if you think she wouldnt
mind botherin’ her pretty little nosc
with banana oil and polishin’ com-
pound.”

“Wait for me, Barbara,” Max
said. He followed Swearingen into
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the giant Quonset hut that served
as the paint shop.

The Library’s kidnaped Book-
mobile was baking, freshly scarlet,
under a tiara of enormous incan-
descent lamps. “Pretty, ain’t she?”
Swearingen asked. Max took note
of the cases of books—the Bookmo-
bile’s stolen stock—stacked up
against the walls. “Now, if'n you
want your ol’ car redone, I'll be
happy as a lark to have one of the
fellas here give you a right good
price. I'd be a mite happier, though,
if you'd let me show you and Mrs.
Holloway a spankin’ new set of
wheels. Give you a trade that'd
really be a steal.”

“That’s what I’'m here about,
Swearingen,” Max said. “A steal.”

““What in the world you talkin’
about?” the Catfish asked.

“About the Johnny B. Swearin-
gen Frece Public Library, down in
Piney, North Carolina.”

“You a policeman?” Swearingen
demanded.

“For the moment,” Max said. He
gripped his weapon tight and bent
his knees a bit to be ready against
any aggressive movements Swear-
ingen might make.

“You got to understand my
problem” the Catfish said. “Here 1
am, a man with the proudest name
in Piney, just a-sellin’ used cars.

- How in the world can I tell my

home-folks that I ain't the big shot
they want me to be? So I send 'em
a few books from time to time.
You got lots up here. Folks down
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home in Piney like to read, too.”

“Let’s go back to the scene of the
crime,” Max said. “My boss at the.
Library is looking forward to meet-
ing you, Catfish.”

A pint can of scarlet automobile
enamel, its cover loose, is a missile
with heavy and dramatic impact
when bounced off the peak of the
skull. Max, paint streaming over his
ears, sagged and fell to one knee,
then rallied up to jam his rolled
EQMM smack into Swearingen’s
nose. Max staggered behind the
book thief and fitted the rolled
magazine between the Catfish’s
legs in the inelegant but functional
yawara stick come-along.

Barbara, standing at the entrance
of the paint shop in clear defance
of Max’s orders, screamed. “He’s
killed you!”

“Not entirely,” Max said. “Most
of this blood-looking stuff is red
paint.” He bowed Swearingen
back and marched him out to the
car.

The Catfish shook his head.
“Folks back home sure were a-look-
in’ forward to gettin’ that there
Bookmobile.”

“This will stand as the darkest
day in Piney since General Stone-
man sat down to supper,” Max
said.

“That story,” the Cathsh said,
“isa dirty Yankee lie!”

Mr. McGrath accompanied Max,
Barbara, and the Catfish to the pre-
cinct station nearest the Library.
“Max,” he said, after Swearingen

THE CATFISH
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by the address she had given him.
It was the old Judge Groler place—
a gaunt, two-story frame eyesore,
overgrown with weeds and sur-
rounded by sagging weathered
fences—a relic of the past in a neigh-
borhood of low-priced contempo-
rary homes. Now and then an artist
or somc nurses or a young working
couple would rent it for brief pe-
riods, and then move on.

The Chief had heard that it had
been rented again about six months
ago. But he had no knowledge of
the present occupant, Mrs. Grant.

He pictured her as a thin, quav-
ery little lady, with a watch pinned
on a flat satin bosom. Which was
ridiculous, of course—cven little old
ladies didn’t pin watches on their
bosoms any more. Didn’t wear sat-
in, either. Still, he had a picture of
just such a woman.

He rather hoped the picture was
fairly accurate. An old woman with
hallucinations about something se-
rious happening in Lindenville
would put the affair in its proper
perspective. Nothing serious ever
happened in Lindenville.

He pulled up across the street
from the Groler place, got out, and
strolled across the strect. Nobody no-
ticed him. On this street the people
—except, perhaps, the new tenant
of the Groler place—liked their pri-
vacy, and landscaped their grounds
carefully so that the houses, each
set well back from the street, were
all but invisible from the street
and from each other.
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The Chief climbed the old stone
steps to the terraced front yard that
was overrun with parched brown
grass, climbed some wooden steps,
and found, a little to his surprise,
a doorbell. He had half expected
an old-fashioned knocker.

The woman who answered the
door was ncither little nor old nor
quavery. She was of a nice height,
an intermediate age, and possessed
of a straight, firm, and pleasantly
rounded figure. Her hair had a few
touches of gray, but was mostly
brown; and her face had a few
lines but was mostly smooth. Her
eyes were blue and clear, her
mouth pleasant. She wore a house-
dress that was simple, inexpensive,
and in good taste.

“Mrs. Grant? I'm Chief Bran-
don.” :

“Thank you for coming so
promptly.”

He allowed himself to be let in-
side.

She said, “I'm probably a fool.”
She smiled uncertainly. “I've been
debating this with mysclf for three
days. I didn’t want to get involved
—to start something that might

. ." She shook her head, pressed
her lips together, and a vertical
line appeared in her smooth fore-
head. “But after last night . ..”

They were standing in the old,
dark sitting room. Brandon made
a move toward a chair, but stood by
it, waiting for her to sit down.
But she said, “Would you mind if
we go up to the bedroom?” She
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said, “Once or twice, from the win-
dow, when they were in the back
yard, with him working with the
rake or the lawn mower, and she
sitting in the deckchair, supervising

. once or twice, when she wasn’t
watching him, I saw him look at
her...”

“Yes?”

Her eyes had become wide and
bright.

“He didn*t like her, Chief Bran-
don. He didn’t like her at all. I
could tell—by the expression on his
face.”

After a few moments the Chief
said, “You mentioned something
about last night. Did something
special happen last night?”

“Last night I woke up—it was
about 11:00. There was moonlight,
you remember. I don’t know what
woke me—some sound or other. I
went to the window. I saw Mr.
Colfax standing there, at the back
of the yard, by the unplanted low-
erbed. He had a shovel in his hands.

“He just stood there—gjite a long
time, leaning on the shovel. Then
he put the shovel in the earth and
turned a little of the earth. Then he
just stood there again. And finally
he went back to the house.”

She got up and went to the win-
dow. “That’s how he sits, every
. day. With his liquor. Looking out
towards the flowerbed.”

She sat down again on the bed
and her body slumped. Again her
slim fingers began to make a mean-
ingless pattern on the cloth.
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Brandon got up and stared down
at the man in the deckchair. As the
Chief watched, the man’s hand
dropped down to the glass beside
him and raised the glass to his lips.

The Chief said, “They might
have had an argument. She might
have gone away for a while.”

“Of course.”

“Visiting relatives,” he said. “A
vacation, a shopping trip—could be
anything.” He sighed and turned
from the window. “About eight
years ago there was a homicide in
Lindenville. A man got clubbed
with a bottle, down in the section
where the railroad workers live . .
I'm not used to investigating seri-
ous crime.”

He rubbed his jaw a moment.
Then he said, a touch of briskness
in his voice, “There’s no need to go
off half cocked. We won’t assume
anything yet. I'll make some quiet
inquiries. The chances are that we’ll
find it’s all perfectly ordinary. After
all, this 7s Lindenville.” ,

She went down the stairs with
him and to the front door. He said,
“Don't say anything, of course. I'll
let you know.”

Mrs. Grant watched him get into
his car. Then she shut the door.
She felt on the verge of trembling.
At the same time, a great relief
flowed through her. The thing had
been done. One couldn’ just pas-
sively wait, and let things happen
as they would. One had to act.
Whether rightly or wrongly, one
had toact.
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Now it was out of her hands.
Whatever the outcome, she had
done what she felt was the right
thing to do.

He did some investigating. He
was discreet. He checked with the

local credit office, the bank, the.

leading insurance agent. He found
that George Colfax was a stable
- man, quite well off financially, re-
tired, formerly the owner of an
apartment house in another city. He
had come to Lindenville seven
years before. He and his wife were
adequately, not spectacularly, in-
sured. A quiet man, and not a mem-
ber of any local clubs or organiza-
tions. But his wife, Ella, was a
member of the book-discussion
group, a gardening club, and several
other clubs for women.

He learned that she had missed
her gardening club meeting the past
two weeks, and that she had been
scheduled to make a report at her
book-club meeting last Thursday;
but she had not appeared, or tcle-
phoned any excuse.

The president of this club told
the Chief, “I called her husband. He
said she was out of town, on a vis-
lt.”

“Did he say where?”

“No. I didn’t ask him. He sound-
ed, uh . . . ill.”

“And you haven’t heard from her
since?”

“No.”

No one, it seemed, had heard from
her since. )

He called on some people who
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were acquainted with her through
the clubs. He gathered the impres-
sion of an opinionated, unpopular
woman. Proud of her intellect, al-
though it was run-of-the-mill. Snug
in her comfortable home. Devoted
to her dog, which was called Mitzi.
Punctual at meetings, orderly in
her routines. In all, not the type of
woman who would vanish sudden-
ly without word.

Brandon got into his car, and
drove to the Colfax house. He was
filled with gloomy forebodings.
This could be a mess. A murder
in a barroom was one thing, but
here you had people with money
and position. Make a false step, a
false assumption, and your whole
placid, peaceful world could go
belly-up.

He parked in Colfax’s driveway,
went up to the redwood and brick-
veneer house, and rang the bell.

It was about 3:00 in the after-
noon.

He waited quite a while, rang
again, then heard a back door slam,
and heard footsteps. The door
opened a foot, and the blotched,
whiskered face of George Colfax
hung in the doorway, with bleary
eyes staring at him. A reek of
whiskey and stale food breathed
into his face.

“Mr. Colfax?”

“Whuh is it?”

The Chief produced his card.
“I'm the Chief of Police.” He
watched Colfax’s face. Colfax’s red-
streaked cyces stared at the card, and
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his tongue came out and flicked
over his lips. The Chief said,
“There’s been an accident. I'm in-
vestigating it. Is your wife at
home?”

“My wife?”

“It’s thought that she might be a
witness to the accident.” The
Chief’s voice was butter-smooth.
“A woman was seen near the acci-
dent, walking a white dog. Some-
one thought it might be Mrs. Col-
fax. Is she at home?”

“NO."

“Well—when will she be?”

Colfax rubbed a hand along his
chin. It was a thin, splotched hand,
but it looked muscular somehow;
and somehow, despite his drooping,
middle-age figure, he looked as if
he could be muscular. Muscular
enough, anyway . . . Brandon
gazed at him suddenly, sharply,
and saw something that looked like
bright fear in his eyes.

_ “She’s gone on a visit. A vacation.
She’s been gone a couple of weeks.
So she couldn’t have been the wom-
an.” He started to close the door.

The Chief grasped the handle and

said quickly, “Just for the record,

so we can write it off, you under-
stand—where can I reach her?”

He had a pad out. Colfax looked
at the pad. His loose mouth
twitched into something of a grim-
ace. “I don’ know the address. Ho-
tel or something. In Chicago. She
was going to write me later, the ad-
dress.”

“Has she?”
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“What? No. Not yet.”

“And it’s been two weeks?”

“That’s right. Almost two weeks.”

“The dog,” said Brandon. “Did
she take the dog with her?”

“Thedog? Yes,she . .. Yes.”

“Well . . . when she writes, will
you let me know? It's quite impor-
tant.”

Colfax took the card the Chief
handed him, looked at it blankly,
then muttered “Aw right,” and shut
the door.

The Chief drove off. He cruised
around the block. He parked in
front of the Groler place, out of
sight of Mr. Colfax’s windows. He
went up on the sagging porch and
rang the bell.

He said to Mrs. Grant, as they
went up to her bedroom, “He’s all
nerves and fright. He's saturating
himself with liquor. I got a look
over his shoulder, into the living
room, and it’s a mess—bottles, glass-
es, cigarette butts, dirty plates—the
place reeks.”

He stood at the bedroom win-
dow. Colfax emerged from his back
door, a highball glass in his hand,
crossed the lawn, and dropped into
his deckchair. He said, “Can we sit
here tonight?”

‘(Wc?”

“A couple of my men. They’ll
watch the yard. Maybe he’ll come
out again, with his shovel. Maybe
tonight he’ll get up the nerve to try
to move it.”

“Move it?" she asked.

“Maybe,” the Chief said.
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It was after eleven o'clock that
night. They sat in the dark bed-
room—the Chief in his blue suit
and his two young men, wearing
jeans and old shirts. There were
shovels in the car that they had qui-
ctly parked near the house. The
Chief sat in a chair pulled up to the
window. One of the young men sat
on the foot of the bed. The other
sat across the room and smoked a
cigarette. .

Moonlight fell on the garden
next door, and the empty cans and
bottles made bright highlights in
the grass.

Mrs. Grant opened the door,
closed it behind her, and came to
the men with a pot of coffee and
some cups-on a tray. Her face was
a splash of white in the dark room.

The man sitting on the bed said,
“Maybe he won’t come tonight.”

The Chief grunted. He drank
coffee, and stared out into the yard.

Mrs. Grant left the bedroom,
went downstairs to the kitchen,
and set the coffee-tray down. Her
slim hands were shaking a little. She
lit a cigarette and breathed in the
smoke. The bite of it steadied her.

She went into the parlor and
looked at herself in the mirror over
the mantel. Her eyes were bright,
and her skin had a sheen on it. She
passed her hands over her eyes and
sighed deeply. She was afraid. She
had started something, because she
had felt she had to take action—
now she wondered how it was all
going to end . . .
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In the house next door the
stooped, seedy-looking man sat at
his kitchen table, and now and then
he sipped at the cup of coffee in
front of him. He was wearing a
leather jacket and a worn felt hat.
His eyes looked like glittering bits
of glass in his drawn, stubbled face.

He looked at the clock above the
sink—the hands pointed to 11:30.
He gave a quivering sigh, finished
the coffee, and got up. He opened a
side door of the kitchen and went
into the garage. He. got a shovel
from its place against the wall. He
opened the back door of the garage
and stepped across the patio to the
lawn. He shambled across the lawn
toward the unplanted bed of carth
at the rear fence . . .

They watched him dig.

Mrs. Grant said,. “That’s just
what he did last night.”

The Chief said, “We'd better
move in on him.”

“They went out of the room, the
Chief and his two young men. Mrs.
Grant remained at the window.

Suddenly the policemen were in
the yard, striding across the grass
toward him. Colfax whirled, stared
at them. Mrs. Grant saw the Chief
march up to him. They talked
briefly. Colfax appeared bewildered.
He laid down his shovel, put his
hands on his hips, then spread
them, gesturing, arguing.

At length he stood aside, and his
long body scemed to hang limply
from the two drooping shoulders


















