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CHAPTER ONE

It was stupid to go on needling the customs officer at the Havana airport, but the guy irritated him. When Johnny Edwards arrived on the night plane from Miami, the officer had glanced at his clothes and motioned him to stand aside while more prosperous-looking passengers were cleared through customs. Ordinarily Johnny would have shrugged it off. But he had spent the last twenty-four hours being angry at himself and it was a relief to get irritated at somebody else.

The customs officer said in a worried tone, “I do not understand, señor.”

“You asked why I came to Cuba,” Johnny said politely, “and I told you I was here on a fool’s errand.”

“People do not say they come to Cuba for such a reason,” the man objected. “They say they are the tourist. They say they are the businessman. They — ”

“I couldn’t get away with claiming I’m a businessman. All my friends would laugh like hell.”

A few feet away, the Cuban girl slanted a look at him through eyelashes you could use for feather dusters. She was quite a number: black hair that probably uncoiled to her waist when the braids were loosened, sleepy dark eyes, a figure that rippled like smoke rising from a cigarette. He had tried to make a little yardage with her on the New York-Miami hop, just to pass the time, and had been thrown for a loss. That look was the first she had given him. It was queer; you could break your neck trying to impress a dame and then a casual remark would catch her interest. She was hanging around now to listen.

The customs man was poking through Johnny’s battered satchel as if he hoped to find plans for a revolution.

“People who are not the tourist or the businessman are sometimes the workman,” the official said sternly. “You must understand, señor, that the visitor to Cuba must not work without the work permit.”

“I’ve never been so flattered in my life,” Johnny said. “What makes you think I’m a workman? Nobody else has ever thought so.”

“The hands, señor. We of the Customs notice things. The hands are those of a workman.”

“Well, let’s see,” Johnny said, spreading out his hands palms up and studying them. “Are these ridges across the first joints of the fingers bothering you? They come from putting in overtime with a set of golf clubs.”

“Ah. So? But these on the palms?”

“Hauling on ropes.”

“Ah, ropes! That is work.”

“It sure was. No more New York-Bermuda yacht races for me.”

“How long ago was this Yacht race, señor?”

“About a month.”

“Ah! Then how does the señor explain this red place with the blisters on the left palm?”

“Fishing rod. I was working the Restigouche yesterday. That’s a salmon river in Canada. It’s no use, chum. Nobody has ever been able to pin a charge of working on me.”

“I do not understand,” the man grumbled. “Señor, it will be necessary for me to — ”

A rustle of Spanish words interrupted him. The Cuban girl was taking a hand in things. She was telling the customs officer she knew the young American quite, quite well. It was true that his clothes were old and faded but what could one expect from a fisherman? It was simply that he had tired of catching small fish in the United States and suddenly decided to catch some of those great ugly fish — what did one call them? Ah yes, tarpon — in the waters of Cuba. Being a young man of impulse, he had not paused to get proper clothes. One might call him a rather useless young man and certainly not of much intelligence, but his family had much much dollars and there were connections in high places in Cuba.

“Ah,” the man said. “Dollars. Connections in high places.” He gave Johnny a bow and said in English, “Señor, Cuba welcomes you.” He handed the battered satchel to Johnny and waved him grandly on.

Johnny started to say something but the girl slipped an arm through his and led him away. “Idiot!” she whispered after they walked a few steps. “One should never try to joke with men who have a little authority. Perhaps you think it was bold of me to do all this.”

Johnny grinned. “I thought it was swell. But I don’t know why you bothered. You certainly didn’t bother about me back on the plane.”

A trim shoulder tilted in a shrug. “On the plane,” she said, “you were just another man. I meet a great many. They all think so highly of themselves and are so very dull. As I listened to you talk to the customs officer you did not appear to think highly of yourself. That interested me. Is it true?”

“You seem to know all about me and I don’t know a thing about you. What do you do, besides rescue guys in distress?”

“I am a singer. Light opera. Concerts. Perhaps you attend concerts?”

“You already know the worst about me,” Johnny said. “So I’ll admit I avoid things as educational as concerts.”

“I think I like you, señor. Would you share a taxi with me into Havana?”

“Wish I could. But I’ve got an errand to do first. You know, that fool’s errand I mentioned.”

The black eyes gave him a glittering look. “A woman, naturally.”

“Matter of fact, a man. A friend of mine got in a little trouble down here and yelled for help. Probably it isn’t anything much. I’d like to see you after I straighten it out.”

She dug into her handbag, brought out a card and scribbled an address and telephone number on it. “I would like that, too,” she said, giving him the card. She beckoned to a taxi, stepped into it and then leaned out and said gravely, “I will try not to be too educational.”


CHAPTER TWO

He hailed a taxi and got in and groped in his pocket for the letter that had yanked him out of the crisp June weather of Canada and set him down twenty-four hours later in a sweating tropical city. He found the address and read it to the driver. Then he settled down in the back seat, intending to put away the letter and take a nap during the ride to the address Tony Mendoza had sent him. He didn’t put it away, though. He found himself reading it again, just as he had done a dozen times since it arrived.

Querido Johnny, it began.

That was an emotional way for one man to write to another. But the Spanish were emotional people. They wrote the way they felt. To a Spaniard, a friend wasn’t just a guy you liked to have a few drinks with. He was a guy who could have your house and the shirt off your back. He went on reading, picking out words in the glow of the light above the cab’s rear seat:


You will be surprised to hear from your old Tony. Who would think to find me in Havana?

Well, Johnny, there was nothing left for me to do in Manila. The plantation on Panay was no good after the war. It could have been farmed again but a Spaniard is no longer welcome. The Philippines for the Filipino! I could have gone back to Spain, but I had been away twenty years and did not wish to go back to that tortured country.

Your country seemed like the one good place left in the world. I had no way to get in from the Philippines and so I came to Cuba thinking it would be easier. Unfortunately, Johnny, we Spanish nationals who lived in Manila under the Japanese are looked on with some suspicion and we must prove that we were not collaborators. I do not say this is unreasonable and of course it is true that once your country and mine were enemies. So your officials here in Havana would not give me an immigration permit until long investigations could be made.

Johnny, it was not pleasant to wait. One is not given a work permit in Cuba. One waits and waits and every day the money gets less.

I tell you this because I have done something very foolish. A man said he could get me in your country without a permit. I should have refused to listen, but I was weak. Then later, when affairs had gone much too far, I became frightened. You know how easily I get frightened. In this case I ran away just when I was about to board a boat to be smuggled into your country.

It became at once very clear to me that it is not permitted to change one’s mind after learning something of the system. Shots were fired after me and the next day certain men visited the place where I had been living. The good Cuban woman with whom I had been boarding told them nothing. She knows where I am hiding, however, and will guide you if you can come to help your foolish old Tony….



A guy like Tony got scared easily, all right. Almost as easily as a guy named Johnny Edwards.

He closed his eyes and watched some pictures flickering in front of his eyelids. Newsreel stuff. There ought to be an announcer telling you solemnly: “This … is Manila. February, nineteen forty-five. Driving in from north and south, MacArthur’s men have closed a trap on twenty thousand Sons of Nippon. Now the Japs must be blasted out, street by street, house by house. A job for the heroic G.I. For the foot soldier …”

Yeah, and here comes that heroic G.I., S/Sgt. Edwards, John C., of the 11th Airborne. There he goes, all alone, tommy gun in hand, slipping past the corner of what had been a house. Is he out to silence a Nambu machine gun? Is he seeking water for his thirsty squad? Rescuing a wounded comrade? Hell, no. He’s looking for souvenirs. There he goes, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Watch closely. Hooray, he found the souvenirs!

Unfortunately the souvenirs are still in use.

That sound you hear, folks, is one of those Nambu machine guns. It is stitching bits of metal through the legs of our hero. This is a very inefficient way to collect souvenirs.

Now we dissolve to a night scene. That dark spot you see is a smashed house. In it is S/Sgt. Edwards, John C. He has remembered what he was told about pressure points and so he hasn’t lost more than a quart of blood. He expects somebody to come for him at any moment. Not his squad, though. They don’t know where he is. He expects Japs. He dropped his tommy gun while crawling into the house and only has a knife. He hears somebody feeling around for him. He jabs blindly with the knife, wondering dully why the Jap keeps dodging and sobbing and talking Spanish at him. Fortunately he blacks out, because the Jap is a horrible scared little Spaniard named Tony Mendoza who has been hiding in the cellar and saw the heroic G.I. get his and came up to help him.

It turned out that he was four hundred yards and three days inside the Jap lines. The scared little Spaniard carried him down into the cellar and kept him alive. So naturally, when the little guy got in trouble some few years later, he thought maybe his American friend would help.

Of course that sort of stuff was strictly from Don Quixote. Americans were practical people. The guy named Johnny Edwards had his own life to live. He was living it fishing for salmon on the Restigouche in New Brunswick when the letter reached his home. When it was forwarded to him it made him frown. Manila was a long way back. Let’s be sensible about this thing. Send the guy a nice hunk of change so he can buy off his playmates. Besides, the salmon were hitting well.

He went out fishing with the letter in his pocket. The salmon were rising nicely but he had forgotten how to take them. He kept thinking of Manila. He remembered waking up in the cellar of the smashed house with Tony wiping sweat from his face and talking to him in soft musical Spanish the way you might croon to a baby. At the time he hadn’t realized what chances Tony was taking. First the guy had crawled upstairs where he could have been shot by a Jap patrol. Then Tony had to get in close and take a knife away from him and carry him to the cellar and nurse him through a delirium in which he moaned and talked and yelled. Any one of those yells could have brought Japs, and let’s not pretend that any visiting Jap would have considered Tony a neutral.

What made a scared little guy like Tony take those chances for somebody he didn’t even know? And what made a guy like Johnny Edwards hate to admit he owed Tony anything? Was it because, if somebody took a lot of risks saving your life, you ought to try to prove your life was worth saving? It was a complicated subject and he couldn’t figure it out.

So here he was in Havana, irritated at having his salmon fishing interrupted, calling his trip a fool’s errand, trying to convince himself that Tony was being frightened by shadows.

All right, Edwards, let’s admit what’s the matter. You’re afraid Tony will ask what you’ve been doing since the war. Then you’ll squirm and say, well, Tony, you know the family has a lot of money and they let me do what I want and so I’ve just been bumming around the country playing golf and fishing and going in yacht races and drinking too damn much and making passes at dames. Tony will be too much of a gentleman to say you’re not doing much with the life he went to a lot of trouble to save, but you’ll be afraid that’s what he’ll think. Of course you can explain to Tony that being thrown down by your girl, while you were overseas wrecked your life and gave you a license to be a bum, but a guy like Tony probably won’t believe anybody has a license to be a bum.

“Señor,” the driver said, “this is the street and I think that is the house.”

They were parked in a narrow street where houses jammed close on each side, leaning at slightly tipsy angles. Wet cobblestones steamed in the glow of the headlights. He had forgotten how hot it could get in a tropical city after the rains began. The air was so moist it was almost a liquid. When you took a breath you could taste flavors in the air: the ripe taste of garbage, the mustiness of earth that seldom received any sunlight, the tang of salt from the harbor not far away. He paid the driver and climbed out of the cab and watched it slosh away down the street. After it turned the corner, darkness clamped down over the street like a lid.

He walked to the house the driver had indicated, rapped on the door. Nobody came. He rapped again and told himself not to get impatient. Tony was the only one who had a right to be impatient. It had taken Tony’s letter three days to reach his home, and two days more in being forwarded to the fishing camp. Then he had wasted almost a day carrying it around in his pocket, trying to find excuses for not helping Tony. The plane trip had taken another day. Seven days altogether. Six of them weren’t so bad. But he didn’t feel good about the day he had wasted.

The door creaked open about a foot. A white blob of a face floated into the dark opening and a woman’s voice asked in Spanish what he wanted.

“I want to see Tony Mendoza,” Johnny said. “I’m a friend of his from the United States. He — ”

The door slammed shut. Through it the woman called shrilly, “Go away. I know nothing of this. Go away at once!” There was a sharp note of panic in her voice.

“Wait a minute,” Johnny yelled. “Give me a chance to talk, will you?”

There was a shuffling sound beyond the door. It faded, died away. Johnny got out matches and struck one and looked around the doorway. He located the faint traces of a house number. It checked with the address in Tony’s letter. Probably it was only natural for the woman to be suspicious. Still, Tony had written that she would be looking for him, and you would have expected her to listen for more than a couple of sentences. He began knocking, quietly and politely, at intervals of a minute or so.

Finally something squeaked above his head. A window. He stepped back and saw the white blob of the face swinging out over his head.

“Go away,” the woman called. “I will not open the door. I will not talk. Go away. Cheat! Liar! Bandit!”

“I have a letter,” Johnny said quickly. “Don’t take my word for it. A letter from Tony. He said you’d be expecting me. Read it and see if I’m not telling the truth. I’m his friend, I tell you. Look, here’s the letter.”

“Everybody has letters,” the woman said in a queer tight voice. “I will not open the door.”

“I’ll shove it underneath. You don’t have to take any chances. Just pick it up and read it.”

The fat white face looked down at him for a few moments and then vanished. The window squeaked shut. Johnny went back to the door and listened. It was hard to catch sounds through the slow heavy thud of blood in his head. Finally he pushed the letter under the door, leaving a corner sticking out so he could get it back if nothing happened. He waited. For a long time the white triangle stayed the same size. At last it gave a tiny twitch. He held his breath. The woman’s fingers were nibbling at the letter like a fish working timidly at a bait. The bit of paper on his side of the door moved slowly, getting smaller, smaller. Suddenly it flicked out of sight. Nothing happened for minutes. Then abruptly the door opened and a fat hand reached out and gripped his arm and pulled him into the house.

“Stand still,” the woman said shakily. “I will make a light.”

A switch clicked and an electric bulb set in a wall bracket began to glow feebly. The face he had seen as a white blob took on detail: eyes like raisins pushed into dough, a small twitching nose, a series of chins oozing onto a black dress. She looked very frightened.

“Señor,” she said, “I think I have done something wrong. You really are a friend of Señor Mendoza’s?”

“Yes, sure,” Johnny said soothingly. “Want me to describe him?”

“No, no, please do not bother. I am not clever about descriptions anyway. Señor Mendoza described you to me and yet I am not clear at all. He said you would be an American and young and about so tall — ” She made a vague gesture above her head, compared it with his height and lifted her hand a little. “But it is still very confusing. Señor, would it seem discourteous if I said that all Americans look very much alike to me? As, perhaps, a foreign race such as the Chinese might look alike to you? I have seen very few Americans in my life.”

“I can understand that Don’t worry about it.”

“But I do worry, señor. You see, the other man was an American too.”

Johnny frowned. “What other man?”

“The other friend of Señor Mendoza who came earlier tonight. I knew Señor Mendoza was only expecting one friend from America, so when you came just now, I was sure there was something wrong. I did not trust you.”

“How would anybody else know Tony was expecting a friend from America?”

The rabbit nose twitched nervously “Señor, as you know from the letter, Señor Mendoza was hiding. Perhaps four days ago there came a small thin man, asking for his good friend Señor Mendoza. This one was not the American, you understand. Perhaps he was a Cuban, perhaps a Spaniard, perhaps almost anything. He was the sort of person one sees and does not really notice. He did not seem dangerous, not like other men who had come looking for Señor Mendoza and so perhaps I made a mistake.”

“You didn’t tell him where Tony was hiding?”

“Oh, no. I said with great firmness that Señor Mendoza had left word only a certain American friend of his was to be told where to find him.”

A small dull pounding started in Johnny’s stomach. It made him slightly sick. “And so tonight,” he said, “that certain American friend came around.”

“Yes, señor,” the woman said huskily. “And it is possible that I did wrong to tell him where Señor Mendoza could be found.”

“How long ago was he here?”

“An hour before you came.”

“Where do I find Tony?”

“Señor, there is a church. You go out the back and through an alley and across the street. The church burned several years ago. But the walls and floor are stone and remained. Also there is the cellar. One climbs through a window and finds a door up near where the pulpit used to be and then one finds stairs behind the door and goes down them into the cellar. At least that is what Señor Mendoza told me. It was he who found the place when it became necessary for him to hide.”

Johnny nodded. Anybody who lived through the assault on Manila knew how to hide in smashed buildings. He borrowed a candle from the woman and went out the back door and down the alley she pointed out. It was a black tunnel between two houses, patched with gray at the end where the next street crossed. He found himself moving in a slight crouch, setting his feet far apart so he could swing fast in any direction. It was queer, set a guy down at night in an old Spanish city and throw a scare into him and click! — there he was back in Manila in 1945. It was ridiculous. There was nothing to worry about. That business of the other American didn’t mean anything. In a few minutes he’d be telling Tony about it and having a good laugh. It was silly to run, bending low across the street as if a machine gun might throw a burst down it. It was a waste of time to creep up to the black skeleton of the church, watching the scars of windows for the glint of metal or the blur of a face. He shouldn’t let old habits come back to haunt him.

He swung in through a window opening and stumbled through piles of rubble until he found the door. It swung open as if the catch was broken or it had been slightly ajar. Behind it lay a solid chunk of blackness. He held the candle in his left hand and struck matches with his right. It wasn’t easy to light the thing. His mind seemed to be a little mixed up and part of it kept screaming that if he went on striking matches some Jap would blow his head off. Finally he got the thing lighted and started down a corkscrew of stone steps. Now he felt better. You couldn’t be tricked into playing war games while you pattered downstairs with a lighted candle. A candle flame was a pleasant normal thing. It — 

It went out. He stood motionless while his legs tried to pretend he was drunk. That was idiotic. He had merely reached the bottom of the steps and a flutter of cold air had snipped out the flame. There was no reason to get that Manila feeling back stronger than before, no reason for a throb to start in his legs where the bullets had skewered them. It was only imagination that made his nostrils quiver and pick up the raw fresh smell of smokeless powder.

He forced his drunken legs to step onto the cellar floor and carry him around the stairway shaft. There was light up ahead, seeping toward him through a distant arch and around a couple of stone pillars. He stumbled toward it. A lamp stood on the floor: an old-fashioned kerosene lamp with a wick that was turned up too high and made the flame glare and smoke in the chimney. Beside the lamp lay a man who slept restlessly, with little nervous twitchings. His face looked very tired.

Johnny’s throat tightened. “Tony,” he called. “Tony!”

A flicker of expression touched the man’s face and a whisper came back to Johnny — a deep sighing whisper that slid off walls and vaulted roof and trailed away into silence. It wasn’t the right whisper, though. All it said was Tony … Tony … Tony. And that wasn’t an expression changing on Tony’s face. It was a shadow from the leaping flame in the lamp, the same shadow that made Tony seem to stir and twitch. Johnny moved forward and saw the dark stain on the coat and shirt and the three tiny glints that came from the empty cases of .45-automatic bullets on the floor near his feet.

You thought of odd things at a moment like that. You thought of another cellar in Manila. You thought of how you had gone out fishing with Tony’s letter jammed angrily in your pocket, trying not to let it bother you. You thought of how, not long ago, Tony heard footsteps and turned up the wick of his lamp and called happily to his American friend and heard three shots from a .45 automatic. Or maybe he only heard the first one.

Another whisper crept through the vaulted cellar. It might be almost anything: the quick shuddering escape of a long-held breath, the faint scrape of a foot on stone, the click of a safety catch sliding out of its notch. The sound came from behind him. A shiver crawled up his back and stopped at his left shoulder blade and made it begin twitching. Funny, though. For once he wasn’t scared. He didn’t feel dull or numb any more. Something in his head was sending little hot spurts of energy through him. Something in his head told him to kneel slowly as if to examine Tony’s body and to reach out carefully and grip the lamp and get ready to whirl and throw it.

He knew exactly what would happen when he did that. Somebody was going to get killed. For some reason he didn’t care who.

He gripped the base of the lamp and spun and threw it. Flame cut a brief comet streak in darkness. Glass crashed. Sound bellowed at him and jets of fire squirted twice and bullets howled off stone. He lunged into blackness. A body should be there. A body that would jolt and go down under his rush and lie there screaming while he went to work on it. But it wasn’t there. He tried to stop his driving rush and knew he couldn’t and felt the solid crash of stone against his head and shoulder.

He was down. He was down on the stone floor flopping and gasping. Somewhere a man was running away — a man who still had at least one slug left in his automatic but who wouldn’t come back and use it no matter how you screamed at him. He staggered to his feet and saw a distant flashlight and tried to follow it but lost the light immediately in the sparks fizzing inside his head. Stone blocked his way again. Wherever he turned there was more of it.

Anyway it was no use now. The clatter of footsteps racing up the stairs floated back to him. Echoes picked up the sound and multiplied it until the arching spaces filled with a hollow, ghostly applause. He listened to it carefully. It seemed to be meant for him, all right. It was applause for an ironic little drama that began in a cellar in Manila and ended in a cellar in Havana. It was applause for a guy who couldn’t be bothered.


CHAPTER THREE

The hotel where he was staying had one of those bars where the light is kept dim so that you can’t see what brand of liquor or woman you’re getting. He went in and ordered a double Scotch and carried it to a booth in the corner. It didn’t taste badly, as a matter of fact, but maybe anything would taste all right after you had been living on coffee and cheap rum and benzedrine for two days. He hadn’t had much sleep. He closed his eyes for a moment and immediately a series of words began unreeling like ticker tape against the purple screen of his eyelids. Querido Johnny, it began. You will be surprised to hear from your old Tony….

That wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t do at all. In the first place the writing was in a queer edgy script that scratched his eyelids. In the second place it drove a guy nuts to see that letter every time he closed his eyes.

A good subject to keep his mind off Tony’s letter was the Cuerpo de Policia Nacional de la Habana. Maybe, since he knew them so well by now, he could get familiar and call them the Havana cops. For the first twenty-four hours after the murder, the Havana cops had been very interested in him. They were so fond of him they wouldn’t even let him out of their sight But then they found that his story checked perfectly and that he hadn’t killed Tony Mendoza and that he wanted to camp on their doorstep yelling for immediate action in solving the case. So for the last twenty-four hours they hadn’t wanted him in their sight.

In truth, Señor Edwards, one does not solve a murder so quickly. In fact one is not certain that it will be solved. Who was this man named Antonio Mendoza, after all? Merely an unimportant Spaniard who came to our city hoping to get an entry permit for the United States and refused to await the proper course of events and became involved with smugglers and lost his courage at the last moment and ran away and, since he might have talked, was killed. One might be forgiven for saying, señor, that your friend should have known better. And of a certainty the Cuerpo de Policia Nacional de la Habana cannot be expected to take any interest in the smuggling because that does not involve the breaking of any Cuban laws. So we will be grateful, Señor Edwards, if you will go about your business.

He finished the Scotch and got a refill and put that away and began to feel pleasantly drowsy. He took a chance and closed his eyes once more. The letter started unreeling again but this time it was blurred and didn’t scratch so much. It was pleasant to relax….
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