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THE VOICE FROM THE DOORWAY SAID:
“But why point the gun, Mr. Chambers?”


The lady who owned the voice was tall, with wide dark eyes and a fine full figure….

The lady was familiar — too familiar. And if my memory was not upsetting the gun in my hand — the last time I saw her the lady was in my arms….

They called it a “theatrical” boarding house but when madame was found — very lovely and very dead — Peter Chambers found himself with a case of multiple murder, a missing 100,000 in cold cash, and an ex-stripper who had not forgotten how to strip, on his very able hands….
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THE CASE OF THE

MURDERED MADAME

Wherein Peter Chambers does not race throughout New York. Our usually peripatetic private eye practically sits this one out in the interesting confines of a theatrical boarding house. He even permits the learned Detective-Lieutenant Louis Parker to steal the spotlight in the question-and-answer routine, but in good time he pops up with a ruse, a murderer and a girl, in that order.







THE CASE OF THE MURDERED MADAME

I

The red-head said: “You’re asking for murder!”

The dark woman said: “Who says so?”

The red-head said: “Nobody says. But with your stubbornness — the possibility exists. So why be so stubborn? Why?”

The blue-eyed young man said nothing.

They were alone, the two ladies and the gentleman, in a room that was large and peculiarly furnished. One corner held a handsome concert piano, top tilted up, a metronome rising majestically from the highly-burnished mahogany edge. Diametrically opposite was a huge canopied antique bed. The remainder of the high-ceilinged room was motley: a wispy, faintly-yellow Persian rug; a fireplace with a splintered marble mantel; an old-fashioned roll-top desk; a frayed Elizabethan sofa; and four briskly modern easy chairs.

One of the easy chairs contained the lean, brown-faced young man with the blue eyes. He had flat cheeks, a patrician nose and a lantern jaw. His mouth was pursed in an amused expression as he listened to the conversation of the two women on the other side of the room. The women were both about forty years of age, both buxom though well-figured, and both were attired in lounging pajamas. The dark one was standing within the curve of the piano, leaning gracefully, delicate hands clasped in front of her. She had bright black eyes and a full wet mouth. The red-haired woman, smooth-faced and strong featured, was quite near her. She was very earnest, pointing a spatulate index finger and continuing:

“Olga … Madame Dino … I haven’t owned a rooming house for ten years without learning a little something about human nature …”

“Is it” — the dark woman had a musical foreign accent — “your wish to frighten me? Is that your wish?”

“You bet your boots that’s my wish.” Now the index finger was withdrawn and a thumb jerked in the direction of the lantern-jawed young man. “He sits there like this is a lot of fun. He sits there like it’s two crazy women arguing about nothing. You’d think at least that he — he of all people — would be on my side.”

“Miss Nelson,” the young man said, “I am on your side. Only because I myself have so very few convictions — I am always on the side where there is firm conviction. Frankly, though” — he shrugged languidly — “I am of a passive nature. I detest taking sides almost as much as I detest making decisions. It’s simply that I’m not constituted that way.” The young man had a precise, clipped, British accent.

Miss Nelson sniffed. The index finger whipped out again and she returned to Olga Dino. “Nobody in the world is that reckless with money. Not even a … uh … uh … an opera singer.”

Olga smiled with strong white teeth. “Frankly, Miss Nelson, I do not have the understanding of money. There are many in my life who have laughed at Olga.” The fragile hands unclasped and the long fingers waved upward. “Money — poof. I am an artist. I understand of love, of music,” — she gestured toward a rain-splashed window — “of the soft sound of the patter of rain. Do you, Miss Nelson, have the understanding of money?”

“I understand enough to know that it should be taken care of.” She turned toward the young man again. “Now what’s wrong with a bank? I’m asking you.”

“You’re asking the wrong individual, Miss Nelson. I’m probably as ignorant in matters of money as Olga. More. At least she knows how to earn a great deal of it.” He stood up, stretched, fumbled at his pocket for cigarettes.

Olga Dino snorted. “Banks. In my country, many banks have failed, many times.” She went away from the piano, stooped, lifted a small black bag and held it to her. “I have learned to keep money in a vault, and when that is not possible, close to me.”

“But a hundred thousand cash bucks … right here in this room … in that little black bag you’re hugging like a pussy-cat … and people knowing about it …”

“You have no confidence in people, Miss Nelson?”

“Look, I’m your friend, I’m talking for your benefit.”

“I know that. But again, do you not have confidence in people?”

“No. Not with a hundred thousand cash bucks hanging around loose.”

“Then why do you blame me for not having the confidence in banks? Who are the bankers?” She dropped the little bag, kicked it aside. “Are they not people? And is it not people whom you say you do not trust? People are — are they not — people?”

The young man interrupted. “Ladies, if you please. Miss Nelson, I do believe you’re on the right side of this discussion, but discussion or no discussion, as you know, I’m to get up quite early tomorrow. I’d like to relax a bit, sit about and read, before going to bed. So, by your leave, my good ladies, I’m going to my room now.” He went to Olga Dino, kissed her on the cheek. “Good night, my dear. See you in the morning. Good night, Miss Nelson.” Then he waved and departed.

Miss Nelson looked to where he had gone out the door, and shook her head, half-smiling. “He’s as bad as you are.”

“A person of no decisions. A person who needs one to lean upon. Perhaps that is why I love him so dearly. My own Ralph.”

“Let’s get back to cases, sweetie.”

“Cases?”

“Some one around here has got to make decisions. Look, tomorrow morning you return to Italy — ”

“To sing in my La Scala …”

“You’re to be married on the ship going over — ”

“He is so sweet, is he not, Miss Nelson? So young and sweet — ”

“Too young and too sweet, if you ask me, but you’re not asking. Okay. So you had a hundred thousand bucks here in a bank vault. So you drew it out today and put it into that little black bag. You did that today because you’re sailing tomorrow morning at eight and you want to have it with you. There are business ways of doing that, but you had to go and pick the crazy way. That’s bad enough, but you had to go and make it worse.”

“But you have already told me, Miss Nelson. You have told me, and you have told my fiancé.”

“Telling that Hardwood, your fiancé, telling him is like telling nobody. But I’m telling you again, and I’m insisting. You chattered like a magpie at dinner, you mentioned this thing to everybody.” She raised her hands to her head. “A hundred thousand cash bucks, and this opera singer advertises it.”

“But there are only four other lodgers, except of me, and except of Ralph.” She went to Miss Nelson and patted her arm. “And they are so sweet people, so charming, lovely …”

“Lord spare me from the artistic type. Look, I’m serious.”

“I know. You are a good, true person …”

“I’m going to do what I told Ralph I wanted to do, and what I told you. It’s only for overnight, and we’ll all rest better. I’m going to call this private detective, he has a fine reputation, I only hope I can get him in. I checked him in the phone book and he lives right near here. I’m going to call him, and if I can get him, I’m going to ask him to come over. It’s only for this one night, and Olga, please, it’s for your own benefit.”

“But are they not so terribly expensive, these private people, these detectives …?”





II

Thunder spanked at the sky. Rain pelted and lightning opened to spasmodic blue fluorescence. It was cold for the warm season, unexpectedly marrow-chilling cold. It was Monday and Monday is always a bad night on the town but this Monday it was devastating: the town was as empty as the crater of an atom blast. It was cold when it should have been warm and it was pouring rain when it should have been spilling moonlight, so I was at home.

I had bathed and read a book. I had munched of goose liver and had worried, lightly, about morning heartburn. Now I was snuggled in pajamas and holed in under the covers. I intended to be up bright and early. I hadn’t been up bright and early in a long time (unless I stayed up to watch the bright-and-early happen) but this was one time I intended to awaken to it. I closed my eyes and I tried to sleep and I could not sleep. I turned from back to side to front and I began sweating in the darkness. I switched on the light and switched off the light, time and again. My glances at the clock showed a stoppage of the movement of time. All my good resolutions dissolved. There are those who can sleep at night, and those who cannot sleep at night. I was convinced as to what I had always maintained — I was not one to sleep at night. I shoved out of bed and massaged frantic fingers through my hair. I knew I was going to get dressed but I had no idea as to where I was going. I pulled the door of a cabinet and did a bit of calisthenics with a Scotch bottle. Could be I didn’t know where I was going, but I was going, and when you’re en route and you don’t know where you’re going, it helps if your gears are greased. I was back to pondering as to what to do on a dark brown Monday night, dirty with rain — when the phone rang.

I lifted it joyfully but I kept my voice sullen. It could be a customer disturbing my slumbers and it is bad business to sound joyful to a prospective customer. I said, “Hello?” My eyes on the clock showed five after nine.

The lady’s voice said, “Chambers?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Mr. Chambers? Peter Chambers?”

“That’s right, lady. At your service, if it’s service you want.”

“Oh, I’m glad, I’m so glad I was able to reach you.”

“You’ve reached me, lady, and I’m glad you’re glad. Now what is it, please?”

“My name is Nelson. Mary Nelson.”

“Yes, Miss Nelson.”

“I own a rooming house at One East Fifty-third Street, not far from you …”

“No more than five minutes, ma’am …”

Agitation crept into her voice. She started talking faster. “Now look, sir, Mr. Chambers, it’s kind of, well, an emergency, sort of looking after something, just for tonight.”

“Tonight? Short notice, don’t you think?”

“Yes, sir. I know it is, sir. But she’s up there with a hundred thousand dollars, a hundred thousand dollars in cash. I want you to come over, sir, to come over as fast as you can make it … oh!“

The “oh” was a harshly strident exclamation which lapsed to the diminishing mush-soft tone of a groan. Then — silence. An open wire — and silence.

“Hello,” I called. “Hello! HELLO!”

There was no answer.

I hung up and I dressed rapidly. I finally knew where I was going. I didn’t know why I was going, but I knew where. After all, the lady had said emergency.

(Small note of confession: I’d have gone if the lady had said it was an invitation to a poetry reading at an aged spinsters’ conclave.)





III

Thunder rumbled. Rain poured like a millionaire distiller giving a party to advertise his latest brand of bourbon. Lightning burst in dazzling flashes. I wrapped my much-maligned trench-coat firmly about me, flagged a passing cab and was deposited in front of One East Fifty-third Street ten minutes from the time of the phone call.

It was a three-story brownstone with an entrance-door two steps up. Across the street a sad saloon winked rain-splashed neons but I resisted. Resolutely, I pushed at the doorbell and resolutely I waited for an answer, but there was no answer.

Above me there was a creak and I looked up. It was a sign on an elbow of iron, swaying in the wind and, by the rain-sick light of the flickering saloon-neons I could make out: ROOMS. SELECTED GUESTS. NO VACANCIES. The thing kept creaking as though in warning. I pushed at the bell again, and no one answered again, so I turned at the knob and the door responded. I went in, slammed the door behind me, crossed through a small vestibule and I was in a spacious downstairs room, clean and cleanly furnished. To the left was a stairway, going up. To the right was a telephone-table and chair. The table held a telephone and the chair held a lady. The hand-set of the telephone was off, the instrument emitting the plaintive wailing disconnect-signal. The hand-set, dangling by its stretched wire, touched the ankle of the lady, who was red-haired and pajama-clad. The pajamas were of blue satin, as were her matching shoes, and the lady filled her pajamas admirably. She was very attractive, if you are one who thinks in large terms. Her terms were quite large, and quite exposed, as she hung limp over the chair. The lady was out like the proverbial light.

I moved.

First I hung up the hand-set. Then I grabbed her chin in my left hand and slapped at her cheeks with my right. She groaned softly, then she grunted, then she finally came awake, gurgling: “Uh … uh … ooo … ah.” Then her eyes opened, and she shook her head like a punch-drunk fighter after one punch too many. “Who …?” she said. “Who …? What …? Who …?”

“Not me, lady. If that’s what you’re asking.” She started to sag but I didn’t let her. “Up,” I said. “You’re coming around fine. Just try to stay awake.”

She rubbed a hand at her head and she looked at me goggle-eyed and vague. “Somebody slugged me,” she said. “But good.” And now her eyes widened and the vagueness began to disappear and her voice held fright. “You …? You …? Who are you? What is it? What do you want?”

“Are you Miss Nelson?”

“Yes. Miss Nelson. What is it? What do you want here? Did you — ”

“If you mean did I slug you — no I did not. Name’s Chambers. Peter Chambers. I was talking to you on the telephone when …”

She touched a timorous hand to her scalp again and her eyes moved up in her head as she groaned. Then she lurched to her feet, and struggled for balance as she blew through lax lips, grimacing. She glanced toward the stairs, glanced back at me, and started for the stairs. “Please wait,” she called. “Please don’t go away. I’ll be with you … be with you in a few minutes.” She yanked at the bannister and pulled herself up the stairs.

I paced like a worried defendant waiting for a jury’s verdict. I’ve been in the business for a long time and when it’s a rush-call to a private richard it’s like a fast call to Bellevue: it figures for a mess or a mix-up. I pulled a cigarette and lit up and then I almost swallowed the cigarette as the screams burst from upstairs. I flung away the cigarette and flew up the stairs and fell in on Mary Nelson in a room with a thrust-open door. I said, “Shut up, for God’s sake,” and, as other doors opened, I locked our door behind us.

Mary Nelson pushed one stifling hand to her mouth and pointed with a rigid finger of the other. She was pointing at a dark-haired woman on the floor, stiff as a slat of lumber. I could hardly see her face for the thick mask of blood. Three holes in her forehead were still oozing mucus and, near her, perhaps two feet away, was the usual small instrument of large consequence — a nickel-plated revolver. I bent to her, touched her, unbent, went to Mary Nelson and said softly what was so very obvious. “She’s dead.”

She was fighting hysteria. “Yeah … yeah … sure … they killed her … sure … sure …”

I had disregarded the rappings on the door but now they grew too insistent to be disregarded. I shot the lock and opened the door and looked out upon an undistinguishable huddle in the hallway but a young man pushed through into the room, a stocky young man in gym pants, sneakers and a turtle-neck sweater. “What the hell’s going on here?” he said. “What the hell goes?”

I said, “Just stay where you are, pal.”

“What was all the screaming about?” This was a woman’s voice from behind him in the hallway. “What is it? What’s happened?”

I grabbed the young man by the arm, hustled him out, shut the door hard, said, “Miss Nelson.”

“Yes?”

“Get hold of yourself, will you?”

“Yes.”

“Those people out there. They your tenants, or boarders, or whatever it’s called?”

“Yes.”

“Well, go out there now, and quickly. Tell them to go back to their rooms and to stay there.”

“Yes, sir.” She went to the door, opened it, said, “Please, everybody, go back to your rooms. Olga. Olga’s … been … she’s been hurt. Now please, please, back to your rooms, and please stay there.”

I could see them dimly in the hallway, moving away slowly, whispering amongst themselves, and then Mary Nelson closed the door and stared at the corpse and then stared at me.

“Who’s the lady?” I said.

Foggily she said, “What?”

“The dead lady?”

She shuddered. “Olga. Madame Olga Dino.” Then suddenly she was stooping, sniffing, looking about, and then she was on her knees, looking into corners of the room, and up on her feet again, opening closet doors, searching, and then she said, “It’s gone … gone …”

“What’s gone?”

“The bag.”

“What bag?”

“The little black bag.”

“Look, Miss Nelson, let’s get organized here …”

“It’s gone.”

“What the hell is gone, Miss Nelson?”

“There was a hundred thousand dollars in it. Cash money. A little black bag. And it’s gone.“

Sharply I said, “Just a minute.”

“Yes? Yes sir?”

“One thing at a time, huh? First, who’s the lady here, the lady on the floor? Let’s talk it up, Miss Nelson.”

“Olga Dino.”

“And who is Olga Dino?”

“An opera singer. She’s been here, in this country, for a year. She’s from Italy …”

“Olga Dino?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The Olga Dino?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s a great soprano. That’s a famous singer. Is she … do you mean … is she that Olga Dino?”

“Yes. Yes. That Olga Dino.”

“What’s Olga Dino doing in a dump like this?”

Mary Nelson’s voice roughened like water in the wake of a steamship. “Dump? Now look here, Mr. Chambers. This is a theatrical boarding house, a correct, respectable boarding house. Madame Dino was recommended here and she loved it. She didn’t like hotels like she didn’t like banks …”

“Banks? Didn’t like banks? Now what are you talking about?”

She passed a hand over dazed eyes. “That’s how the money came to be here in the first place. That’s what I was looking for. It was in that little black bag. A hundred thousand dollars. That’s why I called you — ”

“Look, Miss Nelson, I think you’d better go down and use that phone again. Call the police. After that, you and I can pick it up all over again, if you wish.” I looked about. “Don’t your people have phones in their rooms?”

“No, sir. Just the one downstairs.”

“Go use it, Miss Nelson. Go call cops.”

She shuddered. “The kind of publicity this is going to give me. Cops.”

“Good publicity it won’t be, but that’s life, Miss Nelson. Go call cops — and wait for them downstairs. I’ll dig around up here. Maybe I’ll find your little black bag.”

“If you do — ”

“I’ll turn it over to the gentlemen of the law, whom you’re going to arouse right now. Now, Miss Nelson. They get kind of sore if there’s too much delay. And tell them everything, including the part about this missing bag. That way, they’ll bring the search crew with them. Saves time.”

“Yes, sir. Whatever you say. And since this is your kind of business, until they come, if you please, you’re in charge.”





IV

A fast frisk of the room produced no bag. I had neither the time nor the inclination for anything more thorough than a fast frisk: that was cops’ business. So I bent for the gun, carefully lifting it with pinky through trigger-guard, but all my careful care was wasted — because there was an interruption and the interruption was slightly from mayhem. Rugged knuckles snuggled beneath my right ear and as I reared from that, a fist caught the point of my chin and I went over and a heavy body went over on top of me. My knee pumped upward, meeting its mark, and the initial enthusiasm of my assailant was considerably reduced. The quarry seemed to be the gun because that was what he was clawing for, between grunts. We scrambled on the floor, squirmingly, and then, as luck would have it, knee-cap met chin-flap, and my opponent’s teeth clicked like he was auditioning maracas for a mambo band. He keeled to horizontal, face up and panting, while I managed to get to my feet and found, to my surprise, that I still held the gun, so I pointed it at the figure on the floor. He had rolled over to a prone position and now he was on his knees, getting up.

He got up.

“Son of a bitch,” I said.

He smiled rather sadly. “Naughty, naughty.”

“Son of a bitch,” I said.

He said, “Why?”

“Because it’s an expression of surprise and I’m surprised, that’s why. Shocked. Monte Marvin. What in the depths of hell are you doing here?”

“Bill Brown,” he said.

“Who’s Bill Brown?”

“Me.”

“You’re Monte Marvin.”

“I’m Bill Brown, if it’s all the same to you.”

Monte Marvin, who wanted to be Bill Brown, was square-shouldered, square-faced, brown-haired and brown-eyed. Monte Marvin, who wanted to be Bill Brown, operated a plethora of well-placed slot machines in select spots in New Orleans, and a Grand Jury in New Orleans was eager to propound pertinent questions to Monte Marvin relative to the self-same slot machines as well as kindred other gambling devices. But Monte Marvin had vanished from the jurisdiction of the queries of New Orleans’ Grand Juries, and without the presence of the boss-man, the proposed investigation had turned softer than zwieback in hot soup. I kept the gun pointing at Monte Marvin and I said, “Bill Brown, hiding out in a theatrical boarding house in New York. Monte, in a way, you’re a genius.”

“Genius, huh?” He snorted. “So how come if I’m such a genius, you’re holding my gun and pointing it at me?”

“Your gun, is it?”

“My gun. It is.”

“I don’t get it, Monte. You were never one who went in for murder, and murder like this” — I indicated Olga — “murder like this is stupid, and you’re especially a guy who doesn’t figure to go in for murder that’s stupid.” I said, “Cover her, please.”

He pulled a blanket from the bed and threw it over Olga Dino. He said, “Thanks for all the compliments. Good thing we know each other.”

“What are you doing here, Monte?”

“You said it before, little pal. Hiding out.”

“From the Grand Jury?”

“Also from some of the gentlemen of the syndicate. They don’t like it when a guy suddenly gets hot with the law, when all of a sudden Grand Juries get interested. They think he’s losing his touch in the political angles. They can’t figure there’s reform-guys that nobody can buy.”

“You mean you’re hot two ways, Monte?”

“Right. And both’ll blow over. I got people working on both problems right now.”

“How’re you fixed for dough, Monte?”

“Pretty bad.” He winked. “Why? You want to stake me, pal?”

I sighed. “When you and I got acquainted, Monte, in New Orleans, you were a real big man, remember? Showed me the town, even helped me on the case I was working on.”

“The right guy sent you. That’s the way I work, when the right guy sends them. By the way, you’re gonna find another acquaintance here too.”

“Let’s stay with this acquaintance for the time being.”

Disconsolately he said, “You got the gun, pal.”

“And it’s your gun. We’re going to have cops here soon. Do you want to explain to me, before we get cops, how come I find your gun lying alongside a dead body? Or would you prefer not to?”

“I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re leading up to.”

“It was your gun that was lying alongside her.”

“Sure, but the first time I seen it — I mean near her — was when the bunch of us was outside looking in — when that Miss Nelson started that howling — and then I seen this Dino spread out here on the floor and this heater’s lying there near her and it kind of looks like a heater which I own. So when I go back to my room, I kind of gander in my suitcase and, sure enough, no heater.”

“When’d you look in that suitcase last?”

“Maybe a couple of weeks.” He grinned. “Bill Brown ain’t particular needing no heater.”

“You trying to say that somebody heisted your revolver?”

“I ain’t trying, pal. I’m saying.”

“Anybody in particular? Any ideas on that?”

“Anybody in this whole damn house, if that’s anybody in particular. I didn’t lock my door often, Bill Brown didn’t have no cause to. Nothing special of value in that room.”

“Well, did you think I pulled this heist?” I rubbed at the back of my ear.

“You? You kidding? Course not.”

“Then why’d you jump me?”

“Maybe I kind of lost my head. When I seen this thing missing from my satchel, I come back here to this room. I learn a long time ago, you don’t let cops fall on that kind of evidence, no matter how good a story you got, and mine ain’t the best. Then, when I seen you holding it, I figure I’ll take it away — and then maybe you and me can talk it over. So how’s about it, Mr. Peeper?”

“I’m hanging on to it, Bill. Till we get cops.”

He shrugged. “Like I said before, you got the gun.”

And then the voice from the doorway said: “But why are you pointing it at Mr. Brown?”

The lady who owned the voice was tall with curly black hair hanging in a horse’s tail, and wide dark eyes, and a fine full figure accentuating the excellent tailoring of a maroon form-fitting suit. The lady was familiar except that my memory was of short-cut hair which was blonde. My memory also included lovely legs exposed from heels to hip in a dancer’s brief costume. And if my memory was holding up, the last time I saw the lady, she was in my arms, and I was kissing her for the first time, and then someone had touched my shoulder, and I had never seen the lady after that. I said, “Joan Bradley? Are you Joan Bradley?”

When she smiled, she was supposed to have dimples. She smiled and she had dimples. She said, “And how are you, Mr. Chambers? And why the gun pointed at Mr. Brown?”

“I told you,” Monte said, “you’d find another acquaintance. Joanie’s been living here the past six months. She’s the one recommended the joint to me. Knows I’m Bill Brown and knows why.”

“Still dancing?” I said.

“No more, Mr. Chambers. I’m in another phase of show business now. I’m doing a single.”

“No more chorus line?”

“No. I’m a lady magician.”

“Fine. I hope we’ll have time to talk about that later. For now” — I gestured with the gun toward the blanket-covered figure — “you know what happened here?”

Her eyes moved to the lumpy blanket and quickly moved away. The dimples faded from her face. “Is she …? Is she …?”

“Yes. She is.”

Monte said, “Look, she could have killed herself, committed suicide …”

“Not with three holes in her forehead. You kill yourself — the first hole in the forehead prevents the other two.”

Ruminatively he said, “You got a point there, pal.”

I looked at the lady magician. “Who else lives here? Outside of you and Monte — excuse me — Bill Brown?”

“Mr. Ralph Hardwood, Mr. Rocky Green, and Sir Cedric Ormsby.”

“Real class trade. Let’s see now. With Dino and Nelson, it makes a grand total of seven. You mean to say seven people in the entire house? No more?”

My lady nodded her magical head. “And all of us here on this floor. You see, the house is being renovated. The two upper floors are closed off. And here, they’re doing sound-proofing. As a matter of fact, only two rooms were finished — with the sound-proofing I mean. This one and Sir Cedric’s.”

“The way it figures,” Monte said, “if this door was closed when she got it — no wonder none of us heard no shots.”

“But you heard Mary Nelson screaming.”

“That’s because the door was open.”

Joan Bradley said, “That’s right. All of us heard her screams. Rocky, Ralph, Bill, and myself. The four of us were gathered outside in the hallway when you told Miss Nelson to send us back to our rooms.”

“You didn’t mention Ormsby. Wasn’t he out there with you?”

She frowned. “No, he wasn’t.”

“Figures,” Monte said, “with the sound-proofing. If his door was shut, he probably ain’t heard none of this.”

“Or he’s not at home. Look, Miss Bradley, would you check on that? And if he’s there, please tell him to stay there, till the cops call him. And keep the others in their rooms too.”

She looked at Monte as though for instructions. Monte said, “You’re a friend, Joanie, and a nice kid, but don’t worry about the peeper here with the gun on me. First I’m not looking to take a powder, and second he ain’t really holding the gun on me — all he’s doing is holding the gun out on me, and I can’t blame him for that. This thing’ll get settled when the cops come. So do as he tells you.”

“Yeah,” I repeated. “'Do as he tells you.’ What goes between you two?”

“Nothing goes,” Monte said. “She’s a good kid. I helped her out with what is known as the career. So she thinks she’s got to show appreciation. Now do like the man tells you, Joanie dear.”

“All,” she said suddenly, “except Hardwood.”

“All” — I blinked — “except Hardwood — what?”

“All, except Hardwood, are in their respective rooms. That’s not true either. I mean I’m here, and Bill is here — ”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Let’s try not to make with the dizzy talk. Let’s try hard. Who’s Hardwood?”

“He’s a young man who was engaged to Miss Dino.”

“And where’s Hardwood?”

“He’s in Rocky’s room. He’s … he’s just afraid to come here for a look. He’s sort of, well, the tender type. Rocky’s been feeding him a few drinks. I … I hate to be the one … but it seems I have to be the one to break it to him. It was Rocky who knocked on my door and asked me to come here to find out just what was what — while he went back to stay with Hardwood. They’re good friends, those two.”

“Okay. So after you check on Ormsby, and after you report to Rocky, at least you go back to your room. Which one is that?”

“First door to the right.”

“Fine. See you later.” She went out and I said, “Monte, let’s lay it on the table.” I flicked at the revolver with the fingernails of my left hand. “This certainly figures to be the heater that de-heated our lady here.”

“I got the same figure, little pal.”

“You say you had nothing to do with it. Mind if I ask you a question then?”

“Why should I mind now — after all you’ve been asking.”

“That was rhetorical, Monte.”

“Was — what?”

“Skip it. Question. Where were you this evening?”

“Took in a movie, and a lousy one. Cops and robbers.”

“When’d you get back?”

“Maybe a half hour ago. Something like that. Check that with Miss Nelson. She seen me when I come in.”

“You going to stick around for the cops, Monte?”

“You bet your sweet ass I am. I’m running from a Grand Jury, and I’m running from a syndicate, and I got good reason for running from them. I ain’t going to start running from cops now in the bargain — for no reason.”

“Good enough. Know anything about a little black bag?”

“Sure.”

“Know what was in it?”

“A hundred thousand clams.”

“How do you know?”

“Everybody in the house knew.”

“Including Joan Bradley?”

“Including Joan Bradley.”

“Then what am I wasting my time with you? I can get the same information from her. And she’s prettier.”

“It’s your time, Mr. Peeper.”
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