































































































door, 1 ripped the telephone wires
out and locked them in the small
office. I ran across the gym, praying
that it would be Rita. I flung the
door open.

“Carole!”

She ran in and threw her arms
around me. “Frank,” she said kiss-
ing me, “Oh darling, 1 have won-
derful news. Here sit down,” she
led me to a chair. “Frank . . .” she
kissed me again.

“Where did you go, Carole?”

“I went to see my father. His
business hasn’t been doing very
well, he needs moncy badly. I found
out who the sccond bencficiary is
yesterday. I'm ashamed to admit it,
but I thought perhaps it was father
who had Francoise killed by mis-
take. But I had to ask him for your
sake, Frank. He swore he had
nothing to do with it.”

“Your father is the second bene-
fciary?”

“No, Frank, not myv father, 1
am.”

“You, Carole?”

“Yes,” tears were strcaming
down her checks. She took an en-
velope from her handbag, “I re-
ceived a copy of the will in the mail
yesterday. I wanted to tell you about
it, but I didn’t dare, I was so afraid
my father was involved, that’s why
[ didn't tell you. You'’re not angry,
are you?”

I looked at the will, it was in
Dutch, but I recognized Carole’s
name about half-way through. “No,
I’'m not angry at you,” I said slip-
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ping the will in my pocket. “As a
matter of fact, I sort of have a con-
fession to make too.”

“I don't understand.”

“You see, Carole, ever since you
started helping me I had a vague
feeling you were really with the
killers. I know it was wrong. I
should have trusted you all the
way.”

“Oh, Frank,” she kissed me, “you
poor darling.”

“Come on,” I said getting up, “I
want you to meet Rita’s friends.”

We went over to the small office,
I unlocked the door, “Carole, this is
Doctor Pujet and tAis is Bertha,” 1
pointed to the prostitute.

“Bertha!” she exclaimed,
that’s Rita!”

And the cat was out of the bag.

* % %

“I've known both Rita and Ber-
tha for years,” I insisted, “And this
is Bertha.”

“That’s the girl who came to my
apartment yesterday morning when
you were here at the gym. Oh, I
think little Carole’s been made a
fool of.”

“We've both been made fools of.”
I went up to the prostitute. “You
went to the bank this morning, not
to meet Rita, but to impersonate
her.” Bertha kept her mouth
clamped. “Didn’t you?”

She stared past me. “Yes,” she
finally sighed.

“Is Rita dead?” I asked her.

“I don't know,” she answered.

[ grabbed Pujet. “Is she dead?”
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I didn’t like it. There had to be
some other line of thought. There
wasn’t.

I wanted to forget the whole
thing, go back to my regular way
life, perhaps even call Joyce. I was
afraid. But, I couldn’t give up. The
idea of walking out, not knowing
one way or the other about Linda
was for some other man, not me.

Still no reply from Mexico.

I had time on my hands and 1
had little time to do anything. I had
conclusions about a murder and I
had no evidence. I had guesses
turning into doubts about a wom-

an.
I needed a drink.

The man sitting at the far end of
the bar joined me after a drink or
two. In the afternoons, Frascati’s
on Sunset can sometimes be empty.
This was one of the times.

He introduced himself. He was a
salesman winding up what had
been a good week in Los Angeles.
His home was in Fresno. “C’'mon,”
he asked, “let me buy you a couple
of drinks.”

I was going to argue but changed
my mind. He told good stories. He
also bought the next and the next.
I was in debt to him for three; so
proceeded to pay him off. By this
time, the supper crowd had tripped
in and Frascati’s was buzzing. So
was L.

He suggested going up the Strip
and doing some bar hopping. Why
not? I followed him out to the
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parking lot and slipped into his car.
We turned right and headed west
on Sunset. In five minutes, we were
turning left into the parking lot of
the Crescendo. The chatter was
lively.

We found a spot near the middle
of the bar and ordered. Two drinks
later, we were back in his car. To-
ward the end of the second drink,
he had began asking what I did for
a living. I explained and he kidded
me about the celebrities I've called
on. Gradually, he continued quiz-
zing me until somehow or other,
the conversation led around to Oli-
ver Crawford.

He asked me what I knew of him
and I balked. My inquisitive friend
explained he had always been a fan
of Crawford and so was naturally
interested. '

I was becoming nettled as we
travelled into Beverly Hills. “Hey,”
I growled, “thought we were going
to the Rondelet.”

“Thought of a new place,” he an-
swered. “Go on, tell me more about
Crawford.”

“There’s nothing to tell, I hardly
knew the man.”

“You wrote a story on him, didnt
you?”

“I was going to. Let’s change it.”

We drove in silence for a few
more blocks. “Okay,” I warned.
“We've gone far enough. Suppose
we go back—"

“There’s this little joint in Santa
Monica I want to show you.”

“Some other time.”
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Thursday Bill had wrapped up my
job. T would start in two weeks at
a guaranteced minimum, plus the
usual gravy that accrues to such
jobs.

I tried spending the days in town
to stay away {from Shari. But Pratts-
ville was small and midwestern,
and I was bored in three days.
Then T tried my luck at fishing,
but that wore off too. Actually I
was hurung for Shari, so much
that I resented any activity that
kept us apart.

It became more and more difh-
cult to hide my feelings from Bill.
Evenings, I tried to cover them
with a suff formality towards
Shari. I scemed to get away with it,
for Bill scemed as friendly as ever.
But something had to give in a sit-
uation like that.

Something did, the following
week. On Wednesday Bill was
called to Chicago on a matter of oil-
holdings. He would return the next
day. I tried to be casual as I offered
to take a room at the hotel. How-
ever I suppose I sounded guilty,
because Bill glanced at me sharply.

“Are you kidding, Frank!”

“I just thought it would look bet-
ter. You know—small town and
all—people might gossip.”

“You know me better than that.
I don’t care a damn about gossip.
You don’t trust yourself here—is
that it, Frank? Because of Shari, I
mean?”

“Dammit to hell, Bill, T don’t
mcan that at all.”

Q0

“Then forget about the hotel.
You sound like a prude.”

So that’s how it began. Shari and
I waited for nightfall, too keyed up
to talk. Both of us knew, neither
of us mentioned it. After dinner,
we took brandy with our coffec and
watched TV. Carefully we stayed
downstairs until the station signed
off. My mouth was dry when she
started upstairs. At the top of the
staircase she turned and waited.

Neither of us spoke. I stumbled
to the top and reached out to take
her. She came willingly, her breath
already quickened into little quiv-
ering gasps. As we pressed together
I sought out the moist warm lips.
Finally she drew me to her bed-
room at the end of the long hall.

That was a night of alternating
passion and tenderness, more com-
plete and fulfilling than any I had
known. Near daybreak we slept.
When I awoke it was noon.

Remorse hit me then. Except for
the slow breathing of Shari, the
house was still. T stole from her
bed and sat alone downstairs, soak-
ing up scotch and dreading Bill’s
return. When he finally arrived, in
late afternoon, I was so full of guilt
that I nearly turned and fled as he
came through the door. Yet he gave
no sign of suspecting anything at
all.

Daily my behavior became more
formal and forced. I treated Shari
with a stiffness that should have
been obvious. Yet Bill seemed to
sense nothing.
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binocs in my shirt and crawled
over the cdge of the ridge and
stayed down until I reached the
punp by the fence corner post. The
pump squcaked loud as T filled the
trough. and the hogs running up
added to a sudden noise. 1
watched the dark clouds sailing
closer, watched the barn too. Then
my hand froze on the pump han-
dle. Coming down the road was
the headlights of a car. It was the
Chevy and it turned into the drive-
way beyond the house. A sccond
car screeched 1o a stop at Hatchis’s
place. Damn! Charlie had made
the trip fast, and the other car was
probably the sheriff. Well, that was
the way I had wanted it, but now 1
wasn’t so sure.

I decided to hell with the moon
light and hurried up the lane. stay-
ing close to the fence. When I was
halfway to the barn the blackness
came swiftly over me, then the
barn and the door-yard beyond, and
I raced with it to the edge of the
alley-way. 1 had to hold down my
hard breathing to listen for Hatchis.
I felt a chill of fear in me and 1
thought: This is crazy! Damn this
is crazy. He wants to kil you—kil!
you with a shotgun. And he could
be an arm’s length away, just inside
the big open alley-way door. Or
maybe I figured wrong. Maybe he's
outside the barn, in a shadow and
looking right at me. But the only
shadow nearby was the one I was
in. The sky seemed almost blinding
bright. On the other side of the
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barn I could hear the horses stamp-
ing and rubbing their noses on the
barn. They wanted to get into their
corn and hay.

Hatchis was in the barn—but was
he just inside the black alley-way?
Or up in the loft? I figured the loft,
because he was smart enough to
know that up therc he had me sure.
He knew I was bound to come in
the barn for choring, and he’d have
a perfect shot from the hole above
the ladder to the loft. Anyway
that’s the way it looked. There was
only one sure way to find out as
fast as it had to be now.

I walked inside, into the dark-
ness. and threw some hay in the
mangers. Then I waited, and in
the stillness 1 heard the shotgun
cacked. Yep, he was up there again.

“Hatchis,” 1 said, “that’s cither
you or some rats up there and I
don't allow neither one in my barn.
Now you come down, or as soon as
I'm through hayin’ the horses I'm
coming up after you. You hear
that?"

Silence.

Naturally, I had no intention of
sticking my head up in that loft.
That or getting right under the loft
ladder hole would be the short end
of it. So I decided to fox him—
and at the same time set a pitch-
fork trap that would solve my
problem of how to get rid of
Hatchis. He'd kill hisself!

I found the pitch fork and eased
over to the ladder. The ladder was
about in the middle of the barn and
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the road, no more having her sneak
to me as she did the last week.
Only a few days it had been! But
it seemed like weeks, just as Hatch-
is had tried to make out—when
he'd called her a tramp and beat her
and kicked her there in that tender
place. Well there'd be no more
Hatchis, and 1 fclt good about that.

And Charlie would help, so it
looked like he understood better
now—that just going, to fetch Myr-
na back from the motel he got to
know her a little better and real-
ized she was reallv cood and worth
getting rid of Hatchis.

When 1 thought Charlie was in
place at the hay mow door, T went
back to the manger and crawled up
behind the ladder. “Hatchis!” 1
yelled. “I said get out of there or
I'm comin’="

The  shotgun  blast  roared
through the whole barn and red
light flashed across the square

above me. Then I heard footsteps
and Charlie swearing. “That’s for
the beatings, Hatchis, and the filthy
bruise on her . . .”

The word struck my brain like
the gunshot all over again. He
hadn’t meant to say it ... the
bruise . . . the filthy bruise, Myr-
na's blacked scabbed sore . . . where
only I could have seen it. How and
Charlie, my kid brother . . .

“Quick, 1 think I killed him.”

I saw it: Charlie and Myrpa . . .

at the motel. My brother . . . God,
it was a lie! Like Hatchis lied when
he said she’d been sneaking over
here for weeks. He said he thought
it was my brother . . . and now—

“Hollis—you all right? Where
areyou?r”

Charlie wanted Hatchis and me
o kill each other . . . was it Mys-
na, too? Together, Charlie and
Myrna planned this together . .
No! Godammuit, no! There had to
be some other reason. He's my
brother—he knows I love Myrna.
She just told him about the bruise.
She told him . . .

“What'll 1 do, Hollis?”

“I'm comin’ up.” I took two steps
up the back side of the ladder when
the 410 exploded and sent its shot
decp into the top bale of hay,
knocking it off the tines to the
floor.

“No—no! Charlie, don’t!" I tried
to yell, but it came out a terrible
groan just like T had planned for
Hatchis.

He plunged down a few inches
in front of me. The scream ripped
through me and I felt the sharp
tines tear into his body and 1 dou-
bled up from the pain.

In a licle while T heard people
coming—the sheriff, the Baily boys
and Myrna. I climbed down and
found the end of the broken han-
dle. I got the pitchfork out before
they came with the lights.
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