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  Chapter One




  The little guy’s face was a bloody mess. Between the puffballs of blue-black flesh that used to be eyelids, the dull gleam of shock-deadened pupils watched Dilwick

  uncomprehendingly. His lips were swollen things of lacerated skin, with slow trickles of blood making crooked paths from the corners of his mouth through the stubble of a beard to his chin,

  dripping onto a stained shirt.




  Dilwick stood just outside the glare of the lamp, dangling like the Sword of Damocles over the guy’s head. He was sweating too. His shirt clung to the meaty expanse of his back, the collar

  wilted into wrinkles around his huge neck. He pushed his beefy hand further into the leather glove and swung. The solid smack of his open hand on the little guy’s jaw was nasty. His chair

  went over backward and his head cracked against the concrete floor of the room like a ripe melon. Dilwick put his hands on his hips and glared down at the caricature that once was human.




  “Take him out and clean ’im up. Then get ’im back here.” Two other cops came out of the darkness and righted the chair. One yanked the guy to his feet and dragged him to

  the door.




  Lord, how I hated their guts. Grown men, they were supposed to be. Four of them in there taking turns pounding a confession from a guy who had nothing to say. And I had to watch it.




  It was supposed to be a warning to me. Be careful, it said, when you try to withhold information from Dilwick you’re looking for a broken skull. Take a look at this guy for example, then

  spill what you know and stick around so I, the Great Dilwick, can get at you when I want you.




  I worked up a husky mouthful of saliva and spat it as close to his feet as I could. The fat cop spun on his heel and let his lips fold back over his teeth in a sneer. “You gettin’

  snotty, Hammer?”




  I stayed slouched in my seat. “Any way you call it, Dilwick,” I said insolently. “Just sitting here thinking.”




  Big stuff gave me a dirty grimace. “Thinking . . . you?”




  “Yeah. Thinking what you’d look like the next day if you tried that stuff on me.”




  The two cops dragging the little guy out stopped dead still. The other one washing the bloodstains from the seat quit swishing the brush over the wicker and held his breath. Nobody ever spoke

  that way to Dilwick. Nobody from the biggest politician in the state to the hardest apple that ever stepped out of a pen. Nobody ever did because Dilwick would cut them up into fine pieces with his

  bare hands and enjoy it. That was Dilwick, the dirtiest, roughest cop who ever walked a beat or swung a nightstick over a skull. Crude, he was. Crude, hard and dirty and afraid of nothing.

  He’d sooner draw blood from a face than eat and everybody knew it. That’s why nobody ever spoke to him that way. That is, nobody except me.




  Because I’m the same way myself.




  Dilwick let out his breath with a rush. The next second he was reaching down for me, but I never gave him the chance to hook his hairy paws in my shirt. I stood up in front of him and sneered in

  his face. Dilwick was too damn big to be used to meeting guys eye to eye. He liked to look down at them. Not this time.




  “What do you think you’ll do?” he snarled.




  “Try me and see,” I said.




  I saw his shoulder go back and didn’t wait. My knee came up and landed in his groin with a sickening smash. When he doubled over my fist caught him in the mouth and I felt his teeth pop.

  His face was starting to turn blue by the time he hit the floor. One cop dropped the little guy and went for his gun.




  “Cut it, stupid,” I said, “before I blow your goddamn head off. I still got my rod.” He let his hand fall back to his side. I turned and walked out of the room. None of

  them tried to stop me.




  Upstairs I passed the desk sergeant still bent over his paper. He looked up in time to see me and let his hand snake under the desk. Right then I had my own hand six inches from my armpit

  practically inviting him to call me. Maybe he had a family at home. He brought his hand up on top of the desk where I could see it. I’ve seen eyes like his peering out of a rathole when there

  was a cat in the room. He still had enough I AM THE LAW in him to bluster it out.




  “Did Dilwick release you?” he demanded.




  I snatched the paper from his hand and threw it to the floor, trying to hold my temper. “Dilwick didn’t release me,” I told him. “He’s downstairs vomiting his guts

  out the same way you’ll be doing if you pull a deal like that again. Dilwick doesn’t want me. He just wanted me to sit in on a cellar séance in legal torture to show me

  how tough he is. I wasn’t impressed. But get this, I came to Sidon to legally represent a client who used his one phone call on arrest to contact me, not to be intimidated by a fat louse that

  was kicked off the New York force and bought his way into the cops in this hick town just to use his position for a rake-off.”




  The sergeant started to interrupt, licking his loose lips nervously, but I cut him short. “Furthermore, I’m going to give you just one hour to get Billy Parks out of here and back to

  his house. If you don’t,” and I said it slowly, “I’m going to call the State’s Attorney and drop this affair in his lap. After that I’ll come back here and mash

  your damn face to a pulp. Understand now? No habeas corpus, no nothing. Just get him out of here.”




  For a cop he stunk. His lower lip was trembling with fear. I pushed my hat on the back of my head and stamped out of the station house. My heap was parked across the street and I got in and

  turned it over. Damn, I was mad.




  Billy Parks, just a nice little ex-con trying to go straight, but do you think the law would help him out? Hell no. Let one thing off-color pop up and they drag him in to get his brains kicked

  out because he had a record. Sure, he put in three semesters in the college on the Hudson, and he wasn’t too anxious to do anything that would put him in his senior year where it took a

  lifetime to matriculate. Ever since he wrangled that chauffeur’s job from Rudolph York I hadn’t heard from him . . . until now, after York’s little genius of a son had been

  snatched.




  Rain started to spatter against the windshield when I turned into the drive. The headlights picked out the roadway and I followed it up to the house. Every light in the place was on as if the

  occupants were afraid a dark corner might conceal some unseen terror.




  It was a big place, a product of wealth and good engineering, but in spite of its stately appearance and wrought-iron gates, somebody had managed to sneak in, grab the kid and beat it. Hell, the

  kid was perfect snatch bait. He was more than a son to his father, he was the result of a fourteen-year experiment. Then, that’s what he got for bringing the kid up to be a genius. I bet

  he’d shell out plenty of his millions to see him safe and sound.




  The front door was answered by one of those tailored flunkies who must always count up to fifty before they open up. He gave me a curt nod and allowed me to come in out of the rain anyway.




  “I’m Mike Hammer,” I said, handing him a card. “I’d like to see your boss. And right away,” I added.




  The flunky barely glanced at the pasteboard. “I’m awfully sorry, sir, but Mr. York is temporarily indisposed.”




  When I shoved a cigarette in my mouth and lit it I said, “You tell him it’s about his kid. He’ll un-indispose himself in a hurry.”




  I guess I might as well have told him I wanted a ransom payment right then the way he looked at me. I’ve been taken for a lot of things in my life, but this was the first for a snatch

  artist. He started to stutter, swallowed, then waved his hand in the general direction of the living room. I followed him in.




  Have you ever seen a pack of alley cats all set for a midnight brawl when something interrupts them? They spin on a dime with the hair still up their backs and watch the intruder through hostile

  eye slits as though they were ready to tear him so they could continue their own fight. An intense, watchful stare of mutual hate and fear.




  That’s what I ran into, only instead of cats it was people. Their expressions were the same. A few had been sitting, others stopped their quiet pacing and stood poised, ready. A tableau of

  hate. I looked at them only long enough to make a mental count of a round dozen and tab them as a group of ghouls whose morals had been eaten into by dry rot a long time.




  Rudolph York was slumped in a chair gazing blankly into an empty fireplace. The photos in the rags always showed him to be a big man, but he was small and tired-looking this night. He kept

  muttering to himself, but I couldn’t hear him. The butler handed him my card. He took it, not bothering to look at it.




  “A Mr. Hammer, sir.”




  No answer.




  “It . . . It’s about Master Ruston, sir.”




  Rudolph York came to life. His head jerked around and he looked at me with eyes that spat fire. Very slowly he came to his feet, his hands trembling. “Have you got him?”




  Two boys who might have been good-looking if it weren’t for the nightclub pallor and the squeegy skin came out of a settee together. One had his fists balled up, the other plunked his

  highball glass on a coffee table. They came at me together. Saps. All I had to do was look over my shoulder and let them see what was on my face and they called it quits outside of swinging

  distance.




  I turned my attention back to Rudolph York. “No.”




  “Then what do you want?”




  “Look at my card.”




  He read, “Michael Hammer, Private Investigator,” very slowly, then crushed the card in his hand. The contortions in his face were weird. He breathed silent, unspeakable words through

  tight lips, afraid to let himself be heard. One look at the butler and the flunky withdrew quietly, then he turned back to me. “How did you find out about this?” he charged.




  I didn’t like this guy. As brilliant a scientist as he might be, as wealthy and important, I still didn’t like him. I blew a cloud of smoke in his direction. “Not hard,”

  I answered, “not hard at all. I got a telephone call.”




  He kept beating his fist into an open palm. “I don’t want the police involved, do you hear! This is a private matter.”




  “Cool off, doc. I’m not the police. However, if you try to keep me out of this I’ll buzz one of the papers, then your privacy will really be shot to hell.”




  “Whom do you represent?” he asked coldly.




  “Your chauffeur, Billy Parks.”




  “So?”




  “So I’d like to know why you put the finger on him when you found out your kid was missing. I’d like to know why you let them mangle him without a formal charge even being

  lodged, and why you’re keeping all this under your hat. And by damn you better start speaking and pretty loud at that.”




  “Please, Mr. Hammer.”




  A hand hit my shoulder and spun me, another came up from the side and cracked across my face. The punk said, “How dare you talk to Uncle like that!”




  I let him get it out then backhanded him across the mouth with all I had. This time the other one grabbed my coat. He got a short jab in the ribs that bent him over, then the palm of my hand

  across his puss that straightened him up again. I shoved him away and got the punk’s tie in my hand. When I was breathing in his face I twisted on the tie until the blue started running up

  his neck, then I smacked him on each side of that whisky-sodden face until my hand hurt. When I dropped him he lay on the floor crying, trying to cover his face with his hands.




  I spoke to the general assembly rather than to him. “In case anyone else has ideas like that, he’d better have more in his hands than a whisky glass.”




  York hadn’t missed a trick. He looked old again. The fire left his eyes and he groped for the arm of his chair. York was having a pretty rough time of it, but after having seen Billy I

  didn’t feel sorry for him.




  I threw my butt in the fireplace and parked in the chair opposite him. He didn’t need any prompting. “Ruston was not in his bed in the morning. It had been slept in, but he was not

  there. We searched the house and the grounds for him, but found no trace of his presence. I must have become excited. The first thing that entered my head was that I had an ex-convict in my employ.

  I called the local police and reported what had taken place. They led Parks away. I’ve since regretted the incident.”




  “I imagine,” I remarked dryly. “How much is it costing you to keep this quiet?”




  He shuddered. “Nothing. I did offer them a reward if they could locate Ruston.”




  “Oh, swell. Great. That’s all they needed. Cripes, you got a brain like a fly!” His eyes widened at that. “These local jokers aren’t cops. Sure, they’d be

  quiet, who wouldn’t? Do you think they’d split the kind of reward money you’d be offering if they could help it?”




  I felt like rapping him in the teeth. “Throwing Billy to the wolves was stupid. Suppose he was an ex-con. With three convictions to his credit he wasn’t likely to stick his neck out

  for that offence. He’d be the first suspect as it was. Damn, I’d angle for Dilwick before I would Billy. He’s more the type.”




  York was sweating freely. He buried his face in his hands and swayed from side to side, moaning to himself. He stopped finally, then looked up at me. “What will I do, Mr. Hammer? What

  can be done?”




  I shook my head.




  “But something must be done! I must find Ruston. After all these years . . . I can’t call the police. He’s such a sensitive boy . . . I—I’m afraid.”




  “I merely represent Billy Parks, Mr. York. He called me because he was in a jam and I’m his friend. What I want from you is to give him back his job. Either that or I call the

  papers.”




  “All right. It really doesn’t matter.” His head dropped again. I put on my hat and stood up, then, “But you? Mr. Hammer, you aren’t the police as you say. Perhaps

  you could help me, too.”




  I threw him a straw. “Perhaps.”




  He grabbed at it. “Would you? I need somebody . . . who will keep this matter silent.”




  “It’ll cost you.”




  “Very well, how much?”




  “How much did you offer Dilwick?”




  “Ten thousand dollars.”




  I let out a whistle, then told him, “Okay, ten G’s plus expenses.”




  Relief flooded his face like sunlight. The price was plenty steep but he didn’t bat an eye. He had been holding this inside himself too long and was glad to hand it to someone else.




  But he still had something to say. “You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Hammer, and in my position I am forced, more or less, to accept. However, for my own satisfaction I would like to know one

  thing, how good a detective are you?”




  He said it in a brittle tone and I answered him the same way. An answer that made him pull back away from me as though I had a contagious disease. I said, “York, I’ve killed a lot of

  men. I shot the guts out of two of them in Times Square. Once I let six hundred people in a nightclub see what some crook had for dinner when he tried to gun me. He got it with a steak knife. I

  remember because I don’t want to remember. They were too nasty. I hate the bastards that make society a thing to be laughed at and preyed upon. I hate them so much I can kill without the

  slightest compunction. The papers call me dirty names and the kind of rats I monkey with are scared stiff of me, but I don’t give a damn. When I kill I make it legal. The courts accuse me of

  being too quick on the trigger but they can’t revoke my license because I do it right. I think fast, I shoot fast, I’ve been shot at plenty. And I’m still alive. That’s how

  good a detective I am.”




  For a full ten seconds he stood speechless, staring at me with an undisguised horror. There wasn’t a sound from the room. It isn’t often that I make a speech like that, but when I do

  it must be convincing. If thoughts could be heard that house would be a babble of fearful confusion. The two punks I biffed looked like they had just missed being bitten by a snake. York was the

  first one to compose himself. “I suppose you’d like to see the boy’s room?”




  “Uh-uh.”




  “Why not? I thought . . .”




  “The kid’s gone, that’s enough. Seeing the room won’t do any good. I don’t have the equipment to fool around with clues, York. Fingerprints and stuff are for

  technical men. I deal with motives and people.”




  “But the motive . . .”




  I shrugged. “Money, probably. That’s what it usually is. Let’s start at the beginning first.” I indicated the chair and York settled back. I drew up closer to him.

  “When did you discover him to be missing?”




  “Yesterday morning. At eight o’clock, his regular rising hour, Miss Malcom, his governess, went into his room. He was not in bed. She looked for him throughout the house, then told

  me he could not be found. With the aid of the gardener and Parks we searched the grounds. He was not there.”




  “I see. What about the gatekeeper?”




  “Henry saw nothing, heard nothing.”




  “Then you called the police, I suppose?” He nodded. “Why did you think he was kidnapped?”




  York gave an involuntary start. “But what other reason could account for his disappearance?”




  I leaned forward in my seat. “According to all I’ve ever read about your son, Mr. York, he is the most brilliant thing this side of heaven. Wouldn’t a young genius be inclined

  to be highly strung?”




  He gripped the arms of the chair until the veins stood out on the back of his hands. The fire was in his eyes again. “If you are referring to his mental health, you are mistaken. Ruston

  was in excellent spirits as he has been all his life. Besides being his father and a scientist, I am also a doctor.”




  It was easy to see that he didn’t want any doubts cast upon the mind of one he had conditioned so carefully so long. I let it go for the time being.




  “Okay, describe him to me. Everything. I have to start somewhere.”




  “Yes. He is fourteen. In appearance he is quite like other boys. By appearance I mean expressions, manners and attitudes. He is five feet one-inch tall, light brown hair, ruddy complexion.

  He weighs one hundred twelve pounds stripped. Eyes, brown, slight scar high on the left side of his forehead as the result of a fall when he was younger.”




  “Got a picture of him?” The scientist nodded, reached inside his jacket pocket and came out with a snapshot. I took it. The boy was evidently standing in the yard, hands behind his

  back in a typically shy-youth manner. He was a good-looking kid at that. A slight smile played around his mouth and he seemed to be pretty self-conscious. He had on shorts and a dark sweater.

  Romping in the background was a spotted spaniel.




  “Mind if I keep it?” I asked.




  York waved his hand. “Not at all. If you want them, there are others.”




  When I pocketed the snap I lit another cigarette. “Who else is in the house? Give me all the servants, where they sleep, anyone who has been here recently. Friends, enemies, people you

  work with.”




  “Of course.” He cleared his throat and listed the household. “Besides myself, there is Miss Malcom, Parks, Henry, two cooks, two maids and Harvey. Miss Grange works for me as a

  laboratory assistant, but lives at home in town. As for friends, I have few left that I ever see since I stopped teaching at the university. No enemies I can think of. I believe the only ones who

  have been inside the gate the past few weeks were tradesmen from town. That is,” he indicated the gang in the room with a thumb, “outside these, my closest relatives. They are here and

  gone constantly.”




  “You are quite wealthy?” The question was unnecessary, but I made my point.




  York cast a quick look about him, then a grimace that was half disgust passed over him. “Yes, but my health is still good.”




  I let the ghouls hear it. “Too bad for them.”




  “The servants all sleep in the north wing. Miss Malcom has a room adjoining Ruston’s and connected to it. I occupy a combination study and bedroom at the front of the house.




  “I work with no one and for no one. The nature of my work you must be familiar with; it is that of giving my son a mind capable of greater thought and intelligence than is normally found.

  He may be a genius to you and others, but to me he is merely one who makes full use of his mind. Naturally, my methods are closely guarded secrets. Miss Grange shares them with me, but I trust her

  completely. She is as devoted to my son as I am. Since the death of my wife when the child was born, she has aided me in every way. I think that is all?”




  “Yeah, I guess that’ll do.”




  “May I ask how you will proceed?”




  “Sure. Until we get a sign from whoever kidnapped your son I’m going to sit tight. The ones that grabbed the kid must think they know what they’re doing, otherwise they

  wouldn’t pick someone like your boy who is always in the public eye. If you wanted to you could have every cop in the state beating the bushes. I take it there was no note . . .”




  “None at all.”




  “. . . so they’re playing it close to see what you’ll do. Call the cops and they’re liable to take a powder. Hold off a bit and they will contact you. Then I’ll go

  to work . . . that is if it’s really a snatch.”




  He bit into his lip and gave me another of those fierce looks. “You say that as though you don’t think he was kidnapped.”




  “I say that because I don’t know he was kidnapped. It could be anything. I’ll tell you better when I see a ransom note.”




  York didn’t get a chance to answer, for at that moment the butler reappeared, and between him and the luscious redhead they supported a bloody, limp figure. “It’s Parks, sir.

  Miss Malcom and I found him outside the door!”




  We ran to him together. York gasped when he saw Parks’ face then sent the butler scurrying off for some hot water and bandages. Most of the gore had been wiped off, but the swellings were

  as large as ever. The desk sergeant had done as I told him, the hour wasn’t up yet, but somebody was still going to pay for this. I carried Billy to a chair and sat him down gently.




  I stepped back and let York go to work when the butler returned with a first-aid kit. It was the first good chance I had to give Miss Malcom the once-over all the way from a beautiful set of

  legs through a lot of natural curves to an extraordinarily pretty face. Miss Malcom they called her.




  I call her Roxy Coulter. She used to be a strip artist in the flesh circuit of New York and Miami.




  







  Chapter Two




  But Roxy had missed her profession. Hollywood should have had her. Maybe she didn’t remember Atlantic City or that New Year’s Eve party in Charlie Drew’s

  apartment. If she did she held a dandy deadpan and all I got in return for my stare was one of those go ahead peeks, but don’t touch looks.




  A peek was all I got, because Billy came around with a groan and made an effort to sit up. York put his hand against his chest and forced him down again. “You’ll have to be

  quiet,” he cautioned him in a professional tone.




  “My face,” his eyes rolled in his head, “jeez, what happened to my face?”




  I knelt beside him and turned over the cold compress on his forehead. His eyes gleamed when he recognized me. “Hello, Mike. What happened?”




  “Hi, Billy. They beat up on you. Feel any better?”




  “I feel awful. Oh, that bastard. If only I was bigger, Mike . . . damn, why couldn’t I be big like you? That dirty . . .”




  “Forget about him, kid.” I patted his shoulder. “I handed him a little of the same dish. His map’ll never be the same.”




  “Cripes! I bet you did! I thought something funny happened down there. Thanks, Mike, thanks a lot.”




  “Sure.”




  Then his face froze in a frightened grimace. “Suppose . . . suppose they come back again? Mike . . . I—I can’t stand that stuff. I’ll talk, I’ll say anything. I

  can’t take it, Mike!”




  “Ease off. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be around.”




  Billy tried to smile and he gripped my arm. “You will?”




  “Yup. I’m working for your boss now.”




  “Mr. Hammer.” York was making motions from the side of the room. I walked over to him. “It would be better if he didn’t get too excited. I gave him a sedative and he

  should sleep. Do you think you can manage to carry him to his room? Miss Malcom will show you the way.”




  “Certainly,” I nodded. “And if you don’t mind, I’d like to do a little prowling afterward. Maybe question the servants.”




  “Of course. The house is at your disposal.”




  Billy’s eyes had closed and his head had fallen on his chin when I picked him up. He’d had a rough time of it all right. Without a word Miss Malcom indicated that I was to follow her

  and led me through an arch at the end of the room. After passing through a library, a study and a trophy room that looked like something out of a museum, we wound up in a kitchen. Billy’s

  room was off an alcove behind the pantry. As gently as I could I laid him under the covers. He was sound asleep.




  Then I stood up. “Okay, Roxy, now we can say hello.”




  “Hello, Mike.”




  “Now why the disguise and the new handle? Hiding out?”




  “Not at all. The handle as you call it is my real name. Roxy was something I used on the stage.”




  “Really? Don’t tell me you gave up the stage to be a diaper changer. What are you doing here?”




  “I don’t like your tone, Mike. You change it or go to hell.”




  This was something. The Roxy I knew never had enough self-respect to throw her pride in my face. Might as well play it her way.




  “Okay, baby, don’t get teed off on me. I have a right to be just a little bit curious, haven’t I? It isn’t very often that you catch somebody jumping as far out of

  character as you have. Does the old man know about the old life?”




  “Don’t be silly. He’d can me if he did.”




  “I guessed as much. How did you tie up in this place?”




  “Easy. When I finally got wise to the fact that I was getting my brains knocked out in the big city I went to an agency and signed up as a registered nurse. I was one before I got talked

  into tossing my torso around for two hundred a week. Three days later Mr. York accepted me to take care of his child. That was two years ago. Anything else you want to know?”




  I grinned at her. “Nope. It was just funny meeting you, that’s all.”




  “Then may I leave?”




  I let my grin fade and eased her out through the door, “Look, Roxy, is there somewhere we can go talk?”




  “I don’t play those games anymore, Mike.”




  “Get off my back, will you? I mean talk.”




  She arched her eyebrows and watched me steadily a second, then seeing that I meant it, said, “My room. We can be alone there. But only talk, remember?”




  “Roger, bunny, let’s go.”




  This time we went into the outer foyer and up a stairway that seemed to have been carved out of a solid piece of mahogany. We turned left on the landing and Roxy opened the door for me.




  “In here,” she said.




  While I picked out a comfortable chair she turned on a table lamp then offered me a smoke from a gold box. I took one and lit it. “Nice place you got here.”




  “Thank you. It’s quite comfortable. Mr. York sees that I have every convenience. Now shall we talk?”




  She was making sure I got the point in a hurry. “The kid. What is he like?”




  Roxy smiled a little bit, and the last traces of hardness left her face. She looked almost maternal. “He’s wonderful. A charming boy.”




  “You seem to like him.”




  “I do. You’d like him too.” She paused, then, “Mike . . . do you really think he was kidnapped?”




  “I don’t know, that’s why I want to talk about him. Downstairs I suggested that he might have become temporarily unbalanced and the old man nearly chewed my head off. Hell, it

  isn’t unreasonable to figure that. He’s supposed to be a genius and that automatically puts him out of the normal class. What do you think?”




  She tossed her hair back and rubbed her forehead with one hand. “I can’t understand it. His room is next door, and I heard nothing although I’m usually a light sleeper. Ruston

  was perfectly all right up to then. He wouldn’t simply walk out.”




  “No? And why not?”




  “Because he is an intelligent boy. He likes everyone, is satisfied with his environment and has been very happy all the time I’ve known him.”




  “Uh-huh. What about his training? How did he get to be a genius?”




  “That you’ll have to find out from Mr. York. Both he and Miss Grange take care of that department.”




  I squashed the butt into the ashtray. “Nuts, it doesn’t seem likely that a genius can be made. They have to be born. You’ve been around him a lot. Tell me, just how much of a

  genius is he? I know only what the papers print.”




  “Then you know all I know. It isn’t what he knows that makes him a genius, it’s what he is capable of learning. In one week he mastered every phase of the violin. The next week

  it was the piano. Oh, I realize that it seems impossible, but it’s quite true. Even the music critics accept him as a master of several instruments. It doesn’t stop there, either. Once

  he showed an interest in astronomy. A few days later he exhausted every book on the subject. His father and I took him to the observatory where he proceeded to amaze the experts with his uncanny

  knowledge. He’s a mathematical wizard besides. It doesn’t take him a second to give you the cube root of a six-figure number to three decimal points. What more can I say? There is no

  field that he doesn’t excel in. He grasps fundamentals at the snap of the fingers and learns in five minutes what would take you or me years of study. That, Mike, is the genius in a nutshell,

  but that’s omitting the true boy part of him. In all respects he is exactly like other boys.”




  “The old man said that too.”




  “He’s quite right. Ruston loves games, toys and books. He has a pony, a bicycle, skates and a sled. We go for long walks around the estate every once in a while and do nothing but

  talk. If he wanted to he could expound on nuclear physics in ten-syllable words, but that isn’t his nature. He’d sooner talk football.”




  I picked another cigarette out of the box and flicked a match with my thumbnail. “That about covers it, I guess. Maybe he didn’t go off his nut at that. Let’s take a look at

  his room.”




  Roxy nodded and stood up. She walked to the end of the room and opened a door. “This is it.” When she clicked on the light switch I walked in. I don’t know what I expected, but

  this wasn’t it. There were pennants on the walls and pictures tucked into the corners of the dresser mirror. Clothes were scattered in typical boyish confusion over the backs of chairs and

  the desk.




  In one corner was the bed. The covers had been thrown to the foot and the pillow still bore the head print of its occupant. If the kid had really been snatched I felt for him. It was no night to

  be out in your pajamas, especially when you left the top of them hanging on the bedpost.




  I tried the window. It gave easily enough, though it was evident from the dust on the outside of the sill that it hadn’t been opened recently.




  “Keep the kid’s door locked at night?” I asked Roxy.




  She shook her head. “No. There’s no reason to.”




  “Notice any tracks around here, outside the door or window?”




  Another negative. “If there were any,” she added, “they would have been wiped out in the excitement.”




  I dragged slowly on the cigarette, letting all the facts sink in. It seemed simple enough, but was it? “Who are all the twerps downstairs, bunny?”




  “Relatives, mostly.”




  “Know ’em?”




  Roxy nodded. “Mr. York’s sister and her husband, their son and daughter, and a cousin are his only blood relations. The rest are his wife’s folks. They’ve been hanging

  around here as long as I’ve been here, just waiting for something to happen to York.”




  “Does he know it?”




  “I imagine so, but he doesn’t seem bothered by them. They try to outdo each other to get in the old boy’s favor. I suppose there’s a will involved. There usually

  is.”




  “Yeah, but they’re going to have a long wait. York told me his health was perfect.”




  Roxy looked at me curiously, then dropped her eyes. She fidgeted with her fingernails a moment and I let her stew a bit before I spoke.




  “Say it, kid.”




  “Say what?”




  “What you have on your mind and almost said.”




  She bit her lip, hesitating, then, “This is between you and me, Mike. If Mr. York knew I told you this I’d be out of a job. You won’t mention it, will you?”




  “I promise.”




  “About the second week I was here I happened to overhear Mr. York and his doctor after an examination. Apparently Mr. York knew what had happened, but called in another doctor to verify

  it. For some time he had been working with special apparatus in his laboratory and in some way became over exposed to radiation. It was enough to cause some internal complications and shorten his

  life-span. Of course, he isn’t in any immediate danger of dying, but you never can tell. He wasn’t burned seriously, yet considering his age, and the fact that his injury has had a

  chance to work on him for two years, there’s a possibility that any emotional or physical excitement could be fatal.”




  “Now isn’t that nice,” I said. “Do you get what that means, Roxy?” She shook her head. “It might mean that somebody else knows that too and tried to stir the

  old boy up by kidnapping the one closest to him in the hope that he kicks off during the fun. Great . . . that’s a nice subtle sort of murder.”




  “But that’s throwing it right on the doorstep of the beneficiary of his estate.”




  “Is it? I bet even a minor beneficiary would get enough of the long green to make murder worthwhile. York has plenty.”




  “There are other angles too, Mike.”




  “Been giving it some thought, haven’t you?” I grinned at her. “For instance, one of the family might locate the kid and thus become number-one boy to the old man. Or

  perhaps the kid was the chief beneficiary and one of them wanted to eliminate him to push himself further up the list. Yeah, kid, there’s a lot of angles, and I don’t like any of

  ’em.”




  “It still might be a plain kidnapping.”




  “Roger. That it might. It’s just that there’re a lot more possibilities to it that could make it interesting. We’ll know soon enough.” I opened the door and

  hesitated, looking over my shoulder. “’Night, Roxy.”




  “Good night.”




  York was back by the fireplace again, still brooding. I would have felt better if he had been pacing the floor. I walked over and threw myself in a big chair. “Where’ll I spend the

  night?” I asked him.




  He turned very slowly. “The guest room. I’ll ring for Harvey.”




  “Never mind. I’ll get him myself when I’m ready.”




  We sat in silence a few minutes then York began a nervous tapping of his fingers. Finally, “When do you think we’ll have word?”




  “Two, three days maybe. Never can tell.”




  “But he’s been gone a day already.”




  “Tomorrow, then. I don’t know.”




  “Perhaps I should call the police again.”




  “Go ahead, but you’ll probably be burying the boy after they find him. Those punks aren’t cops, they’re political appointees. You ought to know these small towns. They

  couldn’t find their way out of a paper bag.”




  For the first time he showed a little parental anxiety. His fist came down on the arm of the chair. “Damn it, man, I can’t simply sit here! What do you think it’s like for me?

  Waiting. Waiting. He may be dead now for all we know.”




  “Perhaps, but I don’t think so. Kidnapping’s one thing, murder’s another. How about introducing me to those people?”




  He nodded. “Very well.” Every eye in the room was on me as we made the rounds. I didn’t suppose there would be anyone too anxious to meet me after the demonstration a little

  while ago.




  The two gladiators were first. They were sitting on the love seat trying not to look shaky. Both of them still had red welts across their cheeks. The introduction was simple enough. York merely

  pointed in obvious disdain. “My nephews, Arthur and William Graham.”




  We moved on. “My niece, Alice Nichols.” A pair of deep brown eyes kissed mine so hard I nearly lost my balance. She swept them up and down the full length of me. It couldn’t

  have been any better if she did it with a wet paintbrush. She was tall and she had seen thirty, but she saw it with a face and body that were as fresh as a new daisy. Her clothes made no attempt at

  concealment; they barely covered. On some people skin is skin, but on her it was an invitation to dine. She told me things with a smile that most girls since Eve have been trying to put into words

  without being obvious or seeming too eager and I gave her my answer the same way. I can run the ball a little myself.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
MIGKEY
SPILLANE

THE TWISTED THING

‘A quintessential Cold War writer,
an unconditional believer
in good and evil’
Washington Times






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





