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ONE

THE OLD MAN was as unlikely as hominy grits at El Morocco. Or should I say crêpes suzette at Nedicks? Or is it Eggs Benedict at Bertha’s Beanery? First off, although he said he was sixty-two, he looked no more than forty-two, with a tall trim figure, a deeply tanned face — although this was November — and a handshake with more firm squeeze than a double-barreled blackmailer fresh off a whisper magazine. Secondly, he was a banker who was throwing away a thousand dollars, and bankers who throw away money are as unlikely as ungarnished meatballs at La Chambord. Thirdly, he had popped into the office without previous call or appointment, and business men who pop into business offices without previous call or appointment are as unlikely as feature spreads of gefilte fish on the snazzy menus of Royal House on Fifty-seventh and Park.

“What brought you here in the first place?” I said.

“I was recommended,” he said, “by Agatha Levine.”

Agatha Levine was an actors’ agent, and a good one.

“When was this?” I said.

“About fifteen minutes ago.” He slumped lower in the customer’s chair, stretched his long legs and crossed his ankles. “I came here directly from her office.”

His name was Edward Duff. He was senior partner of the banking firm of Duff, Sherman and Becker, principal offices in the salutary city of Beverly Hills in the golden State of California.

“What’s the connection,” I said, “between you and Agatha Levine?”

“She’s an old and trusted friend,” he said.

I ceased and desisted, momentarily, from further questioning. I was ready for remonstrance, but remonstrance, if I may be forgiven, was slightly premature. Temptation, in the form of ten crisp bills in the sum total of a thousand dollars, lay spread on my desk. I cast a covertly covetous glance at temptation; then I seized temptation by the horns, if hundred dollar bills can be said to have horns. I reached out and gathered temptation into a neat green packet and stuffed it out of sight into my desk drawer. I sighed and I said:

“Why do you insist upon throwing your money away?”

“Because I think it’s a solid investment.”

“But she’s due back tomorrow, isn’t she?”

“That’s right.”

“Due back from where, Mr. Duff?”

“I don’t know.”

That held me for a moment. I moved lower in my chair and now, across the desk, I was looking at him eye to eye. “You don’t know where she is, Mr. Duff?”

“That’s it exactly, Mr. Chambers.”

“But you do know she’s due tomorrow?”

“Yes, Mr. Chambers.”

“Then why don’t you wait until tomorrow — and ask her?”

“Because there’s more to it than that, if you please.”

“I please,” I said.

“As long as I’ve had the impulse to take this step, I’d like to go all the way.”

“What’s all the way?” I said.

“I’d like a complete report. I suppose, in a way, it’s sneaky — ”

“A father checking on his daughter?”

“Sneaky, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” I said. “I think.”

“But the circumstances are rather unusual.”

“I’ll know that,” I said, “when you acquaint me with said circumstances.” But I was beginning to feel better about temptation in my desk drawer. “Where do you want to begin, Mr. Duff?”

“At the beginning, naturally.”

“Naturally,” I said.

“I’m a widower,” he said.

“Sorry,” I said.

“I have two children, two daughters.”

“Yes?” I said, sitting up, snatching at a pencil, real business-like, poised for making notes on a pad of yellow paper. “Yes?” I said.

“Vivian, she’s the older one.”

“How old?”

“Twenty-five, married, and with two children of her own.” I made my notes. “And your other child?”

“Katy. She’ll be eighteen five months from now. We all live together on the West Coast in a big old house in Bel-Air.” He sat up, lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply. “Vivian and Katy,” he said. “Different as day and night.”

“Which one would you say was night?”

“Katy. Kind of a hellion. Always was. Oh, a good kid, down deep inside of her, but the kind of a kid who could go either way, if you know what I mean.”

“I can’t say I do, exactly.”

“Are you married, Mr. Chambers?”

“No, I’m not,” I said.

“Then of course you can’t say.” He squinted thoughtfully. “Now how shall I put it?” He shuffled in the chair, uncomfortably, still squinting, seeming to be trying to select the right words for what he had to say. “Bringing up kids, in these times, in this day and age, it’s rough, real rough, rougher than you, as a bachelor, can imagine.”

“Hasn’t it always been rough? I mean — ”

“Always a problem, of course, but not as much of a problem as … today.” He puffed hard on the cigarette, wiped it out in the ashtray. The lines on his long lean face appeared deeper. “Essentially, our kids are post war products, brought up in an era when guns, knives, violence are commonplace matters. The … the entire aura of our times is one of violence, the entire climate one of insecurity. The hot war and its backwash, the cold war and its threat, the bombs of utter destruction, the intercontinental missiles …” He brought out a new cigarette. “Sorry,” he said, “if I kind of let myself go, but it does have application.”

“To Katy?”

“To all kids, Katy included. You’ve just got to be lucky!”

“Yeah, I suppose,” I said.

“I was lucky with Vivian. She was a plain, sweet, fine girl who grew up to be a plain, sweet, fine woman. Not so Katy. I just wasn’t that lucky with Katy. I’m trying to explain a good deal in a short time, Mr. Chambers. Please bear with me.”

“I’m bearing,” I said.

“To begin with, Katy was always beautiful, very very beautiful.”

“That’s a complaint?” I said.

“Not a complaint, but a complication. A beautiful girl is always admired, always the center of attraction. That doesn’t help, in the growing-up stage. Plus she was always big for her age.”

“What’s that got to do with it, Mr. Duff?”

“It relates, it all relates to my being here right now.”

“Her being big for her age?”

“She ran around with older boys. Why, at fourteen, she looked — practically nineteen, tall and beautifully-figured.”

“All right,” I said, “It relates. So?”

“Katy was a problem, Mr. Chambers. Katy had to be handled very carefully. She was a stage-struck kid who wanted to be an actress. We encouraged it.”

“Who’s the we?”

“Vivian and myself, and a Dr. Kardon, a friend of mine, a psychiatrist. All during high school, Katy also attended dancing and dramatic school. It was a focal point for her energies. It — how shall I put it? — it held her in restraint.”

“She needed — restraint?”

He shrugged. “At fifteen, Mr. Chambers, Katy was ready to run away from home.”

“But why?”

“How the hell should I know why? Vivian found out about it and we, all of us, talked her out of it. That’s when we began to encourage the acting thing. It held her — that, and my promise to her.”

“Promise?”

“I wanted her to go to college, as Vivian had. She wanted no part of it — wanted no part of high school either, for that matter.”

“What promise, Mr. Duff?”

“I promised that after she was graduated from high school, I’d let her come to New York, for a year. Sounds awful, doesn’t it? That’s why I gave you the background.”

“Doesn’t sound awful at all, sir.” I was beginning to feel sorry for the guy. He was undressing and he was not the type to undress in front of a stranger and I was a stranger. “I’m with you, Mr. Duff,” I said. “All the way.”

“Thank you,” he said, very humbly, for a banker.

“Not at all,” I said, very humbly, for a private nothing.

“Five months ago, in June, she was graduated, and came along here to New York. She took an apartment, enrolled in the Kozko School of Dance, and enrolled with Stella Cullman for dramatics. I contacted Agatha Levine to do whatever she could for her.”

“And what did Agatha do?”

“Got her an audition.”

“Audition for what?”

“Flesh and Fury.”

“Flesh and Fury!” I said.

Flesh and Fury was only the top musical on Broadway, sold out for the next year and a half, fifty bucks a copy for a single seat; that is, if you happened to be on intimate terms with the second wife of the first cousin of a canny speculator who had been lucky enough to have been on intimate terms with the first wife of the producer’s father, and could prove all of that by voluminous affidavits developed in triplicate and signed in blood.

“The kid was good,” Edward Duff said.

“How so?” I said.

“She got a job jumping around in the chorus, but much more important, the job was also as understudy to Suzy Lyons.”

“Suzy Lyons?” I inquired in very mild tones.

“Suzy Lyons,” he said in tones just as mild. “Which is why Agatha Levine recommended me to you in the first place.”

“That Agatha Levine has got great big ears, hasn’t she?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Edward Duff said.

“I happen to be out of my mind for Suzy Lyons,” I said, “if that’s any interest to you.”

“My interest is Katy Duff.”

“Shoot,” I said. “You’re the boss.”

“I’ll come to Suzy Lyons,” he said.

“Over my dead body,” I said.

“May I continue?” he said.

“By all means,” I said.

“There were several provisions connected with my letting Katy come to New York,” he said. “She was to write me at least one letter each week. She was to call me at home every Sunday. Plus I had arranged that I’d come here in December, transfer over to our New York office for a period of six months. Like that I’d be here, at least for the second half of her year, kind of in a supervisory capacity.”

“Suppose,” I said, “she was a star in that year. Or, much more likely, at least somewhere on her way to some kind of success?”

“That,” he said, “was part of the deal. If she made, or was on her way toward making it — then she could continue in New York. If it went flat, then she’d come back to California, go to college and major in dramatics. At age twenty-one, she’d have the right to do whatever she pleased. So much,” he said, “for background.”

“Hold it a minute,” I said.

“Yes?” he said.

“You said December, didn’t you? That’s when you were supposed to transfer here?”

“Yes.”

“It’s November now, or isn’t it?”

“It is.”

“Change of plans?”

“The change was precipitated for me.”

“By Katy-gal?”

He nodded. “I was in Paris all of last month.” He dug into his jacket pocket and placed four envelopes on my desk. “Her letters came through on schedule, one a week. But there were no phone calls.”

“The letters came to your home?”

“Yes.”

“Did she know you were going to Paris?”

“Yes, I’d told her during one of our Sunday talks.”

“Well, did you expect her to call you all the way to Paris every Sunday?”

“No, of course not. Perhaps I thought she might have called through to Vivian — at least once — but on the whole, actually, I didn’t really give it much thought. But this last Sunday — when she knew I’d be home — still no call.”

“So, I take it, you called her.”

“I did. Called all day Sunday. No answer.”

“No show on Sunday,” I said. “She could have gone out of town for the day, couldn’t she?”

“Yes, she could have. But there was no answer on Monday either. I kept calling at intervals until four in the afternoon. No answer. That’s when I called the production office.”

“Production office?”

“Flesh and Fury.”

“Sure. And what’d they tell you?”

“That she’d been granted a leave of absence.”

I could feel the frown on my face. “When?” I said.

“That leave of absence was granted, Mr. Chambers, one month ago!”





TWO

HE STILL HAD the cigarette in his hand. He had not had time to light it. Now he had time. It was crumpled when he set it in his lips and his hand trembled when he lit it. He blew smoke at the match to extinguish it, dropped it into the ashtray, ran a hand through his hair and down his cheek. I let him smoke. I said nothing. I let him compose himself. I think he knew I was letting him compose himself and I think he appreciated it. His eyes moved over me, appraisingly. He had large dark eyes, but his eyes showed his age. They were filmy and a trifle bloodshot. More than a trifle, they were frightened. I let him smoke. He smoked. Then he said, “That was Monday.”

“They told you when she was due back?”

“Yes. Wednesday. Tomorrow.” He killed the cigarette. “I made my arrangements at once and flew out here. I’m here.”

I pushed a finger at the four envelopes on my desk, separating them. “May I?” I said.

“Certainly,” he said.

I took a letter out of each envelope. The handwriting was an imperious tall scrawl of backhand. I read through each letter quickly. I learned absolutely nothing. They were long and rambling and cute but they were about as informative as a recalcitrant defendant on trial for seduction. There was not one word about a leave of absence. I laid away the letters and sought information from the envelopes. All four were postmarked New York. “Took a leave of absence,” I said, “and stayed right here in New York?”

“Curious, isn’t it?” he said.

“Damn right,” I said. “Why don’t you wait until tomorrow and ask her, in person?”

“I don’t want to ask her, in person.”

“But why not?”

“I don’t want to be in a position of a parent probing at his daughter. There are a delicate set of balances here, Mr. Chambers. Please, can’t you understand that?”

“Yes, I think I can.”

“I gave you the background.”

“You sure did.”

“I don’t want this kid rearing up and breaking away. She’s capable of that. I just don’t want to upset the applecart, as it were. If she wants to tell me — great, fine. But if not — I still want to know. I … I’m desperately interested.”

I sighed, a real deep one, from way back. I was glad I was not a parent. “Okay,” I said. “You got into town today. What did you do?”

“Checked in at the office.”

“Then?”

“Took over one of the company cars.”

“Then?”

“Then I went to the Waldorf Towers and rented the suite that’ll be my home for my stay in New York. Of course I kept calling Katy all the time. No answer.”

“Suite at the Waldorf Towers,” I said. “What suite?”

“2705.”

“Then, after that?”

“I drove up to Agatha Levine’s.”

“Exactly what for?” I said.

“She knew about Katy, knew about me, knew about … the problem that is my Katy. It was Agatha, of course, who suggested you.”

“Any special reason that she suggested me?”

“Suzy Lyons,” he said.

“We’re back to that, are we? Okay, then. Let’s track it down. All the way. What’s my love life got to do with your daughter?”

“Nothing.” He moved about in his chair, uncomfortably. “But that’s twice now I got Suzy Lyons thrown at me.”

“Katy adores Suzy Lyons.”

“So?”

“She was the closest person to her here in New York.”

“So?”

“Agatha felt that since you and Miss Lyons were quite friendly — ”

“Big ears she’s got, hasn’t she?”

“She also said you were a brilliant man in your profession — ”

“But that was incidental, wasn’t it?”

“Not at all. It was just that it all fell into line. You were a friend of Miss Lyons, Miss Lyons was a friend of Katy’s, the idea of a trustworthy private detective was an excellent one — ”

“You’re spending your thousand dollars so that I can pump Suzy for gossip about Katy.” I opened the desk drawer and reached for the loot. “Respectfully,” I said, “I decline.” The hell with temptation.

“No! Please! Listen!” He lurched out of the chair, grabbed at the edge of the desk and leaned across. His knuckles were white. “Please,” he said, “I’m not interested in gossip, I’m not interested in Suzy Lyons — I’m interested in a wonderful crazy kid who happens to be my daughter.” He looked down at me almost fiercely, and I looked up at him almost contritely. “Please,” he said, “I’m terribly worried. You can help me. Please help me. I tried to do what I thought was right for my daughter, I played along, I let her come here alone to New York, but I’m not sure, I’m not certain …” The filmy old eyes in the sunburnt young face tried to blink away tears.

“Mr. Duff,” I said, “I’m a shmuck. Forgive me.”

“Will you help? Please?”

“I’ll do what the hell I can.”

“Thank you.”

“Forget it. You paid me, didn’t you?”

“But please, it’s imperative that she never know that I’ve checked on her, investigated. That kid would just blow up — ”

“Of course, of course.” I came out from behind my desk.

“You’ve hired yourself what is euphemistically called a private richard, Mr. Duff. Suppose we begin at home base.”

“Pardon?” He paced away.

“Where’s her apartment?”

“334 East 78th. Apartment 12H.” He kept pacing. “She’s not home, you say?”

“I’m certain she’s not.”

“Then suppose we open operations right there. We might get some hints, moseying around home base.”

“I don’t have a key.”

“We can call on the superintendent. After all, you are her father, and you can prove it.”

“No, that might leak back to her.”

I smiled at him gloomily. “Mr. Duff, no matter how I try to avoid it, you’re going to cost me money.”

“Money’s no object, Mr. Chambers. Any additional expense — ”

“Frankly, I don’t have the heart. Additional expenses, they’ll come out of my fee. After all, she’ll be back tomorrow, and you’ll probably get all your answers without me.” Dolorously I added, “It’s going to cost me two hundred bucks.”

“What’s going to cost you?”

I got his coat and threw a roadblock into his pacing. I helped him on with his coat and gave him his hat. I grabbed my things and I asked him, “How’s about a drink, Mr. Duff?”

“Love it,” he said, “but I don’t think I can drink two hundred dollars worth.”

“You’re going to,” I said as I ushered him out.

At the elevator, I looked at my watch. It was six o’clock.

“Six o’clock,” I said with brilliant extemporaneousness.

“And I’m double-parked, without lights.”

“Those are expensive tickets in New York.”

“I can afford it,” he said.

It was sharp dark November cold outside, with a thick wind blowing snow from the north. We pulled our hats down low and walked against the snow until he yanked at my arm and pointed out the car. It was a shiny black Cadillac double-parked so far out that it created a hump in the traffic. But since Mr. Edward Duff could afford a ticket, there was no ticket. Wouldn’t you know that? Those who can afford tickets never get tickets. It is a law of life.

“I’ll drive,” I said.

“Be my guest,” he said.

In all the tank towns of America, throughout the bush leagues, in every cotton-picking hick-stick hamlet in the country, there is always a saloon with the egregiously original title of Oasis. There are more oases throughout the continental United States than have appeared in the mirages of parched travelers on every desert in all of time. In the great, big, bright, sophisticated metropolis of New York, I drove Mr. Edward Duff to Fifty-eighth and Second and we entered a watering place neon-emblazoned: OASIS. At the bar I inquired, “What’ll your pleasure be, Mr. Duff?”

“For two hundred dollars?” he said.

“It’s going to cost me,” I said, “any way you interpret it.”

“Bourbon,” he said. “Water and lemon peel.”

“Bourbon, water and peel,” I said to the bartender, “for my friend. Brandy for me. Where’s Zang?”

“Upstairs,” the bartender said.

“Would you give him a buzz, please?”

“I’ll be happy,” the bartender said. “What’s the name?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“I’ll be happy,” the bartender said. “Drinks first or buzz first?”

“Drinks first, please.”

“Who is Zang?” Edward Duff said.

Over bourbon and water and peel for him, and brandy for me, I told him. Zangwill Manchester was the only criminal I had ever met in whom were combined such dissimilar traits as larceny, wisdom, business sense, and homespun philosophy. He was the only thief I had ever known who had set himself a goal for becoming honest, and had achieved his goal. Zang was a burglar who had plied his profession in the city of New York for eight long years and had not ever once even been arrested. The goal had been the accumulation of $200,000. When one considers that burglars steal objects rather than cash — clothes, jewels, furs — and that such objects, by dint of fences, are transposed to cash at a fraction of their intrinsic values, the fact that Zang had attained his goal within eight years stamped him as a man of singular diligence and constant effect. But Zang, unlike most criminous characters, kept the promise he had made to himself. He had retired from burglary when the nest egg had swelled to planned proportion. He had purchased a two-story building, created the Oasis downstairs, and set up domicile upstairs. The Oasis had thrived, and Zang was rich and respectable. He had never, however, disposed of his tool kit, an amazing box containing the most exquisite implements, from the most powerful of magnifying glasses to the most delicate of picklocks. Now and then, for those of his own particular inner circle, Zang did an odd job or two — not stealing, just obliging — but, as though not to lose his professional status, whatever was done was done for a price. It was even rumored that the long arm of the law crooked slightly, upon certain happenstance, in order to put Zang’s unique talents to purpose.

“Buzz now,” I said to the bartender.

The bartender went away.

“Remarkable,” Duff said.

“Pardon?” I said.

“Zang,” he said. “Will I meet him?”

“I hope,” I said.

The bartender returned.

“Okay,” the bartender said.

“Excuse me,” I said to Edward Duff.

I went outside to the slender entrance adjacent to the doorway of the Oasis. I touched the one white anonymous button and the return click was almost instantaneous. I pushed in the bulky door, walked up a steep flight of stairs, knocked and Zang opened up for me.

“Come in, come in,” he said heartily. “Long time no see and all the rest of that crap.” He led me into a marvelously furnished Japanese living room. “Sit down,” he said. “What do you want to drink?”

“Got Saki?” I said.

“Got everything,” he said. “Piss, even. What’s your pleasure, Peter?”

“Nothing, thanks,” I said. “I’m working.”

He was short, fat and bald with an apple-cheeked face and grinning eyes. He was impeccably dressed in a black suit, white shirt and black knit tie. “Working,” he said. “Legal, I hope.”

“Perfectly legal,” I said.

“All right. What do you want, kid?”

“A little help.”

“Like what, kid?”

“Like you should open a door for me. Maybe two doors. “Legal?” he said.

“Perfectly legal,” I said. “In fact my client is getting wet in your oasis downstairs.”

“Who’s your client?”

“Edward Duff. A banker from Beverly.”

“Legit?” he said.

“A hundred percent.”

“They pay pretty good, them bankers.”

“Fair,” I said.

“It’s going to cost you, kid.”

“Sure it will, Zangie dear. How much?”

“A couple of hundred. Plus I just open the doors. I don’t even cross no threshold. I open up and good bye. What else you want?”

“Nothing else.”

“I’ll be able to stop in at your office for the cash payment?”

“Have I ever crossed you, Zangie lad?”

“Nope, or you wouldn’t be here talking to me, kid.”

“It’ll be at my office. Any time starting tomorrow morning. My secretary will have the instructions.”

“So okay, kid. So what are we waiting for?”

“You,” I said.

He climbed into a grey cashmere coat, donned a pearl-grey homburg, left the room and returned with a little black bag. Downstairs we collected Duff. I drove.

“Again?” Duff said. “Why you?”

“I know my way around this town. You’re a stranger, remember?”

The banker, the richard, the thief-turned-tavern-owner — of the three, the thief-turned-tavern-owner looked most like a banker. Scratch that. What with his little black bag, he looked like a distinguished doctor, a specialist on his way to make an emergency house call: a brain specialist, at least.

“Friggin’ snow,” Zang said. “Who needs it?”

Brightly I said, “What do you expect? Plum trees? It’s winter.”

“Real sharp fella you hired yourself, Mr. Duff,” Zang said.

East 78th Street was quietly residential. Except for the parked cars, the street was deserted save for an occasional hurrying figure. It was cold — the snow was not the leisurely big-flaked joyous kind — it was cold, bitter, icy, nostril-freezing nasty.

334 was tall, wide and old without canopy or doorman but with one obvious, if temporary, asset: a parking space directly in front sufficient to accommodate the length of a de luxe Caddy. I slid in and we got out. Zang put his gloves on.

The cramped lobby was steam-heated, with bells, brackets and buttons on a cracked marble wall to the right. Directly ahead was a glass door with a grill in front and curtains in back. I tried it. It was locked.

“Let’s try in case the party is home,” Zang said.

“You bet,” I said.

The bracket of 12H held a neatly printed K. DUFF. I pressed the button, pressed again and again. The result was a broad smile from Zang and silence from the clicker.

“We could squeeze a few of the other buttons,” Duff said. “Somebody’d tick back.”

“That wouldn’t be cricket,” Zang said. “What’s with cricket, anyway? Cricket’s some kind of bug, ain’t it?” He took an instrument from his bag and opened the door. “Got a hunch this little hunk of tempered steel is going to do the trick upstairs too.”

Inside there was a wide frayed carpet, four tall distorted mirrors, and one automatic elevator. I looked about and looked to Duff. “Didn’t you give her enough rent money?” I said.

“Let’s say I wasn’t spoiling her,” Duff said. “As it happens, it’s a sub-let. Three rooms at two hundred dollars a month. What was I going to do, buy her a house?”

“Yeah,” Zang said. “The rents in New York — highway robbery.”

The elevator took us to 12 without mishap. Zang thrust a look at the lock of H and smiled. “My hunch was correct,” he said. “I’m stealing your money, kid. Make it up to you some other time.” He maneuvered steel against brass for a short moment, and opened the door for us. “Me,” he said, “I don’t even cross the threshold. Enjoy yourself, gentlemen.”

He bowed, waved and departed.

Duff preceded me. I closed the door. We were in darkness. There was no sound except the sound of our breathing. My hand crawled along the wall seeking the light switch. I found it and clicked it. Overhead light showed us a small, well-furnished, square vestibule, with a thick red rug. To the left was an archway leading into a step-down parlor. From our angle we could only see a tangent of it. It had the same red rug as the vestibule.

This trip, I preceded Duff. I flicked the parlor switch and we got light from an elaborate high-hung chandelier. It was a tremendous room. Whoever had sub-let to Katy had had a choice apartment in an old building when they had built their rooms for people and not for murphy-bed midgets. It was vast and it was exquisitely furnished but our eyes went instantly to a massive brocaded couch which faced us from the far end of the room.

A man was seated in one corner of the couch. He was slender and smiling and exceedingly handsome. He was dark and pale with sparkling white teeth. He wore a navy-blue suit, a tab-collared white shirt and a dark conservative tie. His right elbow rested on the right arm of the couch and the fingers of his right hand were clasped about the butt of a thick black automatic.

The thick black automatic was pointed at us.





THREE

IN THE UTTER silence of the room, Duff’s half-gasp behind me sounded like the blast of a train-whistle in a tunnel, but I gave it no heed. My entire heed was being devoted to the smiling young man with the gun. I recognized him and I hoped, fervently, that he recognized me. His name was Allan Sylvester, man about New York town, a virile specimen of male pulchritude, but as virulent a specimen as a two-headed cobra with a large hate for each head. Allan Sylvester once appeared on television before a Senate Investigating Committee — investigating rackets — and he was the young man who proclaimed to the world that he had garnered a large share of the world’s goods by virtue of having devised a foolproof system to beat the horses. Whether or not this was true, there was no question that Allan Sylvester kept reaping of the world’s goods without performing one single act of legitimate labor. Allan Sylvester was a handsome parasite, a dangerous bloodsucker, a leech upon women and a drain upon men, and Allan Sylvester with a gun in his hand was as attractive to me as an oncoming kangaroo carrying radioactive fallout in its pouch.

“Hi, Allan,” I heard myself murmuring, weakly.

The young man continued to smile but he made no acknowledgment.

“You know him?” Duff whispered behind me.

“I do,” I said. “Hi, Allan.”

The young man offered no reply.

A trickle of presentiment ran down my spine like a rivulet of sweat. I admit that I lacked the courage to proceed pell mell in the direction of the pointing gun but a dreadful suspicion arose within me that if I did proceed I could come to no harm. I did not proceed because when there exists a risk, however slight, that I might accumulate small holes in my body, I am rather cautious. I stood rooted but I peered more closely at the handsome young man of Manhattan. True, the smile sparkled, but that was only because the teeth were sheer white and reflected light from the chandelier. There was no mirth in the expression of the face and from where I stood the eyes showed no recognition, they showed only glassiness. Also, although paleness is consistent with the indoor type of city man in winter, Allan’s paleness, on closer study, was an unnatural paleness, a peculiar pallor kind of paleness. But as I stretched my hand to keep Duff from coming forward, I watched the eyes. And after a few moments, I was real brave. I moved forward. Tentatively, I admit — but I moved.
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