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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Chapter One




  The Body in China Street




  I




  Green dice rolled across the green table, struck the rim together, and bounced back. One stopped short holding six white spots in two equal rows uppermost. The other tumbled

  out to the center of the table and came to rest with a single spot on top.




  Ned Beaumont grunted softly – ‘Uhn!’ – and the winners cleared the table of money.




  Harry Sloss picked up the dice and rattled them in a pale broad hairy hand. ‘Shoot two bits.’ He dropped a twenty-dollar bill and a five-dollar bill on the table.




  Ned Beaumont stepped back saying: ‘Get on him, gamblers, I’ve got to refuel!’ He crossed the billiard-room to the door. There he met Walter Ivans coming in. He said,

  ‘’Lo, Walt,’ and would have gone on, but Ivans caught his elbow as he passed and turned to face him.




  ‘D-d-did you t-talk to P-p-paul?’ When Ivans said ‘P-p-paul’ a fine spray flew out between his lips.




  ‘I’m going up to see him now.’ Ivans’s china-blue eyes brightened in his round fair face until Ned Beaumont, narrow of eye, added: ‘Don’t expect much. If you

  could wait awhile.’




  Ivans’s chin twitched. ‘B-b-but she’s going to have the b-b-baby next month.’




  A startled look came into Ned Beaumont’s dark eyes. He took his arm out of the shorter man’s hand and stepped back. Then a corner of his mouth twitched under his dark mustache and he

  said: ‘It’s a bad time, Walt, and – well – you’ll save yourself disappointment by not looking for much before November.’ His eyes were narrow again and

  watchful.




  ‘B-b-but if you t-tell him—’




  ‘I’ll put it to him as hot as I can and you ought to know he’ll go the limit, but he’s in a tough spot right now.’ He moved his shoulders and his face became gloomy

  except for the watchful brightness of his eye.




  Ivans wet his lips and blinked his eyes many times. He drew in a long breath and patted Ned Beaumont’s chest with both hands. ‘G-g-go up now,’ he said in an urgent pleading

  voice. ‘I-I’ll wait here f-for you.’




  II




  Ned Beaumont went upstairs lighting a thin green-dappled cigar. At the second-floor landing, where the Governor’s portrait hung, he turned towards the front of the

  building and knocked on the broad oaken door that shut off the corridor at that end.




  When he heard Paul Madvig’s ‘All right’ he opened the door and went in.




  Paul Madvig was alone in the room, standing at the window, with his hands in his trousers-pockets, his back to the door, looking through the screen down into dark China Street.




  He turned around slowly and said: ‘Oh, here you are.’ He was a man of forty-five, tall as Ned Beaumont, but forty pounds heavier without softness. His hair was light, parted in the

  middle, and brushed flat to his head. His face was handsome in a ruddy stout-featured way. His clothes were saved from flashiness by their quality and by his manner of wearing them.




  Ned Beaumont shut the door and said: ‘Lend me some money.’




  From his inner coat-pocket Madvig took a large brown wallet. ‘What do you want?’




  ‘Couple of hundred.’




  Madvig gave him a hundred-dollar bill and five twenties, asking: ‘Craps?’




  ‘Thanks.’ Ned Beaumont pocketed the money. ‘Yes.’




  ‘It’s a long time since you’ve done any winning, isn’t it?’ Madvig asked as he returned his hands to his trousers-pockets.




  ‘Not so long – a month or six weeks.’




  Madvig smiled. ‘That’s a long time to be losing.’




  ‘Not for me.’ There was a faint note of irritation in Ned Beaumont’s voice.




  Madvig rattled coins in his pocket. ‘Much of a game tonight?’ He sat on a corner of the table and looked down at his glistening brown shoes.




  Ned Beaumont looked curiously at the blond man, then shook his head and said: ‘Peewee.’ He walked to the window. Above the buildings on the opposite side of the street the sky was

  black and heavy. He went behind Madvig to the telephone and called a number. ‘Hello, Bernie. This is Ned. What’s the price on Peggy O’ Toole? Is that all? . . . Well, give me five

  hundred of each . . . Sure . . . I’m betting it’s going to rain and if it does she’ll beat Incinerator . . . All right, give me a better price then . . . Right.’ He put the

  receiver on its prong and came around in front of Madvig again.




  Madvig asked: ‘Why don’t you try laying off awhile when you hit one of these sour streaks?’




  Ned Beaumont scowled. ‘That’s no good, only spreads it out. I ought to’ve put that fifteen hundred on the nose instead of spreading it across the board. Might as well take your

  punishment and get it over with.’




  Madvig chuckled and raised his head to say: ‘If you can stand the gaff.’




  Ned Beaumont drew down the ends of his mouth, the ends of his mustache following them down. ‘I can stand anything I’ve got to stand,’ he said as he moved towards the door.




  He had his hand on the door-knob when Madvig said, earnestly: ‘I guess you can, at that, Ned.’




  Ned Beaumont turned around and asked, ‘Can what?’ fretfully.




  Madvig transferred his gaze to the window. ‘Can stand anything,’ he said.




  Ned Beaumont studied Madvig’s averted face. The blond man stirred uncomfortably and moved coins in his pockets again. Ned Beaumont made his eyes blank and asked in an utterly puzzled tone:

  ‘Who?’




  Madvig’s face flushed. He rose from the table and took a step towards Ned Beaumont. ‘You go to hell,’ he said.




  Ned Beaumont laughed.




  Madvig grinned sheepishly and wiped his face with a green-bordered handkerchief. ‘Why haven’t you been out to the house?’ he asked. ‘Mom was saying last night she

  hadn’t seen you for a month.’




  ‘Maybe I’ll drop in some night this week.’




  ‘You ought to. You know how Mom likes you. Come for supper.’ Madvig put his handkerchief away.




  Ned Beaumont moved towards the door again, slowly, watching the blond man from the ends of his eyes. With his hand on the knob he asked: ‘Was that what you wanted to see me

  about?’




  Madvig frowned. ‘Yes, that is—’ He cleared his throat. ‘Uh – oh – there’s something else.’ Suddenly his diffidence was gone, leaving him

  apparently tranquil and self-possessed. ‘You know more about this stuff than I do. Miss Henry’s birthday’s Thursday. What do you think I ought to give her?’




  Ned Beaumont took his hand from the door-knob. His eyes, by the time he was facing Madvig squarely again, had lost their shocked look. He blew cigar-smoke out and asked: ‘They’re

  having some kind of birthday doings, aren’t they?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You invited?’




  Madvig shook his head. ‘But I’m going there to dinner tomorrow night.’




  Ned Beaumont looked down at his cigar, then up at Madvig’s face again, and asked: ‘Are you going to back the Senator, Paul?’




  ‘I think we will.’




  Ned Beaumont’s smile was mild as his voice when he put his next question: ‘Why?’




  Madvig smiled. ‘Because with us behind him he’ll snow Roan under and with his help we can put over the whole ticket just like nobody was running against us.’




  Ned Beaumont put his cigar in his mouth. He asked, still mildly: ‘Without you’ – he stressed the pronoun – ‘behind him could the Senator make the grade this

  time?’




  Madvig was calmly positive. ‘Not a chance.’




  Ned Beaumont, after a little pause, asked: ‘Does he know that?’




  ‘He ought to know it better than anybody else. And if he didn’t know it— What the hell’s the matter with you?’




  Ned Beaumont’s laugh was a sneer. ‘If he didn’t know it,’ he suggested, ‘you wouldn’t be going there to dinner tomorrow night?’




  Madvig, frowning, asked again: ‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’




  Ned Beaumont took the cigar from his mouth. His teeth had bitten the end of it into shredded ruin. He said: ‘There’s nothing the matter with me.’ He put thoughtfulness on his

  face: ‘You don’t think the rest of the ticket needs his support?’




  ‘Support’s something no ticket can get too much of,’ Madvig replied carelessly, ‘but without his help we could manage to hold up our end all right.’




  ‘Have you promised him anything yet?’




  Madvig pursed his lips. ‘It’s pretty well settled.’




  Ned Beaumont lowered his head until he was looking up under his brows at the blond man. His face had become pale. ‘Throw him down, Paul,’ he said in a low husky voice. ‘Sink

  him.’




  Madvig put his fists on his hips and exclaimed softly and incredulously: ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’




  Ned Beaumont walked past Madvig and with unsteady thin fingers mashed the burning end of his cigar in the hammered copper basin on the table.




  Madvig stared at the younger man’s back until he straightened and turned. Then the blond man grinned at him with affection and exasperation. ‘What gets into you, Ned?’ he

  complained. ‘You go along fine for just so long and then for no reason at all you throw an ing-bing. I’ll be a dirty so-and-so if I can make you out!’




  Ned Beaumont made a grimace of distaste. He said, ‘All right, forget it,’ and immediately returned to the attack with a skeptical question: ‘Do you think he’ll play ball

  with you after he’s re-elected?’




  Madvig was not worried. ‘I can handle him.’




  ‘Maybe, but don’t forget he’s never been licked at anything in his life.’




  Madvig nodded in complete agreement. ‘Sure, and that’s one of the best reasons I know for throwing in with him.’




  ‘No, it isn’t, Paul,’ Ned Beaumont said earnestly. ‘It’s the very worst. Think that over even if it hurts your head. How far has this dizzy blond daughter of his

  got her hooks into you?’




  Madvig said: ‘I’m going to marry Miss Henry.’




  Ned Beaumont made a whistling mouth, though he did not whistle. He made his eyes smaller and asked: ‘Is that part of the bargain?’




  Madvig grinned boyishly. ‘Nobody knows it yet,’ he replied, ‘except you and me.’




  Spots of color appeared in Ned Beaumont’s lean cheeks. He smiled his nicest smile and said: ‘You can trust me not to go around bragging about it and here’s a piece of advice.

  If that’s what you want, make them put it in writing and swear to it before a notary and post a cash bond, or, better still, insist on the wedding before election-day. Then you’ll at

  least be sure of your pound of flesh, or she’ll weigh around a hundred and ten, won’t she?’




  Madvig shifted his feet. He avoided Ned Beaumont’s gaze while saying: ‘I don’t know why you keep talking about the Senator like he was a yegg. He’s a gentleman

  and—’




  ‘Absolutely. Read about it in the Post – one of the few aristocrats left in American politics. And his daughter’s an aristocrat. That’s why I’m warning you

  to sew your shirt on when you go to see them, or you’ll come away without it, because to them you’re a lower form of animal life and none of the rules apply.’




  Madvig sighed and began: ‘Aw, Ned, don’t be so damned—’




  But Ned Beaumont had remembered something. His eyes were shiny with malice. He said: ‘And we oughtn’t to forget that young Taylor Henry’s an aristocrat too, which is probably

  why you made Opal stop playing around with him. How’s that going to work out when you marry his sister and he’s your daughter’s uncle-in-law or something? Will that entitle him to

  begin playing around with her again?’




  Madvig yawned. ‘You didn’t understand me right, Ned,’ he said. ‘I didn’t ask for all this. I just asked you what kind of present I ought to give Miss

  Henry.’




  Ned Beaumont’s face lost its animation, became a slightly sullen mask. ‘How far have you got with her?’ he asked in a voice that expressed nothing of what he might have been

  thinking.




  ‘Nowhere. I’ve been there maybe half a dozen times to talk to the Senator. Sometimes I see her and sometimes I don’t, but only to say “How do you do” or something

  with other people around. You know, I haven’t had a chance to say anything to her yet.’




  Amusement glinted for a moment in Ned Beaumont’s eyes and vanished. He brushed back one side of his mustache with a thumbnail and asked: ‘Tomorrow’s your first dinner

  there?’




  ‘Yes, though I don’t expect it to be the last.’




  ‘And you didn’t get a bid to the birthday party?’




  ‘No.’ Madvig hesitated. ‘Not yet.’




  ‘Then the answer’s one you won’t like.’




  Madvig’s face was impassive. ‘Such as?’ he asked.




  ‘Don’t give her anything.’




  ‘Oh, hell, Ned!’




  Ned Beaumont shrugged. ‘Do whatever you like. You asked me.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘You’re not supposed to give people things unless you’re sure they’d like to get them from you.’




  ‘But everybody likes to—’




  ‘Maybe, but it goes deeper than that. When you give somebody something, you’re saying out loud that you know they’d like to have you give—’




  ‘I got you,’ Madvig said. He rubbed his chin with fingers of his right hand. He frowned and said: ‘I guess you’re right.’ His face cleared. He said: ‘But

  I’ll be damned if I’ll pass up the chance.’




  Ned Beaumont said quickly: ‘Well, flowers then, or something like that, might be all right.’




  ‘Flowers? Jesus! I wanted—’




  ‘Sure, you wanted to give her a roadster or a couple of yards of pearls. You’ll get your chance at that later. Start little and grow.’




  Madvig made a wry face. ‘I guess you’re right, Ned. You know more about this kind of stuff than I do. Flowers it is.’




  ‘And not too many of them.’ Then, in the same breath: ‘Walt Ivans’s telling the world you ought to spring his brother.’




  Madvig pulled the bottom of his vest down. ‘The world can tell him Tim’s going to stay indoors till after election.’




  ‘You’re going to let him stand trial?’




  ‘I am,’ Madvig replied, and added with more heat: ‘You know damned well I can’t help it, Ned. With everybody up for re-election and the women’s clubs on the warpath

  it would be jumping in the lake to have Tim’s case squared now.’




  Ned Beaumont grinned crookedly at the blond man and made his voice drawl. ‘We didn’t have to do much worrying about women’s clubs before we joined the aristocracy.’




  ‘We do now.’ Madvig’s eyes were opaque.




  ‘Tim’s wife’s going to have a baby next month,’ Ned Beaumont said.




  Madvig blew breath out in an impatient gust. ‘Anything to make it tougher,’ he complained. ‘Why don’t they think of those things before they get in trouble? They’ve

  got no brains, none of them.’




  ‘They’ve got votes.’




  ‘That’s the hell of it,’ Madvig growled. He glowered at the floor for a moment, then raised his head. ‘We’ll take care of him as soon as the votes are counted, but

  nothing doing till then.’




  ‘That’s not going over big with the boys,’ Ned Beaumont said, looking obliquely at the blond man. ‘Brains or no brains, they’re used to being taken care

  of.’




  Madvig thrust his chin out a little. His eyes, round and opaquely blue, were fixed on Ned Beaumont’s. In a soft voice he asked: ‘Well?’




  Ned Beaumont smiled and kept his voice matter-of-fact. ‘You know it won’t take a lot of this to start them saying it was different in the old days before you put in with the

  Senator.’




  ‘Yes?’




  Ned Beaumont stood his ground with no change in voice or smile. ‘You know how little of this can start them saying Shad O’Rory still takes care of his boys.’




  Madvig, who had listened with an air of complete attentiveness, now said in a very deliberately quiet voice: ‘I know you won’t start them talking like that, Ned, and I know I can

  count on you to do your best to stop any of that kind of talk you happen to hear.’




  For a moment after that they stood silent, looking eye into eye, and there was no change in the face of either. Ned Beaumont ended the silence. He said: ‘It might help some if we took care

  of Tim’s wife and the kid.’




  ‘That’s the idea.’ Madvig drew his chin back and his eyes lost their opaqueness. ‘Look after it, will you? Give them everything.’




  III




  Walter Ivans was waiting for Ned Beaumont at the foot of the stairs, bright-eyed and hopeful. ‘Wh-what did he s-say?’




  ‘It’s what I told you: no can do. After election Tim’s to have anything he needs to get out, but nothing stirring till then.’




  Walter Ivans hung his head and made a low growling noise in his chest.




  Ned Beaumont put a hand on the shorter man’s shoulder and said: ‘It’s a tough break and nobody knows it better than Paul, but he can’t help himself. He wants you to tell

  her not to pay any bills. Send them to him – rent, grocer, doctor, and hospital.’




  Walter Ivans jerked his head up and caught Ned Beaumont’s hand in both of his. ‘B-by G-god that’s white of him!’ The china-blue eyes were wet. ‘B-b-but I wish he

  could g-get Tim out.’




  Ned Beaumont said, ‘Well, there’s always a chance that something will come up to let him,’ freed his hand, said, ‘I’ll be seeing you,’ and went around Ivans

  to the billiard-room door.




  The billiard-room was deserted.




  He got his hat and coat and went to the front door. Long oyster-colored lines of rain slanted down into China Street. He smiled and addressed the rain under his breath: ‘Come down, you

  little darlings, thirty-two hundred and fifty dollars’ worth of you.’




  He went back and called a taxicab.




  IV




  Ned Beaumont took his hands away from the dead man and stood up. The dead man’s head rolled a little to the left, away from the kerb, so that his face lay fully in the

  light from the corner street-lamp. It was a young face and its expression of anger was increased by the dark ridge that ran diagonally across the forehead from the edge of the curly fair hair to an

  eyebrow.




  Ned Beaumont looked up and down China Street. As far up the street as the eye could see no person was there. Two blocks down the street, in front of the Log Cabin Club, two men were getting out

  of an automobile. They left the automobile standing in front of the Club, facing Ned Beaumont, and went into the Club.




  Ned Beaumont, after staring down at the automobile for several seconds, suddenly twisted his head around to look up the street again and then, with a swiftness that made both movements one

  continuous movement, whirled and sprang upon the sidewalk in the shadow of the nearest tree. He was breathing through his mouth and though tiny points of sweat had glistened on his hands in the

  light he shivered now and turned up the collar of his overcoat.




  He remained in the tree’s shadow with one hand on the tree for perhaps half a minute. Then he straightened abruptly and began to walk towards the Log Cabin Club. He walked with increasing

  swiftness, leaning forward, and was moving at something more than a half-trot when he spied a man coming up the other side of the street. He immediately slackened his pace and made himself walk

  erect. The man entered a house before he came opposite Ned Beaumont.




  By the time Ned Beaumont reached the Club he had stopped breathing through his mouth. His lips were still somewhat faded. He looked at the empty automobile without pausing, climbed the

  Club’s steps between the two lanterns, and went indoors.




  Harry Sloss and another man were crossing the foyer from the cloak-room. They halted and said together: ‘Hello, Ned.’ Sloss added: ‘I hear you had Peggy O’ Toole

  today.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘For much?’




  ‘Thirty-two hundred.’




  Sloss ran his tongue over his lower lip. ‘That’s nice. You ought to be set for a game tonight.’




  ‘Later, maybe. Paul in?’




  ‘I don’t know. We just got in. Don’t make it too late: I promised the girl I’d be home early.’




  Ned Beaumont said, ‘Right,’ and went over to the cloak-room. ‘Paul in?’ he asked the attendant.




  ‘Yes, about ten minutes ago.’




  Ned Beaumont looked at his wrist-watch. It was half past ten. He went up to the front second-story room. Madvig in dinner clothes was sitting at the table with a hand stretched out towards the

  telephone when Ned Beaumont came in.




  Madvig withdrew his hand and said: ‘How are you, Ned?’ His large handsome face was ruddy and placid.




  Ned Beaumont said, ‘I’ve been worse,’ while shutting the door behind him. He sat on a chair not far from Madvig’s. ‘How’d the Henry dinner go?’




  The skin at the corners of Madvig’s eyes crinkled. ‘I’ve been at worse,’ he said.




  Ned Beaumont was clipping the end of a pale spotted cigar. The shakiness of his hands was incongruous with the steadiness of his voice asking: ‘Was Taylor there?’ He looked up at

  Madvig without raising his head.




  ‘Not for dinner. Why?’




  Ned Beaumont stretched out crossed legs, leaned back in his chair, moved the hand holding his cigar in a careless arc, and said: ‘He’s dead in a gutter up the street.’




  Madvig, unruffled, asked: ‘Is that so?’




  Ned Beaumont leaned forward. Muscles tightened in his lean face. The wrapper of his cigar broke between his fingers with a thin crackling sound. He asked irritably: ‘Did you understood

  what I said?’




  Madvig nodded slowly.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Well what?’




  ‘He was killed.’




  ‘All right,’ Madvig said. ‘Do you want me to get hysterical about it?’




  Ned Beaumont sat up straight in his chair and asked: ‘Shall I call the police?’




  Madvig raised his eyebrows a little. ‘Don’t they know it?’




  Ned Beaumont was looking steadily at the blond man. He replied: ‘There was nobody around when I saw him. I wanted to see you before I did anything. Is it all right for me to say I found

  him?’




  Madvig’s eyebrows came down. ‘Why not?’ he asked blankly.




  Ned Beaumont rose, took two steps towards the telephone, halted, and faced the blond man again. He spoke with slow emphasis: ‘His hat wasn’t there.’




  ‘He won’t need it now.’ Then Madvig scowled and said: ‘You’re a God-damned fool, Ned.’




  Ned Beaumont said, ‘One of us is,’ and went to the telephone.




  V




  TAYLOR HENRY MURDERED




  BODY OF SENATOR’S SON FOUND IN CHINA STREET




  

    

      

        Believed to have been the victim of a hold-up, Taylor Henry, 26, son of Senator Ralph Bancroft Henry, was found dead in China Street near the corner of Pamela Avenue at a

        few minutes after 10 o’clock last night.




        Coroner William J. Hoops stated that young Henry’s death was due to a fracture of the skull and concussion of the brain caused by hitting the back of his head against the edge of the

        kerb after having been knocked down by a blow from a blackjack or other blunt instrument on his forehead.




        The body is believed to have been first discovered by Ned Beaumont, 914 Randall Avenue, who went to the Log Cabin Club, two blocks away, to telephone the police; but before he had

        succeeded in getting Police Headquarters on the wire, the body had been found and reported by patrolman Michael Smitt.




        Chief of Police Frederick M. Rainey immediately ordered a wholesale round-up of all suspicious characters in the city and issued a statement to the effect that no stone will be left

        unturned in his effort to apprehend the murderer or murderers at once.




        Members of Taylor Henry’s family stated that he left his home on Charles Street at about half past nine o’clock to . . .


      


    


  




  Ned Beaumont put the newspaper aside, swallowed the coffee that remained in his cup, put cup and saucer on the table beside his bed, and leaned back against the pillows. His

  face was tired and sallow. He pulled the covers up to his neck, clasped his hands together behind his head, and stared with dissatisfied eyes at the etching that hung between his

  bedroom-windows.




  For half an hour he lay there with only his eyelids moving. Then he picked up the newspaper and reread the story. As he read, dissatisfaction spread from his eyes to all his face. He put the

  paper aside again, got out of bed, slowly, wearily, wrapped his lean white-pajamaed body in a small-figured brown and black kimono, thrust his feet into brown slippers, and, coughing a little, went

  into his living-room.




  It was a large room in the old manner, high of ceiling and wide of window, with a tremendous mirror over the fireplace and much red plush on the furnishings. He took a cigar from a box on the

  table and sat in a wide red chair. His feet rested in a parallelogram of late morning sun and the smoke he blew out became suddenly full-bodied as it drifted into the sunlight. He frowned now and

  chewed a finger-nail when the cigar was not in his mouth.




  Knocking sounded on his door. He sat up straight, keen of eye and alert. ‘Come in.’




  A white-jacketed waiter came in.




  Ned Beaumont said, ‘Oh, all right,’ in a disappointed tone and relaxed again against the red plush of his chair.




  The waiter passed through to the bedroom, came out with a tray of dishes, and went away. Ned Beaumont threw what was left of his cigar into the fireplace and went into his bathroom. By the time

  he had shaved, bathed, and dressed, his face had lost its sallowness, his carriage most of its weariness.




  VI




  It was not quite noon when Ned Beaumont left his rooms and walked eight blocks to a pale grey apartment-building in Link Street. He pressed a button in the vestibule, entered

  the building when the door-lock clicked, and rode to the sixth floor in a small automatic elevator.




  He pressed the bell-button set in the frame of a door marked 611. The door was opened immediately by a diminutive girl who could have been only a few months out of her teens. Her eyes were dark

  and angry, her face white, except around her eyes, and angry. She said, ‘Oh, hello,’ and with a smile and a vaguely placatory motion of one hand apologized for her anger. Her voice had

  a metallic thinness. She wore a brown fur coat, but not a hat. Her short-cut hair – it was nearly black – lay smooth and shiny as enamel on her round head. The gold-set stones pendent

  from her ear-lobes were carnelian. She stepped back pulling the door back with her.




  Ned Beaumont advanced through the doorway asking: ‘Bernie up yet?’




  Anger burned in her face again. She said in a shrill voice: ‘The crummy bastard!’




  Ned Beaumont shut the door behind him without turning around.




  The girl came close to him, grasped his arms above the elbows, and tried to shake him. ‘You know what I did for that bum?’ she demanded. ‘I left the best home any girl ever had

  and a mother and father that thought I was the original Miss Jesus. They told me he was no good. Everybody told me that and they were right and I was too dumb to know it. Well, I hope to tell you I

  know it now, the . . .’ The rest was shrill obscenity.




  Ned Beaumont, motionless, listened gravely. His eyes were not a well man’s now. He asked, when breathlessness had stopped her words for the moment: ‘What’s he done?’




  ‘Done? He’s taken a run-out on me, the . . .’ The rest of that sentence was obscenity.




  Ned Beaumont flinched. The smile into which he pushed his lips was watery. He asked: ‘I don’t suppose he left anything for me?’




  The girl clicked her teeth together and pushed her face nearer his. Her eyes widened. ‘Does he owe you anything?’




  ‘I won—’ He coughed. ‘I’m supposed to have won thirty-two hundred and fifty bucks on the fourth race yesterday.’




  She took her hands from his arms and laughed scornfully. ‘Try and get it. Look.’ She held out her hands. A carnelian ring was on the little finger of her left hand. She raised her

  hands and touched her carnelian ear-rings. ‘That’s every stinking piece of my jewelry he left me and he wouldn’t’ve left me that if I hadn’t had them on.’




  Ned Beaumont asked, in a queer detached voice: ‘When did this happen?’




  ‘Last night, though I didn’t find it out till this morning, but don’t think I’m not going to make Mr Son-of-a-bitch wish to God he’d never seen me.’ She put a

  hand inside her dress and brought it out a fist. She held the fist up close to Ned Beaumont’s face and opened it. Three small crumpled pieces of paper lay in her hand. When he reached for

  them she closed her fingers over them again, stepping back and snatching her hand away.




  He moved the corners of his mouth impatiently and let his hand fall down at his side.




  She said excitedly: ‘Did you see the paper this morning about Taylor Henry?’




  Ned Beaumont’s reply, ‘Yes,’ was calm enough, but his chest moved out and in with a quick breath.




  ‘Do you know what these are?’ She held the three crumpled bits of paper out in her open hand once more.




  Ned Beaumont shook his head. His eyes were narrow, shiny.




  ‘They’re Taylor Henry’s I O Us,’ she said triumphantly, ‘twelve hundred dollars’ worth of them.’




  Ned Beaumont started to say something, checked himself, and when he spoke his voice was lifeless. ‘They’re not worth a nickel now he’s dead.’




  She thrust them inside her dress again and came close to Ned Beaumont. ‘Listen,’ she said: ‘they never were worth a nickel and that’s why he’s dead.’




  ‘Is that a guess?’




  ‘It’s any damned thing you want to call it,’ she told him. ‘But let me tell you something: Bernie called Taylor up last Friday and told him he’d give him just three

  days to come across.’




  Ned Beaumont brushed a side of his mustache with a thumbnail. ‘You’re not just being mad, are you?’ he asked cautiously.




  She made an angry face. ‘Of course I’m mad,’ she said ‘I’m just mad enough to take them to the police and that’s what I’m going to do. But if you think

  it didn’t happen you’re just a plain damned fool.’




  He seemed still unconvinced. ‘Where’d you get them?’




  ‘Out of the safe.’ She gestured with her sleek head towards the interior of the apartment.




  He asked: ‘What time last night did he blow?’




  ‘I don’t know. I got home at half past nine and sat around most of the night expecting him. It wasn’t till morning that I began to suspect something and looked around and saw

  he’d cleaned the house of every nickel in money and every piece of my jewelry that I wasn’t wearing.’




  He brushed his mustache with his thumbnail again and asked: ‘Where do you think he’d go?’




  She stamped her foot and, shaking both fists up and down, began to curse the missing Bernie again in a shrill enraged voice.




  Ned Beaumont said: ‘Stop it.’ He caught her wrists and held them still. He said: ‘If you’re not going to do anything about it but yell, give me those markers and

  I’ll do something about it.’




  She tore her wrists out of his hands, crying: ‘I’ll give you nothing. I’ll give them to the police and not to another damned soul.’




  ‘All right, then do it. Where do you think he’d go, Lee?’




  Lee said bitterly that she didn’t know where he would go, but she knew where she would like to have him go.




  Ned Beaumont said wearily: ‘That’s the stuff. Wise-cracking is going to do us a lot of good. Think he’d go back to New York?’




  ‘How do I know?’ Her eyes had suddenly become wary.




  Annoyance brought spots of color into Ned Beaumont’s cheeks. ‘What are you up to now?’ he asked suspiciously.




  Her face was an innocent mask. ‘Nothing. What do you mean?’




  He leaned down towards her. He spoke with considerable earnestness, shaking his head slowly from side to side with his words. ‘Don’t think you’re not going to the police with

  them, Lee, because you are.’




  She said: ‘Of course I am.’




  VII




  In the drug-store that occupied part of the ground-floor of the apartment-building Ned Beaumont used a telephone. He called the Police Department’s number, asked for

  Lieutenant Doolan, and said: ‘Hello. Lieutenant Doolan? . . . I’m speaking for Miss Lee Wilshire. She’s in Bernie Despain’s apartment at 1666 Link Street. He seems to have

  suddenly disappeared last night, leaving some of Taylor Henry’s I O Us behind him . . . That’s right, and she says she heard him threaten him a couple of days ago . . . Yes, and she

  wants to see you as soon as possible . . . No, you’d better come up or send and as soon as you can . . . Yes . . . That doesn’t make any difference. You don’t know me. I’m

  just speaking for her because she didn’t want to phone from his apartment . . .’ He listened a moment longer, then, without having said anything else, put the receiver on its prong and

  went out of the drug-store.




  VIII




  Ned Beaumont went to a neat red-brick house in a row of neat red-brick houses in upper Thames Street. The door was opened to his ring by a young Negress who smiled with her

  whole brown face, said, ‘How do you do, Mr Beaumont?’ and made the opening of the door a hearty invitation.




  Ned Beaumont said: ‘’Lo, June. Anybody home?’




  ‘Yes, sir, they still at the dinner-table.’




  He walked back to the dining-room where Paul Madvig and his mother sat facing one another across a red-and-white-clothed table. There was a third chair at the table, but it was not occupied and

  the plate and silver in front of it had not been used.




  Paul Madvig’s mother was a tall gaunt woman whose blondness had been faded not quite white by her seventy-some years. Her eyes were as blue and clear and young as her son’s –

  younger than her son’s when she looked up at Ned Beaumont entering the room. She deepened the lines in her forehead, however, and said: ‘So here you are at last. You’re a

  worthless boy to neglect an old woman like this.’




  Ned Beaumont grinned impudently at her and said: ‘Aw, Mom, I’m a big boy now and I’ve got my work to look after.’ He flirted a hand at Madvig. ‘’Lo,

  Paul.’




  Madvig said: ‘Sit down and June’ll scrape you up something to eat.’




  Ned Beaumont was bending to kiss the scrawny hand Mrs Madvig had held out to him. She jerked it away and scolded him: ‘Wherever did you learn such tricks?’




  ‘I told you I was getting to be a big boy now.’ He addressed Madvig: ‘Thanks, I’m only a few minutes past breakfast.’ He looked at the vacant chair.

  ‘Where’s Opal?’




  Mrs Madvig replied: ‘She’s laying down. She’s not feeling good.’




  Ned Beaumont nodded, waited a moment, and asked politely: ‘Nothing serious?’ He was looking at Madvig.




  Madvig shook his head. ‘Headache or something. I think the kid dances too much.’




  Mrs Madvig said: ‘You certainly are a fine father not to know when your daughter has headaches.’




  Skin crinkled around Madvig’s eyes. ‘Now, Mom, don’t be indecent,’ he said and turned to Ned Beaumont. ‘What’s the good word?’




  Ned Beaumont went around Mrs Madvig to the vacant chair. He sat down and said: ‘Bernie Despain blew town last night with my winnings on Peggy O’ Toole.’




  The blond man opened his eyes.




  Ned Beaumont said: ‘He left behind him twelve hundred dollars’ worth of Taylor Henry’s I O Us.’




  The blond man’s eyes jerked narrow.
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