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prologue

The slim, pipe-smoking man entered the cheerlessly functional office hurriedly, closed the door behind him until it latched firmly, and approached the limed oak desk with its three telephones — two black and one white — and its red BURN baskets. “Morning, Dave,” he said to the stocky, gray-haired man behind the desk, placing a single typewritten sheet of paper before him. “This came in during the night. They called me early when they finished decoding it.”

Silence settled over the office as the stocky man leaned forward in his swivel chair to scan the message. He frowned, read it through a second time more slowly, and rose to his feet. Hands jammed deeply in his pockets, he sauntered to the nearest high-up barred window through which he stared out unseeingly at the summer haze on the distant blue hills. “First time he’s broken cover,” he said without turning around, “since we — ah — placed him.” He turned away from the window. “The circumstances must be — ”

“Out of the ordinary,” the other man supplied. “Especially from its tone.”

“Yes. We’ve how much time?”

“Before the plane’s arrival? Four hours.”

“Four hours. No question about the accuracy of the translation, Roger?”

“I’m assured not. I questioned it myself, the — ah — categorical imperative was so noticeable.”

The gray-haired man nodded. “I caught that. He doesn’t ask that we intercept the courier; he demands it. Though can you blame him? Once he made his move all his eggs were in our basket.” He rubbed his chin. “What’s your feeling?”

“About his making the move? It must be urgent. The fact we’ve heard from him at all, plus — ” he gestured at the sheet of paper on the desk top “ — he indicates the less important packet he inserted in the pouch contains the drawings we’d given up hope of getting. The less important? What could be more important than the drawings?”

“A change of line. Of policy.” The gray-haired man moved back behind his desk. “That’s why we have him there on a don’t-call-me-I’ll-call-you basis. Something must have come up important enough for him to make the move.” He frowned down at the single sheet of paper on the expanse of his desk. “We have no choice, actually, although I’d prefer not being pushed to the edge of the well like this. Once the courier reaches the embassy with the unauthorized packets, that’s the end of our defector-in-place. We can’t afford it.”

“Action against the courier will be approved?”

“It will be approved. Grudgingly, but it will be approved. I’d start getting ready if I were you. Get your men lined up. Good men. A foulup would be damned awkward.”

“Got you the first time,” the other man said cheerfully, and left the office.

The man behind the desk half-turned for another look at the morning sunlight beyond the barred windows before he reached for the receiver of the white telephone.





chapter I

I’d been under the summer night’s stars on the turnpike in the borrowed convertible for over an hour. I was seventy-five yards behind the twin taillights of the car ahead of me; I’d moved up that close to Joe Williams only in the last five miles. We were coming to the exit. My speedometer needle hung right on sixty-five. Up ahead of us a scattered line of red fireflies marked the flow of eastbound traffic. The rearview mirror was dark; behind me not a car was in sight.

I’d just glanced at my watch, which said three-thirty, when there was a sharp flare of light on the windshield. Instinctively I went for the brake. For a second I could see nothing as my eyes scanned the road, and then the flare came back. Across the grassy, hollowed-out turnpike median strip a pair of headlights pointed straight up at the sky. They slammed down in a sweeping arc halfway across the center strip, and rebounded. The out-of-control car hurtled right at us, going incredibly fast. I was standing up on the brake. The lights came down and went up again, much closer. When they came down the next time it was in our lane. They hit Joe Williams’ car maybe five degrees off dead center.

There was surprisingly little noise, just a dull, grinding wump. A wheel shot past me, bounding high in the air. Metal spanged viciously off the windshield, which bloomed in a garish white star. I was still skidding toward the merged mass in front of me when a white flash mushroomed from its base. By the time I had the convertible rolling backward the heat was searing me. The wreck was a red inferno lighting up the road for half a mile. I’d come within fifteen feet of tying into it myself.

A hundred yards away I backed off the highway. I opened my door and stepped out, flashlight in hand to keep oncoming cars off me, although I still couldn’t see any. Up ahead, hell on the highway was in full bloom. I took a step in that direction, and stumbled. With the light at my feet I could see a car door, wrenched from its hinges, lying upside down in the road. Handcuffed to the inner door handle was an oversized, bulky-looking briefcase, wide as it was high. It took a second look for me to realize the object in the other handcuff was a human arm and hand. That’s all. It had been torn off below the elbow. A pool of blood was collecting in the slightly concave door center.

The briefcase didn’t surprise me, but I couldn’t figure the handcuffs. In my time as bagman for Charley Risko I’d toted briefcases aplenty without benefit of handcuffs. Regardless, I scooped up the whole business, door and all, and dropped it in the back seat of the convertible. I threw a raincoat over it, and turned back to the road.

A bobbing flashlight was zigzagging across the median strip toward the holocaust. “Explosion, explosion!” I yelled at the dimly seen figure. It slowed, turned, and started back toward me. I could make out the outline of a portly-looking man silhouetted against the high-leaping flames.

“My God, isn’t there s-something — we can — ” he was gasping when he came up to me. I was facing the wreck; I had a split-second warning. I tackled him, and we went down together on the powdery crushed stone of the highway shoulder. On the way down the reverberating whoom! of the blast reached us. Whining shrapnel filled the air. A piece crashed down onto the hood of the convertible. I scrambled up, stopped myself just in time from reaching for it, jerked off a shoe, and batted the jagged, red-hot slab of iron off onto the side of the road where it sizzled faintly in the grass. On the hood where it had been the paint bubbled up in a hollow blister. Everything had gone dark around us after the starburst of the explosion.

“Jesus!” the fat man said fervently from his knees. I helped him up. By the time I had my shoe pulled back on there were other cars behind us, finally. As they slowed for my waving flashlight, I could see in their headlights a small fire in the road up ahead and lumps of smoldering metal all over the place. I opened the convertible door and sat down at the wheel.

It was twenty minutes before the police got around to me. Two troopers walked up to the car, accompanied by the fat man I’d tackled. “ — was right across the road when I saw it,” he was saying importantly. “This man — ” pointing at me “ — was the only one on the scene before I was. He saved my life. Twice.”

The lead trooper, a big one, looked in at me. “You hurt, mister?” he asked crisply.

“No,” I told him. I almost had to bite my tongue to keep the “sir” of it.

“We’ll get you checked out to make sure when the ambulance gets here,” he said. “What happened?”

“Car crossed over and hit the guy in front of me head-on. Must’ve been doin’ a hundred, easy.”

“There’s no tire marks crossing over,” the trooper said.

“He wasn’t on the ground enough to leave marks. He came across in about three jumps. Look for a couple of gouged-out places.”

He nodded. “Any idea how many people in the car? Either car?”

“None at all,” I lied. I knew how many people had been in Joe Williams’ car. Just Joe Williams.

A fire truck roared up, followed by a wailing ambulance. A wrecker was already there. The big trooper turned around and started back up the road, putting his feet down cautiously between smoking chunks of metal. His partner moved in beside me. “It’ll save time if I take the information I need from your license and registration,” he said smoothly. I handed them to him. “John Markham,” he read from the license. “From the marks you left on the road I’d have to say your reflexes are in good shape, Mr. Markham, but you were still damn lucky.”

I’m not John Markham.

For the past ten months my name has been Pete Karma, but I didn’t contradict the trooper about the name, the reflexes, or the luck. Happy Jack Markham’s five feet eleven inches, one hundred and seventy pounds, black hair, and gray eyes on the license description fitted me well enough. That’s why I had his license.

When the trooper ran out of questions, the big one came back with the intern from the ambulance. The intern was a thin, glasses-wearing type, and he looked shook. I got out of the car and let him check me over. He turned back to the big trooper with a kind of grunt and a jerk of his thumb toward the wreck. “Nothing for me there, either,” he said in a nervous, high-pitched voice. “Call the medical examiner. The I.D. people, too. Long as I’ve been riding this buggy I’ve never seen a job scattered from hell to breakfast like this one.”

“Any idea how many people — ” the trooper began.

“I wouldn’t even bet you how many cars,” the intern cut him off.

They moved away. I got back into the convertible. Up the road the wrecker’s crew was clearing the way with shovels and heavy brooms. From behind me cars maneuvered by cautiously in a single lane. Red railroad flares dotted the highway ahead and behind. Flashlight bulbs kept going off as men stood in the road taking pictures. I realized the bulbs had been going off for some time, and I slouched down in the seat. The second trooper popped up beside me again. “How long would you estimate you were here before the judge?” he wanted to know.

“Judge?”

“Judge Haines, the man you kept from runnin’ into the explosion.”

“Maybe ten seconds. Officer, we finished here?”

“We’re finished.” His sweeping glance took in both me and the convertible. “Can you drive with your windshield like that?”

“I’ll drive.”

I had to drive. I started the car and inched ahead, and the trooper stopped the line of slowly moving traffic and let me in. I pulled on by the heap of twisted metal still flaring fitfully by the side of the road despite the mound of foam smothering it. Past it, I got over in the right-hand lane and rolled along at thirty-five. Cars whizzed past me. I couldn’t seem to put my foot down any harder. I couldn’t seem to think. For two and a half years I’d done nothing but think, and now everything seemed to have stopped dead center at the instant of the crash. My mind was blank.

I turned off at the exit, paid the toll, and started up again from the booth. All in order, one corner of my brain noted ironically. This was the exit Joe Williams would have taken; the exit I’d have taken right behind him. There the dark corner at which I’d have curbed him. There the big oak tree under which I’d have killed him. Joe Williams … a few grease spots back on the highway. And a hand and arm in the back seat.

I swung the convertible in a broad loop across the deserted road and headed back in the opposite direction. I passed under the bridge and turned onto the turnpike access road leading back west. West and north; I had a three-hour drive back to Detroit ahead of me, exactly as I would have had if I’d killed Joe Williams as I’d planned. I picked up my ticket at the westbound toll booth, and settled down to it.

It was seven-thirty and broad daylight when I passed the Hotel Sylvester where Happy Jack Markham stayed. I drove on by for three blocks to where I’d parked my own car. I pulled up beside it, opened both doors, and slid the slab of wrenched-off door I’d picked up from the highway across into my back seat. It was still covered by the raincoat. I lifted an edge for a look. The door looked the same. The briefcase looked the same. The hand looked whiter. The blood looked darker. I closed both doors and took off for the Sylvester in the convertible.

The transfer hadn’t taken five seconds, and except by someone standing in a direct line between the two cars, my movements could not have been seen. There hadn’t been anyone. Parking in front of the Sylvester, I dropped Happy Jack’s license on the floor of the front seat. A man never misses his license until he looks for it. I’d had Jack’s for three weeks. He was a hard-nosed maverick with a sense of humor whose latest caper had been running guns into Algeria until he’d been sidelined by a heart attack. I scribbled a note and left it under his windshield wiper. BRING ME THE BILL: Pete.

I walked back to my own car and headed for Vining Street. The road was empty when I stopped in front of the apartment. It was still too soon for the early-to-the-office types. I climbed into the back seat, removed the raincoat and tried to open the briefcase. It was locked with a kind of lock I’d never seen before. I took out my knife and tried to pry it. I couldn’t even make a dent in it. I tried the leather around the lock. A sixteenth of an inch beneath the leather I ran into steel. I probed the case at random. The whole damn thing was lined with steel.

I rewrapped the door in the raincoat and set it upright on the floor. I got out and locked up the car, trying the doors twice to be sure, then walked around to the rear of the apartment and went up the back stairs. I quietly let myself into 3-C with my key. The shades were still drawn. I could hear Lynn’s light snores from the bedroom. In the bathroom I opened the medicine cabinet and took out the bottle of sleeping pills, the pills I’d dissolved two of into Lynn’s highball last night. I shook two pills out onto my palm and swallowed them.

Back in the bedroom I stripped to my shorts. Lynn’s blonde hair was fluffed out on her pillow on her side of the double bed. I climbed in carefully beside her, but she stirred and opened her eyes. “Oh, my,” she yawned, and then smiled just as widely. Both yawn and smile were attractive. It’s a gift some women have at that hour of the morning. Maybe a dozen on the five continents. “I don’t know when I’ve slept like that, Pete. What time is it?”

“Early. Go back to sleep.”

Instead, she threw back the sheet and pattered into the bathroom. All she had on was the tops of a never-worn pajama set she’d bought me. Returning, she snuggled up to me spoon-fashion, her plump, silky buttocks against my middle. She wriggled experimentally once or twice. When nothing happened, she sighed, stretched lengthily, and promptly fell asleep again.

I listened to her deep, even breathing.

It seemed as though I listened to it forever.

I watched the lengthening rays of sunlight under the shades move from item to item of furniture in the bedroom.

How did I really feel, anyway?

Relieved that Joe Williams had died accidentally before I got to him on purpose?”

Angry?

Frustrated?

I didn’t know.

I simply didn’t know.

Despite the sleeping pills, my eyes were tired of the white ceiling long before they closed.





chapter II

Lynn woke me at three-thirty.

Our shift goes on at six, right after the reduced-price early cocktail hour. I’m the night bartender and Lynn is the hostess at The Gables, Tommy Palladino’s place on the river. It’s not a big night club; the newspaper ads call it “intimate.” It draws a society crowd. Tommy Palladino had been Detroit society’s prohibition era bootlegger — or one of twenty — and the younger generation had inherited him from their parents.

I’d been at The Gables for six months, ever since I’d cut across Joe Williams’ trail after the crushout. Palladino liked my style behind the stick. He must have had a run of bad ones. Tommy would have been surprised to know my technique came from a three-week cram course in Chicago before I braced him for the job.

We drove to work in Lynn’s VW. What can I say about her except that she’s a beautiful girl? Quietly beautiful. Good-natured. From a good family. On the rebound from a bad marriage. She was hiding out from the family; they’d pushed her into the marriage. She was thirteen years younger than I, but for the moment she’d attached herself firmly to my apron strings. I was all in favor of it, understand; every young girl should have an older man between marriages. She was such a damn nice kid, though, that I had to keep reminding myself every once in a while that in five years she’d have a hard time remembering my name.

At the club she gave me a smile at the door of the dressing room and slipped inside to change. She wouldn’t leave the apartment in broad daylight in an evening gown; claimed she felt like a fool. I went on into the bar. Tip O’Neal, the day man, had his drawer all checked out. He made one quick trip to the locked storeroom behind the bar, then ducked under the hinged counter opening and was gone before I was even behind the mahogany.

When she wasn’t busy seating people, Lynn’s station was at the kitchen end of the bar, away from the dining area, where she could keep an eye on the waitresses. After eight the place got busy. I didn’t mind; it gave me less time to think. Around ten my thinking got a crack on the knuckles. Palladino — a swarthy bull of a man with snow-white hair — came in to answer the wall phone. He swung around to survey the bar. “Don’t see him,” he boomed into the receiver. “Joe Williams been in tonight, Pete?”

Fortunately my back was to him. A scattered chorus of “No’s” from along the bar covered my silence. Palladino relayed the message and bustled out. I breathed again. You didn’t think there’d be inquiries about him? I asked myself. With Charley Risko looking for him? I set my shaking hands to washing beer glasses.

At two o’clock I was just as ready to rack it up as Tip had been at six. Palladino moved in behind the bar to outwait the night owls. At the apartment Lynn and I had scrambled eggs. Getting ready for bed she surprised me. “I had a letter from Gussie today,” she said.

Gussie was her cousin Augusta, four years younger than Lynn, and the daughter of a drinkin’ uncle. It gave me a turn hearing Lynn was in contact with anyone in her family. Once she started that — well, I’d had a long run for an old stud. “What’s on her mind?” I asked.

“She left home three months ago and got a job. Now she’s lost the job and she’s broke and she won’t go home. She kids about it, but it’s a worrisome thing for an eighteen-year-old.”

“I could move down the street and you could invite her to visit with you for a while,” I said.

“You could stay right here and I could invite her to visit me for a while,” Lynn said sharply. I was sitting on the edge of the bed taking off my shoes. She walked over to me, leaned down, and kissed the back of my neck. It did something to my toes. “Although I don’t know that I will. Gussie can be a bit of a handful.”

“Yeah, so I’ve heard you say. Well, don’t let your invitation hang fire too long if you’re going to give it. The best way to repair mistakes made at her age is in advance.”

“All right, grandfather,” Lynn smiled. She bounced into the bed beside me. Despite the previous chain reaction from the back of my neck to my toes, we were asleep in ten minutes without violating the center of the bed. I don’t know what Lynn had on her mind. I had too much on mine.

I was up at one in the foreign noonday sunshine. I eased out of bed without waking Lynn. In the kitchenette I had a glass of tomato juice, and then went downstairs to the superintendent’s apartment in the basement. “Swede around, Edna?” I asked his wife when she came to the door. She was a two-hundred-pound whale with a baby face. “I need a hammer and a screwdriver.”

“He’s gone out, Pete.” She hesitated. “Don’t tell him I told you, but his tool box is behind the furnace room door.”

“Thanks, Edna.”

When I opened the box, the first thing I saw was a hacksaw. That was more like it. Working in the briefcase out in the car was too public, anyway. I went upstairs with the hacksaw and ran the car around in back of the apartment. In the back seat I spit on my hand and went to work. A hacksaw expert I’m not, and in the afternoon’s sticky heat I was drenched with perspiration by the time I finished. I wrapped briefcase and arm in the raincoat that was stiff with dried blood and carried them down to the basement.

I buried the arm in a pile of trash until I could think of a permanent place for it, and fetched a hammer and the biggest screwdriver I could find in the tool box. The briefcase lock was worse than the handcuff chain. In five minutes the screwdriver was looking like a ragged letter S and I hadn’t much more than scratched the lock. I discarded the ruined screwdriver, found a cold chisel, wrapped it in the tail of my shirt to deaden the noise, picked up the hammer, and really went to work on the lock. It still took me another five minutes before I shattered it.

I opened the briefcase and looked at the neatly wrapped packages of money. It didn’t surprise me. I’d have been surprised if it hadn’t been there. What did surprise me was the amount of it. And the denominations on a couple of the packages I picked up. I tried half a dozen more. Business must never have been better for Charley Risko, I decided. I picked up the briefcase and hefted it, and felt the first moment of doubt. There was just too damn much money in it. Had Risko gone out of his mind and started dealing in counterfeit?

I set the briefcase down and reopened it. In a separate compartment I found packets of papers. I fished out a few. They were wrapped in a kind of oilskinned paper and tightly sealed. On the wrapping was some printing, not much, and not in English. It looked something like Greek, but not exactly. I’d run a real estate office for a Greek once. The printing wasn’t in Greek.

I shoved the oilskinned packets back and returned to the money. One of the money packages felt odd in my hand. I separated it from the others for a better look. It was the wrong shape, and a second look told why. It was English pounds. Hundred-pound notes. The package next to it was francs. I looked at that one a couple of times before I noticed it was Swiss francs. U.S., English, and Swiss money, and if there wasn’t hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of it, I was a purple grackle.

If it was legitimate and not counterfeit, I reminded myself.

The foreign money and the sealed packets of papers bothered me. So did the denominations on the bills. It was outside the pattern, at least the pattern of the days I’d known. In three years I could be out of step, though, and anyway, if it wasn’t counterfeit I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. For three years and ten months the world had owed me something, and now, thanks to Joe Williams and a runaway car, it looked as though it had finally got around to paying off.

If it wasn’t counterfeit.

Heavy steps on the stairs startled me. I had the briefcase rewrapped in the raincoat, bloody side in, and under my arm when Swede came in. He was a massive Neanderthal whose year-round costume consisted of a T-shirt and dirty white ducks, even in zero weather. He looked sourly at the pretzeled screwdriver. I fished a five-dollar bill out of my pocket and handed it to him. “Put the change in an envelope and shove it under my door,” I told him as an afterthought. I didn’t want him thinking a ruined screwdriver was a five-dollar big deal.

I went out back again and put the briefcase in the trunk of the car. I wasn’t happy about putting it there, but I couldn’t think of a better place for it. I got in the car and drove off. I still had to get rid of the car door in my back seat, and the raincoat. I drove around looking for a weedy vacant lot. I couldn’t take the time to drive to a dump. Most dumps have watchmen, anyway. When I found a likely looking lot, I drove completely around it once, then came back to the side that backed up on a blank-walled factory building across the street. I parked the car, removed the torn-off door from the back seat, and walked out onto the lot. The weeds were bushy and waist-high. When I came abreast of a good thick clump, I pitched the door into it.

When it landed, I stood there petrified. Every time I’d seen the door before it had been upside down. This time it landed paint side out. Joe Williams’ car had been a maroon Pontiac. The door I was looking at was jet black. It hadn’t come from Joe Williams’ car. It had to have come from the car that hit him.

I jacked myself up and got back to the apartment basement in a hurry, taking time out only to drive up an alley and dump the raincoat out the window. Swede wasn’t around. From the trash pile I retrieved the arm and hand, now stiff and clawlike, the arm and hand that did not belong to Joe Williams. I picked out the cleanest sheet of paper I could find in the trash, handling it with my handkerchief to cover my own fingertips. From the coal-bin floor I scraped up some coal dust, wet it down with saliva, and took from the hand as careful a set of fingerprints as I could manage. I folded the paper and put it in my billfold, still careful to keep my own prints off it, and returned the hand to the trash pile.

I stood there at the foot of the basement stairs with a thousand things running through my mind. Someone would be tearing the earth apart at the seams trying to find the briefcase. Charley Risko would be doing the same in an effort to recover whatever it was Joe Williams had been bringing him. Charley’s package must have been burned up in the fire. I was in the clear all the way around, though. For once I hadn’t been caught with a fork when it started raining soup.

If the money wasn’t counterfeit.

I went upstairs. Lynn was getting breakfast in the kitchenette. “Pete!” she exclaimed after one look at me. “Your face! What happened?”

“Face? Happened? Nothing. Nothing at all. Had to change a tire,” I said hurriedly. “I’m going to take a shower.”

I took it. I couldn’t hold the soap in my hand, and it wasn’t because it was any more slippery than usual. All I could think of was the briefcase full of money in the trunk of my car. I knew I had to get a better grip on myself than I had on the soap. Out from under the shower, I was still perspiring. I tested my pulse, and I didn’t go back into the kitchenette until it had slowed down.

We went to work in my car. I was afraid to leave it parked near the apartment with the briefcase in the trunk. Beforehand I took a hundred-dollar bill from a package in the briefcase and slipped it into my pocket. I’d turn the bill in with my bank for the night’s business. If it was a phony, Palladino’s bank would be on the phone to him in the morning.

At work during a quiet spell I called Palladino in to the bar. “There’s a bunch of wiseacre kids fooling around the cars out at our place,” I said to him. “Hubcaps missing, air out of the tires, that kind of crap. I can’t catch the punks at it, but I think I’ve got the fingerprints of one of them. What’s the best way to go about seeing if he’s got a record and finding out his name and address so I can put the fear of God in him?”

Palladino held out a hand like a sixteen-pound ham. “Give,” he grunted. “I got a boy downtown still owes me a few favors.” He winked heavily.

I fingernailed the paper out of my wallet and handed it to him, and he waddled away. I couldn’t make the inquiry myself, but it was something I should know. If anything should slip somewhere along the line, it could help a hell of a lot to know from what direction they’d be coming at me.

Because one thing I knew: come high water or dry riverbed, I wasn’t giving up that briefcase.

Around eleven o’clock Happy Jack Markham walked into the bar and slapped a paper down in front of me that I recognized at once as a garage estimate. His broken-nosed features were wearing their usual cheerful grin. “Man, you really use a car,” he said amiably. “Next time I rent — ”

“Shut up, Jack!”

He shut up. He looked surprised. In the six months I’d been there, I think it was the first time I’d raised my voice. Heads turned along the bar. I kicked myself mentally for letting Jack approach me publicly like this. I should have gone to him. In silence I counted out enough money to cover the estimate and added a bonus before pushing it across the bar to him. I liked Happy Jack; he was one of the world’s originals, a tough-fibered, nail-hard man who had earned his passage for years in the exercise of those activities calling for a maximum of brazen gall and physical courage. It hurt to see a man like him sidelined by a heart murmur. It was only too clear a reminder of the mortal status of us all.

“At least lemme know what happened,” he protested, pocketing the money. “You sure scuffed — ”

“Later, Jack,” I said. My voice may have been lowered but its intensity was not. Happy Jack regarded me speculatively. His glance took in Lynn standing at her station at the end of the bar, and his expression cleared. So I was keeping something from her? His responsive grimace was intended to indicate that I could count on him.

“Listen, Pete,” he began again after draining the drink I set out on the bar for him. “Somethin’ funny happened you ‘n I ought to talk — ”

“Later,” I cut him off, and walked away from him. He shrugged, looked at Lynn again, then at me, and rolled his eyes ceilingward. If he had written it on a blackboard his opinion couldn’t have been expressed more clearly that to cheat on Lynn a man had to be out of his mind. Happy Jack shrugged again, topped off the first drink with another, and departed. For once I was glad to see him go.

There was no call from Palladino in the morning. The hundred-dollar bill had passed muster at the bank. The money in the briefcase was legitimate. It made me wild to know how much there was, but I had no place to count it. I couldn’t even think of a safe hiding place where it would still be easily accessible.

That afternoon I made sure Swede was out of the building, then went down to the basement and retrieved the arm and hand from the trash pile. It was time; it was beginning to get ripe. I wrapped it in the most inflammable things I could find and stuffed it down the apartment incinerator. It was a big incinerator, and for thirty minutes I stood there and shoved down everything I could find that would burn, including a couple of pieces of rubber. If there was a smell, no one would be able to identify it.

Two days later I was still riding the briefcase around in the trunk of the car. I was so jittery it showed. Twice Lynn asked me if I was in trouble. When I denied it, and just about took her head off in the process, she retreated into an injured silence. Pressure was building up inside me like in a leaky boiler; I had to talk to someone, but I couldn’t talk to anyone.

Friday night at work Palladino shambled up to me at the bar, gravity in every line of his moon face. I braced myself, I didn’t know for what. “You hear about Markham?” he asked me.

“Markham? H-Happy Jack?”

“Yeah. They took ‘im outa the trunk of his car this afternoon. He’d been through the wringer.” The unexpected import of Palladino’s words left me so high between wind and water I could feel the hinges of my knees loosening. The big man was shaking his head, frowning. “I didn’t know he was in wrong wit’ any of th’ boys. Funny thing: I hear nothin’ they done to him was enough to send him over. Must be his heart conked out on him.”

He left me. I retreated to the far corner of the bar, my temples pounding. How could I have been so stupid not to have foreseen that whoever had lost the briefcase would obtain the name and address of the first car at the scene of the accident? They had come to Markham, and Happy Jack, no man to be intimidated by threats or even outright violence, undoubtedly had sought to bargain with them before telling them what they wanted to know: who had been the driver of the car if he hadn’t. Happy Jack owed me no loyalty, but his well-developed inclination to turn a profit in any situation in which he found himself would have been as instinctive as breathing. He would have attempted to bargain, and found his tormentors uninterested in bargaining. His anger must have killed him, if his injuries hadn’t.

BUT — had it killed him before the injuries forced him to reveal my name?

I poured myself a pony of brandy and drained it in one gulp.

When I turned, I found Lynn’s gently disapproving gaze fixed on me from the other end of the bar. Disapproving or not, I moved in her direction. I had to talk to someone. I couldn’t stand my own thoughts.

Her innate good sense kept her from saying anything about the brandy. “I meant to show you your picture in the paper this morning,” she said to me when I came up to her station. She burst out laughing at what must have been the expression on my face. “Don’t look so startled, Pete; it wasn’t really you. Just a dark, smudged picture that looked something like you.”

“Picture?”

She nodded. “Of an accident down in Ohio the first of the week.”

I got away from her somehow. I unlocked the half door leading into the storeroom behind the bar and went in. Tip O’Neal always ate his lunch in there, and he always left the morning paper. I snatched it up from the upended case of Amontillado that served as Tip’s table and turned hurriedly from the folded-down racing page. When I saw it, I think my heart nearly stopped beating.

Dark, yes; smudged, yes; but my picture.

A black-boxed item appeared alongside it, and the headline jumped up at me. TOLEDO JUDGE SEEKS BENEFACTOR. I strained in the poor light to see the smaller print. “Judge Owen Haines, whose life was saved on the turnpike recently by an unknown man, is still trying after one unsuccessful attempt — ”

I stopped reading, crushing the paper in my hands. Judge Haines had obtained the name and address, too. He’d looked up Markham to thank him, and found Markham wasn’t the man. Happy Jack had been trying to tell me that at the bar the night I shut him off. It was consistent with Happy Jack’s nature that he would have told the judge nothing without first checking with me. Consistent, and fortunate for me.

I uncrumpled the newspaper to look again at the picture. It was a poor picture, but it was a picture. The photographer hadn’t been aiming at me, but at the remains of the wreck beyond. Regardless, not only Judge Haines was looking for me now. The people who owned the briefcase were looking for me. Charley Risko — if he recognized the picture, and why shouldn’t he? — was looking for me. And if the damn newspaper wandered far enough afield, a prison warden and a couple of police departments would be looking for me.

The bare walls of the storeroom seemed to close in on me. For a second I felt I couldn’t breathe. There was a door in the rear wall of the storeroom that led to the parking lot out back. Only Palladino was supposed to have a key to it, but my first week on the job I’d had one made for myself. I hadn’t cared for the idea of a dead-end wall behind me as I worked. I took out my key and went over and tried the lock, quietly. I knew it worked, because I’d tried it before, but I just had to make sure again. Then I relocked the door and put the key back in my pocket.

Now that it was too late, I could see in technicolor what a star-spangled fool I’d been. After my outburst at Happy Jack at the bar, any inquiries there were sure to end up tying me to his car. Anyone talking to Swede Jonson, the apartment superintendent, was certain to learn about the ruined screwdriver, and make his own deductions. Judge Haines had only to set eyes on me to make positive identification. And there was the briefcase itself still riding around in the trunk of my car. Even with the key to the back door in my pocket, I’d never felt in a tighter box. I was tempted to cut and run right that second.

There was Lynn, though. Anyone tracing me would come inevitably to her. On the record, at least one set of tracers had no scruples at all. How could I leave her to that? I had to hide her out someplace, and then with her safely tucked away, I could take off. I’d find her a place in the morning, and go. I couldn’t afford to wait any longer. I hoped I could afford to wait that long.

I went back out behind the bar. For the next hour I worked in a pure funk. I made half a dozen mistakes on orders. Every minute I had to fight the impulse to bolt. There’s Lynn, I kept telling myself; how will you be able to face yourself if you blow town and they take her out of the trunk of a car?

I wasn’t conscious of the ringing of the wall phone until Palladino shuffled in flat-footedly from the dining room to answer it. “Yeah?” he rasped. “Yeah, Maxie, it’s me.” He was facing me at the bar. “Who? Whaddya care who — I give it to you, didn’t I?” He scowled at the phone in his big hand. “Listen, what’s all the stink, Maxie? I ask you a little favor — ” he listened again, unwillingly. “On the level? They just jumped you? But why? Huh? You mean right now?” He had pivoted slowly until his broad back was toward me. “Listen, I don’t like it, man. I don’t — yeah, yeah, he’s here. Awright, awright, I said he’s here!” He banged up the phone angrily and walked back into the other room without turning around.
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