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Chapter One

MY IDEA of a pleasant evening is to stretch out in a deck chair, to allow exactly three drops of bitters to fall into my first old fashioned, and to wriggle my feet into a pair of old soft slippers. It must be the wriggling that gets me into trouble. My wife Arabella seems to think that the devil finds work for idle feet to do. She believes that feet should be kept busy urging horses over jumps, racing back after high lobs, and hiking across country. While I disagree with her, I feel that there should be a certain amount of give and take in marriage. And so, when she proposed a stroll up and over the low Virginia hill across the road from our house, I merely objected quietly.

Of course I should have known better. I should have objected wildly, violently. I should have known that a stroll with Arab can resemble a walk through a battle indoctrination course. I should have suspected that, in half an hour, my feet would be trying to sprint back at a speed of eighteen hundred feet per second, which is approximately the muzzle velocity of a .45 caliber bullet. And in spite of my efforts, the bullets were catching up.

“I don’t want to walk,” I told her. “I walked three miles along Pentagon corridors today, getting my terminal leave papers started.”

“And you traveled four miles in your swivel chair,” she said. “A walk will do you good.”

“I feel very good right now.”

“Just because you’re getting out of the Army is no reason to relax, Andy. You’re going to have to work hard to get started again in the antique business.”

“I’m in no rush,” I said, yawning. “I want to take things easy.”

“Andy,” she said quietly, “when you look at yourself what do you see?”

“I see a pair of tired feet.”

“Well, I see a long lanky body, hung together about as loosely as that deck chair. I see a tuft of sandy red hair that I’d like to pull. I see — ”

“You see,” I interrupted, “a guy who was voted Most Unlikely to Succeed by his class at Old Nassau. You see a guy who doesn’t know why you put up with him. You see a guy who is madly in love with you.”

“Don’t you mean sanely in love, darling?”

“I guess I do. All right, let’s live violently. Let’s go for a walk.”

I forced my feet into shoes, and we started. At the time it seemed like a small sacrifice. After all, a man can’t marry a girl like Arab and then retire to a wheel chair. She had been runner-up in the North American Women’s Small-Bore Skeet Shoot, and a forward on All-Philadelphia Girls in field hockey, and number one debutante of her year.

She has hair that blows out behind her like candle flames in a wind, and a figure that draws as many whistles as noon in a factory town. She could have had her pick of the rising young bankers and lawyers and advertising men along Philadelphia’s Main Line, but she had picked me … a dreamy dealer in antiques. It must have been an urge to reform something.

Across the road from our house a faint old wagon trail led to the right. Personally I have no interest in old trails; none of my customers before the war ever collected them. But a trail brings out the Doctor-Livingston-I-presume in Arab. She led me across the road and onto it. We walked along in silence for a while. Arab’s fingers caught mine and pulled me close and I could feel the warm curve of her waist. All around us insects chirped like small tea kettles. The air was blue with twilight and smelled warm and alive after a day in the laundered atmosphere of The Pentagon. The wagon trail wandered up the hill like an old hound hunting for a rabbit scent. It reversed direction completely and curved left over the hill and down into a field where an abandoned farmhouse was crumbling. Beyond the farmhouse the wagon trail wore itself a hollow between six-foot banks, rambled over another hill, and then stopped abruptly in a tangle of scrub evergreen and wild honeysuckle.

Arab wriggled into the thicket, and called back, “There’s a paved road down here!”

I found her standing on the edge of a gravel bank. At some time in the past a macadam road had been cut through at a right angle to the wagon trail, leaving the trail stranded fifteen feet above the new road.

There was a big house a short distance away across the road, perched on the edge of a small cliff. Two lighted windows and an open door shone like butter in the dusk. Below the house, on the sloping bottom of the cliff, a pair of fireflies were dancing. It looked like a pleasant, homey scene until Arab said, “I wonder what those two people are doing with those flashlights?”

I had been wrong in thinking that the lights were fireflies. Two dark shadows were moving on the cliff slope, probing crevices and hollows with ghostly flashlights. “What difference does it make what they’re doing?” I asked.

“Maybe we could help.”

“It might be something personal,” I said. “Maybe they don’t want to be disturbed.”

By the time I finished my remark, of course, Arab was already sliding down the gravel bank to the macadam road. I trailed glumly after her. I always feel backward about meeting strangers, especially strangers prowling with flashlights. I caught up to Arab and tried to coax her to turn back, but it was useless. She was quivering with curiosity. Now that we were on the road a screen of scrub evergreens hid the house and the cliff below it. Arab started angling through the low pines and firs. In about thirty feet the trees thinned and I could see the flashlights again.

I grabbed her arm. “This,” I said, “is the end of the line.”

“Let’s get just a little closer, so we can really see what they’re doing.”

“No, repeat, no.”

She said, “You aren’t nervous, are you, darling?” and giggled.

The giggle was intended to shame me into going with her, and I resented it. “I certainly am nervous,” I said angrily. “I’m not ashamed of it, either. And to show you how nervous I am and how unashamed I am, if you go any closer I’m going home.”

As soon as I said that I knew it was a mistake. Arab takes threats as a dare. She said, “There’s a long enough sheet on our bed so you can get your head under it, darling. I’ll see you back at the house.” And she walked away.

Probably I should have followed her but I was too angry. She paused at the edge of the thicket and then moved cautiously toward the squat shapes of several firs that stood like sentries on the clear space between the thicket and the cliff. In the gathering darkness she was just a shadow now. She reached one of the lone firs, a few dozen feet away from me, and blended into the black cone of its silhouette. I fixed her position in my mind so I wouldn’t forget it: there were two isolated trees to the left of her hiding place and three on her right, each separated by a few yards from the others.

Just as I finished memorizing her position, a man spoke on the cliff slope a hundred feet away. He complained, “It must of fell in a hole. We can’t do much now. Why don’t we wait to morning?”

A flashlight near him waved protestingly. “You wanna leave a fortune lying out here all night?” a second voice asked. “I didn’t think any brother of mine could be so dumb. Get going.”

“Okay, okay,” the first man grumbled.

I shivered. I didn’t like that word fortune. We were spying on something that was not our business, and business that involves hunting for a fortune in the dark can be unpleasant. I looked back at Arab’s hiding place. It was odd; I thought I had counted two small trees on her left and three on her right. But now there were three shadows on each side. I wished she would come back; she was entirely too close to the men on the cliff.

A new voice called from somewhere up in the house, “You guys are hunting too far to the right. Don’t forget it dropped out of this window. It couldn’t roll or bounce much.” The voice sounded like pebbles rattling in a tin can. I looked up and saw the black outline of a man’s head and shoulders at a first floor window.

One of the men with flashlights called back, “We looked there the best we could. You don’t expect us to climb that and look for it, do you?” He flicked his light toward the house. In the beam I saw that the cliff dropped straight down for twenty feet from the foundations of the house before starting to slope gradually. There didn’t seem to be even a hand-grip on the sheer part of the cliff.

“It couldn’t be there anyway,” the man at the window said. “Nothing it could catch on. And if it had, you could see it gleam.”

The man who had wanted to quit until morning complained, “The way it vanished you might think some crook was waiting here and grabbed it.”

There was silence. A tense, meaningful silence. The man with the other flashlight said finally, “Shut up.”

The first man said, “I only meant it was something to start thinking about.”

The second man said, “Everybody else thought of that ten minutes ago.”

“But look,” the first man said, “if some crook was waiting out here then maybe he was waiting because somebody in the house was gonna throw it out. Maybe it didn’t just fall. Did you think of — ”

“Shut up!”

“Okay, okay.”

It was about time, I thought, to get Arab out of here. Something was going to happen and it might be spelled t-r-o-u-b-l-e. I looked for Arab’s tree, and blinked. Either my eyes or brain were off the beam. Now there were only two squat shadows of evergreens to the left of Arab’s tree. Wait a minute … three. I stared dumbly and suddenly realized that the third shadow was moving toward Arab’s tree. I opened my mouth to yell. I was too late.

Feet scrambled on rock and there was a flurry of shadows and a new voice cried triumphantly, “Bring a light, quick! I caught somebody. A girl!” His voice was rough and chilling, like a power saw biting timber.

A light danced down the slope and I started forward but things happened too fast for me. To look at Arab you wouldn’t think she could even shake off a slight cold, let alone a man. But I’ve seen her curbing a sixteen-hand hunter, and weaving through a hockey line like a jeep skidding through a jam of six-by-sixes. Up by the tree shadows wavered again and the man grunted in pain and Arab came tearing back toward the thicket. She raced past a few feet away without seeing me. The man who had grabbed her was running close behind. I stepped into his path and swung a right at his stomach. He folded around it like a towel, and dropped. I didn’t wait; Arab had vanished and I felt lonely.

I sprinted back to the road and saw Arab flying down it to the right, away from the wagon trail. I started after her. It was difficult to cut down her lead, because Arab gets up on her toes to run instead of flapping her feet like most women. Probably I would even have lost ground … except that somebody started shooting at me. The sound barrelled down the road. Ahead of the sound came whiplash snaps in the air above my head. We rounded a curve and Arab slowed and waited for me. We scrambled up the bank to the left.

“We’re going the wrong way,” I gasped.

“I didn’t want them to know what direction we came from,” Arab said. “Now we can cut back. Where have you been, Andy? I thought you were probably mixing a drink back home by now.”

“You never happen to be looking when I put the slug on a tough guy,” I complained. “Who did you think stopped him after you ran?”

“I’m sorry, darling. Did you have any trouble with him?”

“No. I hit him in the stomach.” Somehow it didn’t sound very heroic as I said it, or even very likely. Arab said “Oh” in what sounded like a doubtful tone, and I said indignantly, “I did so!”

“Of course you did, darling. I’m proud of you. Hadn’t we better get back?”

A few hundred yards away I heard the motor of a car roar into action. “You have something there,” I said.

We jogged across fields and through brambles and finally struck the wagon trail near the abandoned farmhouse. It was easier going after that, and in five minutes we were home. I sank into my easy chair.

“It’s nice to be home,” Arab said.

“Yes,” I said. “I prefer it to Walter Reed Hospital.”

“You weren’t worried, were you, Andy?”

“Of course not. Just scared is all.”

“But what were you scared about?”

“That’s a silly question,” I said. “Why, the way we had to run I might have fallen on that macadam road and skinned my knees. I suppose you’re happy about the whole thing?”

“Andy, it was thrilling! What do you suppose it was all about?”

“They had an emerald as big as an ostrich egg,” I said. “It was stolen by a Eurasian adventurer from the forehead of an idol of Kali, the Destroyer, in a Hindu temple. It rolled out of the window. Or maybe they had invented a priceless secret formula by which every wife could balance her check book.”

“I think you’re mean! You don’t have to make fun of me. You heard them say it was worth a fortune.”

“Sure. I also heard a slow-thinking guy get struck with the idea that maybe one of his own gang was double-crossing the rest, and had thrown the Hindu emerald out to a pal. Do you know what I deduce from that?”

“No, what?” she asked breathlessly.

“I deduce we’re well out of it.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she sighed, “but it’s maddening to stumble on a little piece of a mystery and never know the rest. What do you suppose they’re doing now?”

“Looking for the girl who was spying on them and the guy who socked your pal in the groceries. Do you think he could recognize you again?”

“I don’t really know. It was awfully dark.”

“That’s good. I wonder if they’ll be smart enough not to drive all night on that road looking for us.”

“What do you mean, Andy?”

“They ought to be able to figure that we live close.”

“That’s silly, darling. If we really were crooks we wouldn’t have walked miles to get to that house. We’d have come in a sinister black sedan, and driven away in it.”

“Unfortunately,” I said, “your friends haven’t seen a sinister black sedan or heard it or smelled it. If one of them is really bright, he might begin to suspect that we had no car. So maybe we weren’t crooks at all. Maybe you were just a local girl strolling with her boy friend. As soon as they realize we had no car they’ll start annoying their neighbors along that road.”

“I think you’re right, Andy. And even if they aren’t sure that we live nearby, they’ll check on their neighbors anyway to make certain. You thought that out nicely.”

“If I had set my mind to it,” I said modestly, “I could have worked up to be a Public Enemy.”

“I wonder where that macadam road goes?”

“Considering the type of people now driving on it, I hope it goes to North Carolina.” As I said that, an unpleasant thought prowled into my mind. Lots of roads don’t go to North Carolina. One road, for example, goes right past our house. “Speaking of roads,” I said, “if you go west for a mile on ours, you get to Falls Church and Lee Highway. If you drive east on our road — ”

“What are you talking about?”

“Roads. If you drive east on our road it begins doing a lot of curving. It goes classy with macadam for a stretch. One bit of macadam looks much like another, but — ”

“I still don’t understand what you mean.”

An idea hit me. It ripped me out of the chair. “Get our car,” I yelled. “They’ll be here any minute!”

“Our car is in the service station at Falls Church, darling. Don’t get excited. Who will be here?”

“The thugs! We’re living on the same road!”

“Andy,” she said soothingly, “please be calm. All we have to do is turn out our lights and not answer the door.”

I wondered how to start frothing at the mouth. “They’ll come back again and again until they find out who lives here,” I shouted. “They’re looking for a girl and man who live nearby, and they’ll get suspicious of us. If they don’t find anybody here now, they’ll spot us later and it will look as if we were either hiding tonight or hadn’t had time to walk home before they arrived. The guy may recognize you. Get out the back and cut through the woods to Falls Church and get our car and scram to Washington. I can stall them. They haven’t seen me. My wife is visiting her folks in Philadelphia. Run!”

Arab looked at the expression on my face and turned and ran out the back. I grabbed the ingredients for a drink, kicked off my shoes, skinned out of my shirt, and flopped into my chair. I was creating a tableau of a guy spending a pleasant evening stretched out in a chair, wriggling his toes into a pair of old slippers, and allowing exactly three drops of bitters to fall into his first old-fashioned. The cork fell out of the bitters and the contents of the bottle went into my drink. My thoughts were acid. My wife was curious and liked excitement and so a howling mob of crooks was descending on me looking for the million dollars or something they had lost.

A light flickered over the front windows. I didn’t have to get up and look. I knew what it was: the spotlight of a car studying our house. I took a deep breath. It might be a while before I got another one. I was getting pretty tired of that same old lungful of air by the time somebody knocked on the door. I walked to the door and flung it open two inches. A big hand reached in and opened it the rest of the way.

“Good evening,” the guy with the hand said. “May we come in?” His voice had the deep note of a power saw starting a cut. It was almost a pleasant voice, but there was one thing about it I didn’t like: I had heard it before. This was the character who had grabbed Arab.

I wanted to say if-you-come-in-it’ll-be-over-my-dead-body but sometimes people take remarks like that literally. So I said, “Sure, come ahead.” My visitor entered like a general inspecting troops … third-rate troops. He was a big guy and his shoulders almost bent back the sides of my doorway. His hair was blond and flat; it looked like a coat of varnish on his head.

“My name is Emmerich,” he said. “Hals Emmerich. I am a neighbor of yours.”

“Blake,” I said. “Major Blake.”

He took my hand carefully, like a wrestler feeling for a grip, and then let it go and called over his shoulder, “Come in, Mike.”

The second man eased through the doorway as if he expected it to snap shut on him. He was small and thin and dark, and he moved like a cat making the acquaintance of a sparrow. He looked at me and I didn’t go for the idea of playing the sparrow. Although it was a warm summer night, he wore a white silk scarf tucked inside the neck of his sports coat.

“This is Mike Vittorio,” the big man said.

“Hiya,” Mike said.

“Hi,” I said. It was meant to sound tough but I forgot to take the squeak out.

Emmerich explained, “We need help and information.”

“I’ll be glad to help if I can,” I said. “Sit down and have a drink.” I went to the dining room and made two more old-fashioneds. Mike studied my hands. The way they were shaking, he could only have seen a blur.

“What’s the poison?” he asked.

“This is an old-fashioned.”

He picked up the drink I had made earlier for myself — the one into which I had spilled the bitters — and tried it. His black eyes slanted at me over the top of the glass. He said, “I’ll take a straight slug.”

“You have no manners,” Emmerich said.

“The guy put a quart of bitters in this,” Mike said. “Nobody makes an old-fashioned like that. What was the trouble, bud? Your hand shake? Nervous?”

“I like plenty of bitters,” I said.

I was beginning to place Mike now. He was the man whose voice sounded like pebbles rattling in a tin can, the man who had called down from the window above the cliff. Now there were only two I hadn’t yet seen: the men with flashlights who had been searching the slope.

I fixed Mike a straight Bourbon and gave Emmerich one of the new old-fashioneds. Mike was watching me carefully and so I had to load mine with bitters. He watched even more closely as I tried a sip. It took control not to wince as the bitters scalded my throat.

“What we came for,” Emmerich said, “was to ask whether or not you had seen any strangers tonight, or anybody walking along the road.”

“No,” I said. “Why?”

“You been out?” Mike asked.

Emmerich scowled at him and said, “I will ask the questions. Major, we had some visitors tonight. Unwelcome ones. They stole something of considerable value.”

“My gosh,” I said. “They might have robbed me, too! Why don’t we call the police?” I tried to sound timid, which was no great effort at the moment.

Emmerich seemed to relax a couple of notches, and Mike didn’t seem to be watching me quite so closely. “It might take an hour to get the police,” Emmerich said. “This happened only twenty minutes ago.”

“Why don’t you ask someone who lives nearer to you?” I suggested. “I’m sure you can’t live very close to me or I would know your house. In fact, I never realized I had any neighbors.”

“Oddly enough,” Emmerich said, “although my house is almost two miles away down the road to the east, you are my nearest neighbor in this direction.”

“Were these robbers you mention dangerous?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I complained, “I don’t like living way out here in the country. I told my wife that, but she insisted. She likes trees and things. I like sidewalks and a lot of street corners and lights and policemen on each corner.”

Emmerich almost sneered at me. “You must have made many sacrifices during the war, Major,” he said. “I understand that some of the beachheads and jungles were not well lighted.”

“I didn’t get overseas. Somebody had to hold down the jobs here,” I said, trying to sound righteous and like a phoney at the same time. I was rather pleased at the effect I was creating. He wouldn’t suspect a coward of slugging him in the groceries.

“Chair-Borne Infantry,” Mike said.

Emmerich said, “You mentioned your wife. Is she here?”

“She’s visiting her folks in Philadelphia. Uh, I think I know the sheriff’s telephone number, Mr. Emmerich. Could I — ”

“No, thank you,” he said, getting up slowly. “I am sorry if I bothered you. We will handle this in our own way. If you hear anything I will appreciate — ” He stopped, jerked his head around toward the door.

For a moment there was no sound, no motion. Then I heard a hum. A car was stopping at my gate. Sweat crawled out on my skin. I knew that hum. It came from an old green coupe that had carried Arab and me into a great deal of trouble in our three years of married life. Just a year ago it had spent some time under thirty feet of water in an old quarry, after I had been crowded off the road by the most unpleasant guy Arab has ever dug up for me. I didn’t need to be told who was driving. It would be Arab, unwilling as usual to miss excitement. I watched Mike Vittorio ease into position against the wall by the door. Emmerich reached for a handkerchief … or, if I wanted to think depressing thoughts, for a gun. I felt sick. Arab and I would fit the man-girl combination for whom Emmerich had been searching.

A pair of small feet pattered gaily up the porch steps and a happy voice called, “Anybody home?” I looked around for something hard and jagged. All I could see was the Bourbon bottle. Maybe I could smack one of them with it and use the broken neck on the other. I didn’t feel hopeful about it.

“I’m home,” I said. The words came up my throat like sandpaper.

Arab skipped in like a child coming home from 1-B, saw my visitors, and uttered a tiny, “Ooooh.”

There was a bigger bulge in Emmerich’s coat pocket than his hand should have made. “I thought,” he said slowly, “that you told me your wife was in Philadelphia, Major.”

Arab said in a stricken voice, “They … they aren’t private detectives, are they, darling?”

“No,” I said. I didn’t get her angle. She knew perfectly well who they were.

“Oh,” she said happily, “then it doesn’t matter that I’m not Mrs. Blake, does it.”

Mike asked, “Who the hell are you?”

Emmerich said, “You must excuse us. We had an upsetting experience tonight. We are neighbors of Major Blake. My name is Emmerich and this is Mr. Vittorio.”

“How do you do,” Arab said. “If Andy won’t introduce me, I’m not shy. I’m Arabella Reynolds. Andy and I are old friends. I try to keep him from getting lonely.” She moved close to me and patted my cheek. “Don’t I, darling?”

“Sure,” I said, beginning to see light. “But I didn’t expect to see you tonight. Mr. Emmerich and Mr. Vittorio were held up and robbed just twenty minutes ago.”

“Ooooh,” Arab said, widening her eyes to pansy size. “Ooooh, tell me about it.”

Emmerich looked at her dubiously. His hand came out of his pocket and he scrubbed his chin with the knuckles. “There is not much to tell,” he said. “We lost something valuable outside my house. While we were looking for it I saw a girl hiding nearby, watching us. I think she had taken the item we lost. I grabbed her but she broke away.”

“Oh my!” Arab said. She walked toward Emmerich and tilted her head back to look up into his eyes. “My,” she said again, in an awed tone, “I can’t imagine a girl breaking away from you. You’re so big and strong.”

Emmerich’s chest started to take a larger shirt size. “You know how it is,” he said. “A man can get caught off guard by a girl.”

“You can say that again,” Mike snickered.

“Ooooh,” Arab said, still looking up at Emmerich. “That’s right, isn’t it! Was she a girl about my size?”

I shuddered. She was carrying this thing too far. But then I noticed that Emmerich was acquiring a slightly glazed expression. Looking into Arab’s blue eyes often does that to a man.

“Your size?” he echoed. “Oh no. She was very different. I could not see well in the dark, but I would say she was several inches taller and much heavier. What did you think, Mike?”

Mike was elaborately knotting and unknotting his white silk scarf. “I didn’t even get a look,” he said in a flat voice. “But if I got as near a dame as you did, I’d even know what size nylons she wore.”

“It’s still hard to get nylons,” I said, just to build up a reputation for stupidity.

Emmerich looked down into Arab’s eyes, and said softly, “You look as if you would break if a man grabbed you.”

“Ooh, no,” she said. “Really, I’m strong.” At the moment she was managing to look about as tough as a pussy willow. “What happened after the girl broke away? Was she alone?”

“No. A man was with her.”

“And did you have a fight with him?” she asked breathlessly.

Emmerich shrugged. “I could not get my hands on him. He ran. Unfortunately I slipped and missed my chance to catch him.”

Arab looked at me as if I had just come out of a hole in the wall. All I could do was take it. I couldn’t tell the guy he was a liar and remind him that I had tucked him away with a short right to the belt. I had started playing softy and I had to keep going. Unfortunately my act would register with Arab, too.

Mike said, “We’re wasting time here.”

Emmerich looked at him coldly, thought a moment, and then said regretfully, “I am afraid that he is right. We have to continue our search.”

“My,” Arab said. “It would be exciting to go along.”

“Excellent!” Emmerich said. “Please come.”

“I — I don’t know that I should,” she murmured. “After all, I dropped by to keep poor Major Blake from getting lonely.”

“I wouldn’t hear of your going,” I snapped.

Emmerich walked over to me. “You would not?” he asked.

“Of course not.”

A big hand gathered in about a square foot of my shirt. “I think,” he said, “that with dangerous people in the neighborhood Miss Reynolds will be safer with me than with you. You wish to argue?”

I shifted my weight off my heels. His stomach was just a nice distance away for a left hook, and after that a right cross to his chin would be pleasant, too. Then my muscles relaxed. I had to play yellow. “It seems pretty ridiculous to me,” I blustered, “to take a girl out on a wild stunt like this and …”

The big hand released my shirt, shoved me back a foot. “Good night,” he said. He turned his back on me and tucked his hand under Arab’s elbow, and asked, “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she said in a stricken voice.

As she went through the doorway with him she looked back sadly at me. I managed a sick smile. It’s no fun to have to play heel when you want to play hero. Mike Vittorio gave his silk scarf a final twist, looked at me in an odd way, and padded out after them. I watched the trio climb into a sedan, a long, low, battleship gray job. The sedan engine purred and it moved away toward Falls Church, its spotlight working the bushes to the right and left. I went back to my chair and drained my old-fashioned and didn’t notice the extra bitters.

After a while the silence began to get on my nerves. I was used to Arab being around and a house that contains Arab is never quiet; it is filled with the crash of china as she gaily washes dishes and the tinkle of her conversation and her startled screams as she comes out second-best in tussles with toasters and gas stoves and vacuum cleaners. I started walking around the house straightening pictures on the walls and brushing dust from her collection of antique firearms and making sure that her modern shotguns and rifles and pistols were unloaded. Finally I wandered out to the porch, sat on the steps, and watched the road along which she would return. It was silly to think that she wouldn’t return, that she would throw me over for a guy with packing box shoulders and varnished blond hair.

The immediate future didn’t look happy. Emmerich was falling for Arab and he wouldn’t be easy to shake. As a matter of fact, none of the guys who have been interested in Arab were easy to shake; I almost had to wave good night to them with a gun. And I couldn’t afford to get tough with Emmerich. If I did, he might start wondering if I were the man who had slugged him.

I had to keep on playing yellow, because the only good thing about the situation was that Arab and I were cleared of suspicion. It was a reassuring thought. It made up for all my other troubles. I leaned back against the steps and took a deep drag on my cigarette and relaxed. I relaxed a little too much. There must have been a whisper of feet on the porch behind me, a rustle, a creak … but I didn’t hear. All I knew was that something coiled around my throat and snapped tight.

I grabbed at it. My fingers skidded on silk. I tried to claw it away but my hands started to go limp as washrags and blood pounded inside my head and I couldn’t get air. The noise in my head increased. My skull felt like a subway tunnel with a train howling through it. A pink mist deepened before my eyes to crimson and purple and finally shaded off into black, and I was very tired and let myself sink into the roaring dark.





Chapter Two

IT WAS oddly comfortable being dead. It meant relaxing in a soft dark place and swinging to and fro in a soothing rhythm. But something wasn’t willing to let me relax in the dark. Something was prying at my eyelids and poking millions of needles in my body and squeezing my lungs open and shut. I didn’t want my lungs to open and shut; it hurt too much. But the prying and prickling and squeezing kept on. The soothing rocking in the dark became the slow, aching pulse of blood. I gulped at the air. It was like trying to swallow a big stone, but I got a full breath inside me and suddenly my eyelids creaked open.

I was in the living room of our house, sprawled on the couch. As I stared around I caught a flicker of light. The flicker spun up in the air and down, up and down. I concentrated on it. And then I shivered. The flicker was on steel … the steel of a knife blade. Somebody was sitting across the room in the shadows flipping a knife up end over end and catching it and flipping it again. It was a man. A man with gleaming black hair and a thin sardonic face and a white silk scarf tucked inside the collar of his sports coat. It was a nice scarf. To look at it, you wouldn’t think that it came in handy to strangle people.

“Hello, Mike,” I said. The words hurt my throat.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“I’ll live,” I said. Then I wondered if I was being a little over-confident. I didn’t like the expression on Mike’s face. I didn’t like the way he played with the knife. It seemed to have a heavy handle and a long slim blade. He flipped and caught the thing without looking at it. In some ways I dislike knives even more than guns; you don’t have to reload knives.

Mike looked at me like a cat trying to estimate the percentage of butterfat in a saucer of cream. “What happened, bud?” he asked. “I got worried about you being alone and Emmerich didn’t mind losing my company, what with the dame being there, and I dropped off a way down the road and come back and here you are lying on the porch like a delivery of damp wash.”

I wondered if I was supposed to believe that, and decided that I wasn’t. I said, “A guy sneaked up behind me on the porch and wrapped a silk scarf around my neck and choked me. Correct me if I got any details wrong.”

He grinned. “Jeez,” he said, “you mean the guy used a silk scarf? On the order of this one?” He arranged the scarf a little more neatly inside his coat.

“I hope,” I said, “I didn’t leave any marks on your scarf grabbing at it. If I’d known ahead of time I would have washed my hands.”

“We ain’t gonna be pals if you talk like that.”

“Oh. We’re going to be pals?”

“Real good pals.”

“You didn’t expect me to believe your story, did you? It was a lousy story.”

“No,” Mike said, “it’s a good story. Any story that will stand up in court is a good story. You don’t have to believe it. I was just putting it in the record.”

“Maybe you have a point, Mike. I’ll give you this round on points. By the way, feel free to leave.”

“You don’t think we could be pals if you tried hard?”

“It would take too long,” I said irritably. “I’d have to work down to it gradually, like getting used to garter snakes before playing with rattlers.”

Mike laughed. You could get the same effect by banging a cracked milk bottle with a spoon. “Emmerich oughtta hear that,” he said. “He might change his mind about you. You and that dame did a sweet job on him.”

“Try talking sense.”

“Look, bud, you’re only kidding Emmerich, not me. I don’t think the way Emmerich does. He sees a guy and a dame who fit the people he’s looking for, but he don’t believe what he sees. Why? Because he don’t want to believe a guy who acts like a nance could drop him for a count. And he don’t want to believe a girl who fans her eyelashes at him and talks tiny could of set him on his can. Me, I believe what I see, not what I want to see.”

“That’s nice figuring,” I said, “except that it’s wrong.”

“Maybe you’d like me to tell Emmerich how I figure.”

“I don’t know why you shouldn’t tell him.”

“Maybe I got a better idea.”

“The wastebasket is to your right. Drop the idea there as you leave.”

His knife did a silver cartwheel. “I’m staying a while longer,” he said. “Can’t you think of nothing nice to say?”

“Where was Emmerich going with Miss Reynolds when you left them?”

He grinned. “If you wanna get away with that Miss Reynolds stuff,” he snickered, “you better hide that tin mug.”

I looked where he pointed, and winced. On the mantel was a huge loving cup that Arab had won at the Devon Horse Show. It was, of course, inscribed “Arabella Reynolds Blake.” I said, “All right, so my wife and this girl have the same maiden name.”

“Okay, if you say so. Well, answering that question you asked, when I left them Emmerich and your dame were still looking for the guy and dame who put the slug on Emmerich.” He shook with silent laughter. “Jeez, that’s funny.”

“Is he likely to make a pass at her?”

“That depends on her.”

I was feeling stronger now. I sat up, dug in my pocket for a cigarette. The room looked changed. In normal times I would have thought Arab had been giving way to her secret vice of rearranging furniture. But Arab wasn’t here, and I didn’t suppose Mike had been moving things just to see if they looked nicer some other way. “I hope you liked the house,” I said. “Did you have any trouble with any of the locked drawers?”
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