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She put her head on my shoulder. Her hand slid off my thigh and into my lap, paused. She kissed my ear, lingered there. “And what are you afraid of?” she whispered.

“Afraid you’ll stop,” I said against the moist spread of her lips.

“I couldn’t,” she answered, falling back on the divan, taking me with her. “Not for a long, long time,” she said beside me. She took my hand and guided it beneath her sweater to the warmth of bare breast. “Feel my heart,” she said. “I’m a fast train on a down track to nowhere. And my heart says; Couldn’t stop — wouldn’t stop — couldn’t if I would — wouldn’t if I could …”
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1 …

The phone was ringing by my bed. The sound came to me through the fuzz of sleep and too much alcohol. Hours earlier — how many I didn’t know — I had been in high flight from the inescapable truth: my small world was foundering badly.

The bell tinkled distantly, opening a tiny wedge in my consciousness. And then closed in, strong, shrill, demanding.

I groped for the lamp on the night table, found the switch, squinted at my watch. It was twenty-five minutes to three A.M. I fumbled for the phone.

“My God,” I said into the mouthpiece, “whoever you are, go way. You’ve just made an enemy.”

“Glenn! Is that you, Glenn?”

The voice was female. It had the breathless quality of controlled hysteria.

“Who is it?” I said.

“Is this Glenn Harley?”

“Yes, yes. What do you want and who the hell — ”

“This is Nancy Rhymer. Glenn, I — I need your help.”

I swung my legs out of bed and sat up, wide awake. Nancy Rhymer! I had never heard her voice on the phone. And yet the sound of it, when connected with her name, was electric. She was of another world, the fringe of which I had barely touched, but the image of her, captured in those rare meetings, was etched in the secret recesses of my mind — where I kept unattainable treasures for inspection.

“Is it really Nancy Rhymer?” I said. “This is no time for a gag, three o’clock in the morning.”

“Four months ago, at the Key Club,” she said quickly. “Remember?”

I remembered. “It’s a pleasant shock, Nancy. What can I do for you?”

“Glenn, dear, I’m in trouble.”

She had never called me dear or anything like it. “What kind of trouble, Nancy?”

“A very special kind that you can’t talk about on the phone. Can you come to my place?”

Her voice sounded like thin glass cracking. “Why do you need me, Nancy? You have so many friends.”

“Glenn, Glenn!” she cried. “I’m in a jam. Will you come? Will you?”

“I’ll come, Nancy.”

“You remember the way?”

“I remember. In about … twenty minutes.”

“Make it fifteen. Or … or I’ll just fall apart. Do hurry!”

“Try to be calm, Nancy. I’m on the way.”

I hung up.

And scrambled into my clothes.





2 …

My apartment was in a building on Franklin, just off Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. I raced downstairs into my aging Chevy and gunned over to the Strip. Traffic was light at that hour, the November air was cool and damp, and there was a suggestion of fog in the misty hue of street lamps. Watching for squad cars, I rammed ahead toward Beverly Hills.

Nancy Rhymer had a small house high up, on the very rim of Coldwater Canyon. From the picture window in her living room you looked straight down into the Canyon, a magic arena emblazoned with a million lights. There was a feeling that you hung suspended in the clouds. The view was fantastically beautiful.

I had been there only once before, at a party. Nancy was surrounded by the great and near-great of the movie industry. She invited me on a whim, that night about four months ago when I ran into her at the Key Club. And then she all but ignored me. As did everyone else. I was miserably lonely at the party, especially since I had come down with an incurable love sickness after my first exposure to Nancy. I had hoped that the party would give me at least a few minutes in some separate corner with her — long enough to make her more definitely aware of me. But she was always on stage, playing her scene to the VIP’s in the first row. I was just another anonymous face in the gallery.

At the height of the revelry I crept away without saying good-bye. And didn’t hear from Nancy again. Until now.

Nancy never got to be a star. She was a starlet, one of those bright shadows that dances onto the screen for a few empty lines, then dances off again into the oblivion between pictures. She was not terribly photogenic and her acting ability didn’t seem special — though who can tell in a few feet of film? But in person, from my view at least, she was more sweetly put together, more exciting, than any of her big-box-office sisters.

I first met her two years before when we both had walk-on bits in a television drama. She came from a small town near Denver, the name of which I’ve forgotten. There she had been big in Little Theatre, and had wanted to be big in Hollywood. The same old story. There are hundreds like her. Except that, even at twenty-two, she had a certain maturity. She didn’t just gaze off into the pink heavens of her future. She came knowing it was tough. She got a part-time job modeling in a dress shop over on Wilshire.

Ours was an odd, one-sided relationship. She was friendly, she talked shop with me, made dry, cynical comments on The Game. But I never could get very close to her at those unexpected times we met. She seemed not so much uninterested in me, as closed away in the vehicle she was riding so desperately toward the top. She had no time for minor-league players. If she was one herself, she thought of it as only temporary and circumstantial. When I asked her for a date she never said no, just “Call me.” But when I did, someone always said she was out.

I kept wondering what would happen if she ever took one long look. And saw what was concealed in my eyes.

We were both members of the Key Club. Just a bar, really, with booths and a few tables. Your own key was admission to the front door. Dozens of places like it around the country. But here the trade was radio and TV, a few lesser movie people.

Sometimes I would find her alone at the bar, nursing a drink, looking thoughtful and a little sad. Men shouldered each other to get near her, but she preferred to be alone and could turn on a look that was like a yawn in the face. That did it most of the time. I knew she was not bored but self-protective. I made my conversation impersonal, and for this she tolerated me.

Sometimes she would get up and put a coin in the juke machine, and then I would be able to stare at her frankly. She was a little less than tall but carried herself as if reaching gracefully for stature. Her hair was long and brown with glistening overtones of red. Her face was heart-shaped, intense and utterly delicate. Her eyes were wide, deep brown and calmly, innocently provocative. Her mouth was a masterpiece of soft demand.

She was so slim, so narrow of waist and hip that her body was a showcase for the high mold of her breasts.

She seemed built for all things tender and sensual, while her eyes and manner intriguingly denied the knowledge of sex.

During the first two years that I knew Nancy, I had some small success as a TV actor. Perhaps more because I was a persistent knocker on doors than because of any great talent. I used to call at the ad agencies so frequently that sometimes I would walk in at the very moment when a director was looking through the files for a husky young actor like me with decent enough features to play second-string lover. Or tough guy. Or any character. I used to hang around the halls of CBS and NBC, outside the studios where the shows were in rehearsal. And corner the Wheel in charge when he came out.

I got parts. But I always felt they were handouts.

In that time, Nancy and I ran almost apace. She was a little behind, a little more hungry. She lived in a cheap boarding house, scrounged for meals and clothes. Then suddenly, overnight, she was in that house on the rim of the Canyon. A starlet. With a contract. And she seemed to have more possessions and money than she earned. More important people than you would expect came to her little parties. I seldom saw her at all.

But I used to wonder about her, and keep my ears open. Because no one suspected my real interest, I heard things. At first that she was a rare species in Hollywood, a gal who played it the hard way. No parking in cars. No sleeping around. She warmed no beds for her parts.

Some said she was a sweet little virgin. Some said she was frigid. Some even made bets about her. But no one could be found who really knew. And in the eyes of the cynical, every one-has-their-price wolves, she was an irritation. They seemed to have a compulsive need to undo her. To soil her as so many of the others were soiled.

Then, when she became a starlet, when she moved up the Canyon and I lost sight of her, I began to hear other things. That she was traveling with a fast crowd in the power clique. That she had changed. That some of her parties were openly wild. And others were secret and sordid. There were hints of orgies — with a wink and a sly smile to underline all that the name implied.

I believed none of this. Labeled it as the bitter gossip of the jealous. The party I had attended was wild enough — but not in any orgiastic sense. Not while I was there. And anyway, I wanted to believe in the picture of Nancy still uncompromised. More than that, I had seen something in her eyes. A determination to be above the shallow evil of bed-to-bed success. The undercurrents of her needing would take her to bed. But with the one guy she loved.

I tried to forget about her, tried to keep her from becoming a kind of morbid obsession that would upset the balance of my life. I told myself that I should know better, that I was a big boy now, not a mooning adolescent. It was unhealthy to torment myself with this silly goddam love dream of Nancy Rhymer and Glenn Harley riding off into the sunset on an eternal honeymoon.

I made myself busy with my work. I chased around with an assortment of well-stacked dames, one or two of them just as beautifully assembled as Nancy — and twice as willing. A week or two would go by when I didn’t give Nancy a thought. And then some idiot would drop her name casually into the garbage pail of small talk, or I would see some girl on the street who from a distance was her poor replica. In an instant I would fall silent and moody, that old scratchy record of abysmal longing for Nancy spinning crazily in my head.

Meanwhile, some of the shows in which I was occasionally performing changed sponsors. And producers. The ones who were hiring me. Other shows collapsed — were hurried into early graves by poor ratings from the little men who compile the big figures on public boredom. And at thirty-four, when I should have been climbing to some lofty niche, I was sliding dangerously. I was barely existing.

And then I got the call. Twenty-five minutes to three A.M. From Nancy Rhymer.

Just in front of the Beverly Hills Hotel on Sunset, I spun right a ways, then left. After a mile or so I drove onto a narrow road and spiraled upward sharply. Occasionally my headlights caught a few dark-faced inset houses, clusters of trees, dirt-walled cliffs. Tires shrieked around tight S-curves shrouded in patches of fog. Once I skidded and almost lost control at a place near the top where the road bent left, and straight ahead was only space.

And all the time I couldn’t think of a single reason why Nancy Rhymer would need my help at three o’clock in the morning. Nancy, who had dozens of important friends and, if necessary, the whole police department at the other end of her phone.

At last the road pushed over the top and I followed it around the edge of the Canyon to Nancy’s house. A coral-pink stucco. No lights showed. A pale-blue sedan, a Lincoln Continental, squatted in front.

But Nancy had a Buick convertible, yellow. When I got out I was just able to see the shine of the rear deck protruding from her carport. I had no idea who owned the Lincoln. It made me uneasy. Had she called someone else?

There was a fence with a gate. The gate stood ajar. I closed it silently behind me and went up the walk. I knocked. The door opened immediately. There was the flutter of a silken garment, then a hand grabbed my wrist and pulled me inside. The door closed.

“Wait there, Glenn.” Nancy’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

A light came on across the room. A dim blue light from a table lamp. It gave an eerie visibility.

“My stargazing light,” said Nancy in a husky, nervous way. She stood in the blue glow, staring toward me. She wore a thin negligee open at the top enough so that I could see a nightgown beneath. The right shoulder strap had been torn and dangled down in front. The long swell of one naked breast was revealed almost to the nipple.

I saw that Nancy had a glass in her hand. Now she gulped from it, peered at me and still said nothing.

“Are you alone, Nancy?”

“You might say that,” she answered. “I don’t know.” She giggled. It was an unpleasant sound. It stopped abruptly.

“Are you boozed up, Nancy? Is that all it is?”

She shook her head.

“Then get hold of yourself, honey. Tell me what’s wrong.”

She fluttered around the room, checked drapes on the street side. They were pulled tight. She drained the glass, set it down and moved toward me, swaying slightly. She grazed my cheek with the fingers of one soft hand. Never before had she touched me. Or stood so sweetly-smelling, overpoweringly near.

“I need your help,” she said. “I need you, Glenn.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here, for God’s sake. What is it? What is it!”

“I’ll show you.”

She took my hand and led me toward that picture window. I looked down. Far below there was now only a pale smattering of lights; great areas were in darkness.

“Did you think I brought you here for the view?” Her voice so close by my ear startled me. “You’re looking in the wrong direction.”

Her head swung right, slowly, and down.

The body of a man lay before a sofa, almost at my feet. He was flat on his back, one leg drawn partly up.

I sucked in a giant breath, stood gazing for a long time at the crimson spread on his white shirt before I moved to bend over him.





3 …

I could barely see in that blue-lighted gloom. There was a lamp standing near the sofa and in a daze I felt around for the switch. Behind me Nancy sobbed, “No, Glenn, no!” I turned on the light.

You read about all forms of violent death in the newspapers. Including murder. And with the words there are sometimes pictures. But the words are meaningless details about dream people in a dream world apart from yours, and the still forms in the pictures are just broken dolls. But to stare for the first time at the reality of violent death just by your feet is an awesome experience.

He was six feet of lean but muscular man in slacks the color of okra, a tan cashmere sport coat, and a white shirt open at the throat. From mid-chest down, the shirt was drenched in blood already dry enough to have lost the first brilliance of color. More blood pooled around him on the parquet floor.

He was young. Touching thirty, perhaps. You could tell that he didn’t like to cut that black wavy hair. It hadn’t known shears in weeks. He had heavy brows and jaw, a puffy sensual mouth. He might once have been handsome in the manner of the sneeringly suave. The skin was naturally dark and had been enriched by long baking in the sun. But now this darkness was fading, was toned with a sickly gray which seemed to rise from beneath the surface of the skin.

The eyes were rolled back, the mouth open, the expression one of faint surprise, as if death had come at the instant when the mind was posing some momentous question.

I felt a stirring in my stomach, a lightness in the head, like the time the dentist pulled a wisdom tooth and held the gory thing up for my inspection. I covered my eyes, leaned against the couch, couldn’t think.

There was only the rasp of Nancy’s frightened breathing.

After a moment I knelt down and forced my eyes to fasten again on the man’s face. I had a strange reaction. I didn’t know him at all, but he was remarkably familiar.

Slowly, I opened his shirt. The wound was hard to find in that dark matting of blood-caked hair on his chest. A narrow, vertical incision that seemed, on the surface, too small to kill a man. Small, but probably deep. Not a bullet wound. A knife cut.

I turned to look up at Nancy. “You did this?”

Her negligee was still open and she seemed unaware of the exposure of one thrusting pink-white breast, which perversely demanded a small corner of my attention. She looked like a little girl who wanted desperately to laugh in church. Or at a funeral. But as I watched, her teeth clamped so tightly over the soft petal of her lower lip that a small drop of blood coursed down her chin.

“You did this?” I said again.

Almost imperceptibly, she nodded.

“I’ve seen him before. Who is he?”

She brushed at a lock of hair, her mouth trembling.

“Norm, Norman Rainey,” she said in a small voice. And began to sag.

I jumped up and caught her in my arms, too aware of her body against me, ashamed of my instant reaction.

“Norman Rainey,” I said. “Of course! Used to play the heavy. Starred in a couple of adventure films last year. B-grade stuff.”

Her head was on my shoulder. “He’s the one,” she breathed against my neck.

She began to cry. Between sobs she said, “Please, oh please, turn off the light.” I did. But I left that ghastly blue one lighted against total darkness. Then I settled her on a daybed across the room and let her cry it out.

Meanwhile I paced, found a liquor cabinet and a rack of glasses. I poured myself a stiff one. When Nancy had quieted, I brought her one, too, and as she sipped, I drew up a chair and waited. She became conscious that I was watching her. For the first time she looked down at her breasts. Slowly she closed the negligee around her. Then we sat staring at each other.

“Tell me,” I said.

She gulped the rest of her drink, set the glass on a coffee table, drew fingers under her eyes.

“There isn’t time now for all of it,” she said in a voice of forced control. “I don’t even know where to begin…. I’ve tried to keep myself decent in this — this ratrace of grimy hands always reaching for you, trying to pull you down into a bed still warm from the last affair. But I seemed to attract the very thing I didn’t want.”

I could understand why. Nancy was not merely a sexy woman. She was the unusual one, out of the millions of drab creatures, who seemed designed by nature for the single, urgent purpose of love-making. Her denial was a challenge.

“Go on,” I said. Coldly. Because I was full of mixed emotions.

“Please!” she said. “Please don’t sit there as if we had hours to fool away. Every minute that passes …”

“You called me in the middle of the night,” I said. “Suddenly, after all this time, you need me. You want my help. Not simply help. Just to tell you what to do about a dead man, a murder that will be screaming headlines in every newspaper in the country. For that maybe I should have an explanation, Nancy. Before I advise you to call the police and then beat it out of here and hope to God no one will ever know I came.”

They were only words. Looking at Nancy, I knew as I said them that I would help her to the farthest extreme, if her reason to kill left me the slightest room for self-respect. Yet, for all the hovering I had done outside the closed door of her, I wanted her to know I wasn’t easy.

“I promise,” she pleaded, “that later — later I’ll tell you every godawful detail that led up to this thing. But for now, it’s not important for you to know anything but that Norman Rainey was the worst kind of cruel, sneaky animal. That he tricked me into his own personal gutter. At a time when I was clean. When no man had touched me. And then he came here tonight drunk. And tried to rape me.”

“The bastard,” I said. “And you simply defended yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Self-defense. Justifiable. So why don’t you call the police?”

“Glenn, Glenn!” she cried. “You just said yourself that every paper in the country would grab it. Weeks of notoriety. Insinuations. Pictures. Reporters hounding me. An ugly trial.”

“Your career is important to you, isn’t it, Nancy?”

“Beyond saying.”

“It’s a lousy thought,” I said. “But he’s dead and it wasn’t your fault. It’s negative publicity. But there would be sympathy for you. The picture people would capitalize on those headlines. They’d make you a star, Nancy. Overnight.”

“Yes,” she said. “So that grubby little people could look at me on the screen and think lewd thoughts about me. No, I want to rise on talent, not smut. Besides, if I had to go through with this, I couldn’t stand the ordeal. I can hide behind a fictional character, but I cringe against that kind of public nakedness. It would kill me.”

She got a cigarette from a tray in front of her and stuck it in her mouth, where it trembled between her lips. I made the light, watched her exhale on a long sigh.

“Nancy, I don’t see a better way out for you than to tell the truth.”

“But I can’t! There are things which would come out. In which I was forced to become involved. Sordid. Evil. I could never face those things and live. Everything would be gone. Ask me to kill myself, and I would sooner do that.”

I believed her.

“What are these things which would come out, Nancy?”

She was silent.

“All right,” I said. “So you got yourself into a mess. You’ve got a whole heap of dirty laundry in the closet. And you’d rather die than hang it out in public view for the scandal sheets. All right. I believe you. Maybe you got sucked in by your own crazy ambition. You wouldn’t be the first one. Whatever you’ve done, I’m not going to condemn you. But this is not just some embarrassing little midnight brawl you want straightened out. That guy over there is not only famous, he’s very dead. I could go to jail just for being in the same room with his body without calling the police. Now — don’t you think I ought to know all about it before I decide to jump in with both feet?”

“Yes, yes, yes! But listen,” she pleaded. “It’s a very long story, terribly complex. And right now I couldn’t even make sense out of it for you. I haven’t time. Later, of course. Later. All right? Because every minute, every second we delay — ”

“What was it, Nancy, some kind of a sex thing? Is that why you don’t want to talk about it?”

“Yes. I mean, no, that isn’t why I … It’s a matter of time, time, time!” she cried. “Won’t you understand that?”
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