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The “accident” had been planned with great care. No witnesses. Complete darkness. And, for good measure, they made it look as if Louisa herself had almost been killed along with her husband.

Louisa and Kel had worked a long time to make this accident perfect.

Now they stood in the rain, watching the sheriff’s men operate the dragger in the canal.

The dragger brought up Louisa’s handbag. A diver brought up her shoe. A hydraulic hoist brought up the car.

But there was no body.

Hour after hour, Louisa and Kel stood in the rain on the bank of the canal while the dragging went on, not looking at each other. There had to be a body.

But there was no body.
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prologue

THE WHITE CADILLAC rolled up the curving pebbled driveway, passed the brightly lighted clubhouse, and went around to the parking lot in the rear of the country club. The car’s windows were up and its airconditioning purred quietly against the humidity of the south Florida night. Low clouds drifted across the face of a quarter moon, and a few drops of rain fell on the windshield. The Cadillac came to a stop with its headlights beamed out over a practice putting green; the driver leaned forward, cut the lights, then turned to his companion. “You sure you know what to say afterward?” he asked urgently.

“Certainly I’m sure,” she said. Her tone was impatient.

“The sugar cube will melt,” he said. “They’ll never …”

“You talk too much, Kel,” she cut him off. She opened the door on her side of the front seat, gathered up the long skirts of her ivory-on-white evening gown in one hand, and stepped out into the rain that was coming down harder.

He scrambled from under the wheel and ran around the car to join her, despite his bulk moving with the grace of the ex-athlete. Lights were going out in the clubhouse as they approached it. Under the portico light he was ten years older and eighty pounds heavier, but they were plainly brother and sister. They had the same high cheekbones, strong noses, raven hair, and coppery skin with the dark flush of health beneath. His crew cut was nearly matched by the sleek perfection of the boyish hairstyle shaped to her regally small head. They had the same piercing gray eyes, hers less noticeable because of pantherish good looks.

In the doorway he placed a restraining hand on her arm. “Don’t get carried away with yourself, Lou,” he warned, his heavy voice lowered. “Just stick to the blueprint, right?”

She shook off his hand, her bare arms and shoulders glistening from the rain. There was nothing boyish about her figure in the evening gown. “You just be where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there,” she told him, and turned away. She opened the wide screen door and turned to the right toward the bar, which had only a solitary customer two stools from the end.

“Evenin', Miss Louisa,” the barman said, and leaned forward to tap his customer’s wrist. “Your wife’s here, Mr. Blaine.”

The lone drinker roused himself from his Zen-like contemplation of the backbar mirror and half turned on his stool. “So she is,” he agreed. “Time to go home, Lou?” He carefully rose to his feet. His eyes were glazed, not with the glassiness of a man who has had a drink every twenty minutes for the past five hours, which he’d had, but the hardboiled-egg patina of a man who has had a fifth of bourbon a day for the past four years. Tall and graying, he was obviously twenty years older than his wife. The excellent cut of his sport jacket and slacks failed to conceal the liquor bloat beneath. He moved steadily toward the doorway as the bartender watched admiringly.

“We’re in the parking lot,” she said on the porch. A glance had disclosed that her brother was nowhere in sight.

“Right,” her husband said, and appeared to aim himself via an invisible compass. He descended the steps, oblivious of the rain, and crossed the driveway with measured stride on his way around the clubhouse. She followed two yards behind. At the upper end of the parking lot a half-dozen of the employees’ cars still huddled together, but at the members’ end only Harry Beamis’ Imperial stood beside the Cadillac. The Imperial’s interior lighted up as a door was opened; the whitehaired man in the act of getting into its driver’s seat paused as he saw them approaching.

“‘Night, Louisa,” he said. “‘Night, Ted. Grand party.”

“Grand,” she echoed. “Goodnight, Harry.” She shrugged a bare shoulder in apology for Ted Blaine’s silence and was rewarded by an understanding nod from Harry Beamis. She ducked her head and slid into the Cadillac’s front seat on the passenger’s side. The Imperial was already pulling out of the lot while Ted Blaine was still backing up the Cadillac.

She watched him from the corner of her eye. His movements were a tick slow as his brain battled the alcoholic haze harassing his coordination, but except for his studied deliberation there was no other sign he was far gone in drink. “Be sure someone sees him drive out,” Kel had said. Well, Harry Beamis had seen him. Club members had been predicting for three years, occasionally to his face, that Ted Blaine would kill himself behind the wheel of a car. Ted had cemented no friendships by replying acidly that he had attended the funerals of three such prophets.

With robot-like precision he manipulated the automatic shift into Drive, and the car rolled out of the driveway, its windshield wipers moving briskly. On the highway it rolled along at a steady forty. Ted Blaine drove in silence. At each turn in the road the headlights shone out over the black waters of the canal that paralleled the highway — a five-mile stretch never less than twelve feet deep.

They entered a short curve on a downgrade, and she put a hand on his arm. “Listen,” she said. “Pull over. I don’t like the sound of that motor.” Obediently he edged over onto the narrow shoulder that bordered the precipitous canal bank and stopped the car, looking across at her inquiringly. She had known he would stop without question; it had been months since Ted Blaine was able to recognize if an automobile was even out of gas.

The motor idled quietly with the gear shift in Neutral. She could see the stretch of road up ahead, clear of any headlights of oncoming cars. She had no need to worry about the road behind; Kel would be there, holding up traffic, slewed across the highway if necessary. She had three minutes.

She would need only one.

“Open the hood for me,” she said. He opened his door, got out, and made his way carefully to the front of the car. She reached across the front seat and released the parking brake he had automatically put on. As he raised the hood, she removed one shoe and dropped it on the floor of the car, removed its companion and carried it in her hand with her handbag as she opened her door and got out in her stockinged feet, watchful of the narrow clearance between the edge of the canal bank and the Cadillac. She joined him in front of the car. “It’s the accelerator,” she said at once. “See if you can find me a screwdriver in the glove compartment.”

She opened her bag quickly and took out a lump of sugar as he left her. Inserting a finger in the accelerator linkage as instructed, she moved it back and forth several times, and the engine alternately roared and idled. Swiftly she placed the sugar cube in the linkage elbow to keep it taut and the motor racing. She closed the hood without slamming it, and walked to the driver’s side door that stood open.

Across the front seat from her, Ted Blaine fumbled patiently through the contents of the glove compartment, his head almost down against it. The door on his side was also open. “Close your door, Ted,” she said. He complied without looking up. Placing her feet carefully as Kel had shown her, she reached in and depressed the shift lever, moving it one position, from Neutral to Drive. Even forewarned, she barely had time to withdraw and slam the door on her side as the car lurched forward. It gathered speed on the downhill seventy-five feet of shoulder before the highway curved to the left. When the road turned, the Cadillac didn’t; it soared upright halfway across the twenty-foot canal before it hit the water, hard. Running along the bank after it, she was close enough to see the car’s passenger flung forcibly against the dash at impact.

She stood on the bank in the rain and watched the white car slowly sink into the dark water. She was surprised that it didn’t go down like a rock; to her impatient mind it seemed to stay afloat a long time. There was no sound from within it. When the roof finally disappeared, after what was actually only seconds, she jumped into the canal, carrying her handbag and shoe. She swam out over the sunken car, guided by the headlights in the water below her. She released the handbag and watched it sink. A few feet away she dropped the shoe. She immersed herself until her hair was thoroughly soaked. She tread water easily until headlights approached down the road. Tires screamed when the driver caught sight of the glare of underwater light from the canal.

She called out feebly, and began to swim slowly to the bank. A whiteshirted man raced across the road and dove into the canal beside her. “My h-husband!” she gasped. “He’s … down there!”

“Got to … get you out first,” the man panted, sparing only a glance at the slow boil of airbubbles behind them. “Save … him then.” By the time her rescuer had half-lifted, half-dragged her dead weight up the bank, other cars were arriving. Other swimmers jumped into the canal, some of them swimming down to the sunken automobile. Kel was there on the bank beside her, not first, but soon, an arm protectively about her. “He drove … right in!” she sobbed once to no one in particular. “I don’t know … how I got out. I don’t know … how!“ She subsided into silence. The rain fell more heavily on the intent faces around her.

A man popped up out of the black water in the semicircle of headlights aimed out over it, sweeping the streaming hair from his eyes. “Ain’t no one inside it,” he called to the bank. “Passenger side door’s open.”

Around her waist she could feel Kel’s arm tighten, massively.

“Call the shur’f an’ tell him we need the dragger,” someone ordered.

“Do no good tonight,” someone in the water said. “Really goulash down there.”

The crowd’s silence gave assent.

Eventually the last of the swimmers gave up and stood dripping on the bank, talking together in low voices.

It was still raining when they returned in the gray light of morning.

The dragger brought up her handbag.

A diver brought up her shoe from the floor of the Cadillac.

The dragger brought up the other shoe.

A hydraulic hoist brought up the Cadillac, black mud slurping from its undercarriage.

But there was no body.

Hour after hour she and Kel stood in the rain on the canal bank while the dragging went on, not looking at each other. Kel chain-smoked stubby cigars, flinging the butts away impatiently. There had to be a body.

But there was no body.






chapter i

I CAME TO in near-darkness, stretched out on my side on a hard surface, gasping and strangling on brackish water rising all around me in a small, enclosed space. I floundered up to my knees, and found myself staring out through a windshield at headlights attempting to pierce murky water. Jesus! I thought. Must have fallen asleep and driven the jeep off the Taranto Road into the river.

My first movement had revealed a broken right arm; it dangled limply. My head hurt, and my face, and my ribs. The water was rising around me. With my left hand I groped for the knife at my belt. When I couldn’t find it, I felt for the canvas roof, wondering how I was going to split it and get out. I couldn’t believe it when I touched leather backed by steel. What had happened to the jeep’s canvas top? Reaching across my body with my left hand, I grabbed the door handle. I could turn it, but I couldn’t force the door open.

Hold the panic, man, I told myself. Do it by the manual. Water pressure is holding the door closed. Breathe from the pocket of air against the roof until the interior is almost filled with water and the inside and outside pressure equalize. The door should open then. I waited as the water rose faster, breathing shallowly in short gulps that burned my broken ribs. The way the ribs felt, I knew I wasn’t going to kick any glass out. The door had damn well better open.

When the water rose to my chin with my head touching the roof, I took a deep breath, ducked my head under and tried the door again. It opened easily. I struggled through it, angling away from the headlights, hugging the muddy bottom, swimming with my left arm. All at once I wondered: Where were the rocks? And why was the water so warm? It should have been icy.

In ten yards I was so short of wind I became nauseated. I choked it down. The crash must have knocked my wind out; I had to come up. I hoped I was out of the light ring. I surfaced, took on a quick lungful of air, and sank again, careful not to gasp aloud. I wasn’t above water three seconds, but I got an eyeful: I was in the shadow of a bank, and a set of headlights not thirty feet distant was aimed out over the water, with another pair pulling in alongside the first. Someone had seen my brodie into the river. Underwater again, I worked my way along the bank with handholds on roots, bearing away from the lights.

I stayed down as long as I could stand it. Better to drown than to let them get their hands on me. But I couldn’t stay down; I had no wind. I had no wind at all. I couldn’t understand it. I surfaced again, briefly, and again submerged. The lights were farther away.

When I came up the next time, I looked for the stars to orient myself, but large clouds were scudding in a strange semi-luminous sky. I realized for the first time it was raining. The few stars I could glimpse between the clouds didn’t seem to be in the right places; it had to be the knocking in my head that made the sky and the stars look so different.

Around a slight bend I took a breather, my bad right arm hooked through a shrub to hold myself in place while I rested. I was still in water up to my chest. Behind me I could hear voices; they were calling back and forth to each other in English. English, for God’s sake! They must think themselves mighty cute.

George was waiting for the parts for the radio; I had to get back to the camp. The way I felt it would probably take me the best part of two days through the mountains. And if I ran into a patrol … I realized with a sense of shock I’d forgotten the cover name I was traveling under. The smash must really have addled me. I had to get a look at the papers I was carrying, but first I had to get to where I could see. I unhooked my arm and started off again.

At the end of three more underwater laps the voices were well behind me. I was in bad shape. Even the arm and the ribs couldn’t account for the way I felt; I had no push, no zing. I had to take still another breather. Across the water a row of lights persisted without movement; it came to me finally that they were parked cars. Could I get lucky and steal myself some transportation? I might have to; once out of the water, I wasn’t sure I would be able to walk.

I swam underwater toward the lights. I came up under the opposite bank, close enough to the headlights’ refraction for the darkness to be illuminated enough for me to see. I left-handed the bulge in my inside jacket pocket out into the open. Instead of a passport case it was an expensive-looking billfold. I opened it and stared at a sodden identity card that labeled me — or someone — as Theodore A. Blaine of Port Dunbar, Florida. Florida! What in the hell was going on?

There were no papers that made any sense in the billfold. There were half a dozen blank checks on a Port Dunbar bank, and two credit cards made out to Theodore Blaine. There was an assortment of business cards. In a money-compartment there were more than $3000 in U.S. bills, most of it in hundreds. U.S. bills — that’s all I needed. Get myself picked up with this stuff on me and my ass had had the course.

I removed identity card, checks, credit cards and business cards; I tore them into scraps and pushed the scraps into a mudhole in the bank. I hesitated over the money, but finally shoved it into a pants pocket where I could get rid of it in a hurry if I needed to. I stuffed the billfold into the mudbank, too. Checking to make sure there was nothing else in the inside breast pocket, I got a feel of the jacket’s material. My sense of frustration increased; instead of heavy field issue, the material was smooth and thin and yielding, with no substance to it. What kind of a damn masquerade was I involved in? And no knife, I reminded myself. Worse — no gun.

In a sudden rage at my inability to put things together correctly, I clawed my way up the bank, slipping and sliding. It must have been eight feet, and nearly vertical, but even onehanded it shouldn’t have been a problem. Instead, I barely made it. My muscles seemed to be made of butter. I crouched on top of the bank, gasping, my gut quivering. My gut … I ran a hand over my dripping jacket front. There must be forty pounds of flab there, flab that shouldn’t be there, flab that hadn’t been there. I could feel cold sweat on my forehead. The hammering in my head increased until I could feel it in my toes. What’s going ON, man? And where ARE you? The night air should be cold and bracing. Instead, it’s dank and steamy.

I gave it up. I crawled on my belly toward the line of cars, after making sure there were no drivers at the wheels. Some of the motors were running. Wasteful fools, I thought. That was the Italians for you. And then, like a bomb! Italians? Cut it, man. You’ve been getting the word and you’re too stupid to realize it. The drivers aren’t Italians. You’re not in Italy. You’re God only knows where, and it’s time you found out.

Up close, I studied the line of cars. The third one was a truck. I wasn’t sure I could drive, and even if I could there’d be the commotion of getting away; if I could get into it, a truck would be a lot better. All around me it was quiet; everyone was up around the bend watching the circus there. I muscled myself along the ground to the truck. At the back of it I pried and worked at a canvas cover until I had an opening, and raised myself to the tailgate to hoist myself over it. At the last second I remembered: I sank to my knees in the road and looked at the license plate. Florida Commercial.

Well, the hell with it. Out of my mind or not, I still had to get away from there. I hauled myself up again and rolled in over the tailgate. The pain from the broken ribs nearly blacked me out. I tried to stop breathing while I listened to the rain on the canvas tarp. After a minute I yanked it back into place so the opening didn’t show.

The truck was nearly filled with cabbages. The air was rank with them. I piled some in a corner and eased myself down on them and took a long, slow breath. The ribs were the worst; every time I even thought of breathing, they stabbed right into my brain. Maybe I did black out for awhile; I don’t remember the truck starting up. I remember it rolling along for what must have been a long time, because my clothes dried on me.

It was the cessation of movement that got through to me finally in my half-stupor; I lifted my head and listened to the silence. Parked, I decided. Someone would be coming to unload the truck. I had to get out of it. I sank my teeth in my lower lip and got back to the tailgate and moved the canvas. There was pale light outside, in contrast to the darkness in the truck; dawn was breaking. The truck was parked alongside what looked like a warehouse platform. I grabbed the tailgate with my left hand and worked my way over it. I overbalanced, lost my grip, and landed on my knees on what felt like cobblestones. It was a couple of minutes before I could get upright again by pulling myself up the back of the truck.

I was in a cobblestoned alley that led out to what looked like a main street. Where my clothes weren’t savagely wrinkled by the damp-drying process, they were plastered with dried mud. I brushed off what I could, but it didn’t help much. I started down the alley, listing to starboard to try to get away from the pain of the ribs, bracing myself against a wall with my good hand.

I stumbled out the alley entrance practically into the arms of a cop three feet wide. He took a quick step backward, but when I started to fall after rebounding from him, he reached in and grabbed me by the belt and held me up. The policeman’s eyes in his weatherbeaten face examined me. “Now tell me, mister — what does the other guy look like?” he asked me.

He was looking at my face when he said it. I passed a hand over it, and realized it was crusted with dried blood. “What year is this, officer?” I asked him. I hadn’t planned the question; it popped out like the cork from a champagne bottle.

His expression had changed when he noticed my dangling arm. “Hol’ still here till I run to the call box an’ we’ll get you to the hospital,” he said briskly, propping me against a wall.

All the other things I couldn’t understand or explain — I caught at his sleeve as he started to turn away. “What year?”

“What they sellin’ you people these days!” he marvelled. “You know perfec’ly good an’ well this here is 1964.” He took off across the street in a flatfooted trot.

I sagged against the wall. Perfect! Oh, yes! That made it perfect. I not only wasn’t in Italy, I wasn’t in 1945, either. I started to laugh. What happened to the nineteen years, Rip Van Winkle? I could hear the idiot cackling while my heels began to slip on the sidewalk. Then I was looking up at the morning from my back, until the cop’s broad face interposed itself between me and the lightening sky. “You’re in terrible bad shape, man,” he observed dispassionately. The idiot laughter continued.

They hurt me getting me into the ambulance. Everything hurt. Everything. A redhaired young type with freckles fussed around me while the ambulance sirened its way through the streets. I tried to pull myself together. “Where we … going?” I asked the redhead.

He stared at me. “Hospital, mister.”

“I know. What … hospital?”

“Jacksonville Memorial.”

“City … hospital?” The redhead was trying to straighten out my legs on the wheeled cot I was lying on; I had to repeat the question. “City … hospital?”

“That’s right. Take it easy, mister.”

“Private … hospital,” I said. “Want to go … private hospital.”

“Now just you take it …”

I reached up with my left hand and took hold of him. “Private … hospital, understand? Money … in pants.”

He looked doubtful. “You won’t holler I’m rollin’ you if I check on the money, pal?”

“Go ahead and … check.”

His lips pursed in a soundless whistle as he thumbed the folded-over packet of bills. “Okay, we’re just the ambulance service. Menard Sanatorium all right?”

“Just so … it’s private.”

The redhead leaned in through the sliding glass panels and said something to the driver. The ambulance turned left at the next corner. We rode and rode; after what seemed like a long time we rolled up a driveway and stopped. The wheeled cot was lifted out, and I was pushed up an inclined ramp through a door that said EMERGENCY. A woman bent down over me, a brunette with no makeup. She had brown eyes behind pince-nez glasses on a silver chain, and a pleasantly wide mouth. She straightened up after one look at me. “You know better than to bring an accident case here,” she said crisply to the ambulance man.

“He insisted,” the redhead’s voice said. “He’s got dough.”

“Nurse …” I croaked at the brunette.

“Hush,” she said. “I’m the doctor.” She had delicate dark circles under her eyes.

I raised my head until I could see her white coat. “Want … stay here,” I said. She disappeared for a second. When she came back, she had a large pair of shears in her right hand. “Listen, nur … doctor. Got … send cable.”

“Later. Can you move your right arm?”

“No.” I pushed myself up on my left elbow despite her hand in my chest. “Send it … now. Money … in pocket.”

She removed the shears with which she had already begun to cut the jacket off me. “Make it fast, then. Get this, Miss Wilson.”

A streaked-blonde head in a starched white cap swam into view against the ceiling. “Cable,” I said. I closed my eyes. “To James Sullivan, fourteen-o-seven, thirty-third street, N.W., Washington, D.C. Message says REPORT …”

“Washington?” the blonde interrupted. “You mean a telegram.”

I opened my eyes. “Telegram. Message says REPORTING IN. That’s all. Signed ‘Jackrabbit'. Name and …”

“Jack Rabbit? Two words?”

“Jackrabbit. One word. Name and address — this place.”

“And your full name, sir?”

“John R. Smith.”

“You don’t want that name signed to the telegram?”

“If I did … I’d have … said so, wouldn’t I?”

She pouted, but she went away. The brunette came back, shears at the ready. “You should have made your message read REPORTING OUT, Mr. Smith,” she said pleasantly. “You’re going to be … no, no, Campbell, not that arm!”

Someone had lifted my right arm to remove the cut-away jacket.

I went out that time in a shower of sparks.

When I opened my eyes, there were two white jackets at the foot of an elevated bed I was in. “Well!” a whitehaired man boomed when he saw my eyes open. His voice hurt my ears. “Back in the land of the living again?” I opened my mouth, but it didn’t seem to be connected to my throat. My eyes were watering, and I was drenched with perspiration. And I was flat on my back, immobile. “I’m Dr. Menard,” the whitehaired man went on. He had big shoulders under the white jacket, a leonine head and cold blue eyes. “Sorry about the restraints, but we had to make sure you didn’t break yourself up all over again while you were raving.”

I got something out of my throat that time. “Rav … ing?”

Menard loosened a leather strap around my left wrist, then picked up the hand and showed me the back of it. The veins were swollen and cracked-looking. “Alcohol,” he said cheerfully. “It just bubbled out of you. The bottoms of your feet look the same. You’re about sixty percent of the way through a classic case of the d.t.'s. Unfortunately, you weren’t diagnosed in time for us to taper you off. You took it cold turkey, and you’ve been doing a little wall-climbing.”

“My fault, Mr. Smith,” a woman’s voice said. With an effort I shifted the direction of my gaze. It was the brunette. She had on a gray skirt beneath her white jacket, and she had goodlooking legs. She was tall and full-bodied and had a look of calm competence, but she didn’t look like a doctor. She looked more like a librarian. She lifted the pince-nez glasses dangling from the silver chain at her breast and put them on to examine me. “You didn’t look like an alcoholic, and the broken bones misled me, so I missed it. Not that that’s any excuse for me.”

“Who’s … an alcoholic?” I rasped.

Dr. Menard laughed. He didn’t seem to feel it necessary to say anything.

I wet my lips, the only dry part of me. “How long … I been here?”

“Six days,” Menard said. “And you’ve another salty two weeks coming up, not counting the knitting of the broken bones.”

“Any answer … my telegram?”

He looked at the brunette. “Dr. Weldon?”

“No answer,” she said.

No answer.

Six days in this place, and no answer.

That seemed to be that.

Although how could I really expect there would be, after nineteen years? Fourteen-o-seven, thirty-third street, N.W., had been only a cable drop address, anyway. I was going to have to find another answer to the problem.

I closed my eyes, and the whitewalled room and the white-coated doctors went away.

Three weeks later I was down in the small but well-equipped hospital gymnasium, working out. The bottoms of my feet were still tender, but I could get around. With a corset of tape on my ribs, and my right arm splinted and in a sling — it had five broken bones — there wasn’t too much I could do in the way of exercise, but at least I could lie on my back and use the wall pulley with my left hand. In the week since I’d been able to make it to the gym I’d increased the times I could muscle the pulley weight up the wall track from ten to forty-five.

Movement caught my eye, and I turned my head. Dr. Weldon stood in the doorway, watching me. “Come on in, Jessica,” I called to her. She entered, her pale features disapproving. I was her patient, therefore I should call her Dr. Weldon; her manner indicated that my frivolity in the matter was a violation of trust. Naturally I called her Jessica as soon as I found out it was her name. Something in her prim demeanor brought out the natural cussedness in me.

“You don’t think there’s something ridiculous in a grayhaired man’s driving himself like that?” she asked, standing above me as I lay back in the heavy rubber gym suit, awash with perspiration.

“I don’t feel like a grayhaired man,” I answered. I didn’t, either, but that first look in the mirror had really been a shock. Oh, man, what a shock! “I’ve lost twenty-two pounds, and I’ll take off twenty more. Got to be in shape for when I leave.”

“In shape for what, please?”

“Who knows?” I said with more truth than poetry.

She kicked a three-legged stool alongside me and sat down, spreading her skirt. “I feel badly about overlooking your condition and letting you go through the drying-out period without the initial assistance you might have had,” she said. She continued right on before I could say anything. “Why won’t you talk to Dr. Busch about your drinking?”

“I’ll pick my own psychiatrist, Jessica. Do your friends call you Jessie?”

She ignored it. “Did you refuse to talk to him for the same reason you were so anxious to find out what you’d been saying while you were in the delirium tremens?”

“Who said I was anxious?”

She smiled. She had a nice smile. “I’m your doctor, remember? The nurses report to me. And I listened to you myself for hours.”

“Anyone ever tell you you had a big nose, Jessie?”

Her lips thinned at the same time a tide of color rushed from beneath the white jacket into her features. “It’s been a problem getting beneath the surface with you,” she said grimly, “but I seem to have managed it, finally. Exactly what is it you’re trying to hide?”

“Oh, you know how it is with us big criminal types,” I countered. “What was I talking about in the d.t.'s?”

“You were speaking beautiful Italian. Poetical, almost. I studied for a year in Milan. You could lecture in it.”

“I’ll get your endorsement on my next job application. What was I saying in the poetical Italian?”

“Enough to give me an idea of your present mental state, although I’m not a psychiatrist. Would you care to hear it?”

“If it will make you feel any better, Jessie.”

She refused to be ruffled. “I think you’re an amnesiac. I don’t think you know who you are.”

“Me? I’m Jack Smith, the best man you’ve met recently.”

“But who is Jack Smith?” she hammered right back at me. “Oh, I know the cock-and-bull story you told Dr. Menard to keep him from calling the police in, that you’d been cheating on your wife and had had an accident and couldn’t stand any publicity and would take care of everything yourself, but …” she leveled a finger at me “… outside of the one telegram you’ve made no effort to take care of anything. What are you waiting for?” She continued when I didn’t answer. “During the d.t.'s you were single, from all your accounts, yet you wear a wedding ring with a deep enough groove on your ring finger to indicate it’s been a fixture there for some time.” I glanced down at the ring and immediately away from it again, cursing myself for the giveaway. She was smiling again. “You’re a mixed-up kid, Mr. Smith, and not only because you landed in here the way you did without a stitch of identification. I suspect retrograde amnesia.”

“You said it yourself, Jessie — you’re not a psychiatrist. What’s this retrograde business?”

“Roughly, it means it’s happened before.” Her brown eyes were locked on mine. “I think you had a traumatic experience some time ago that blanked you out on your personal life to that point. Recently you’ve had another that’s blotted out the segment just prior to now. At this point you may or may not be able to reconstruct the first segment. It’s not a problem you should be attempting to unravel by yourself.” She studied me a moment. “How did you get those old burn scars on your back?”

“Must have been in the missing segment,” I said.

She stood up abruptly. “When you decide to cooperate, let me know. There’s a man upstairs to see you, by the way.”

I gingerly rolled over on my knees and got to my feet. “You couldn’t just have said that when you first came in here?”

It rolled right off her. “If you persist in this mistaken course of trying to put things back together for yourself, you can be in serious trouble,” she warned me.

I had no time to listen to that foolishness. “Who’s the man? Jim Sullivan?”

She shook her head.

“George Bavarnik?”

“He says his name is Philip Duncan.”

“Oh.” Phil “Swivel Chair” Duncan. I was already through the door before the emphasis she’d placed on “says” reached me. I turned to look back at her. “Aside from the fact that he wouldn’t answer your questions, Jessie, what did you think of him?”

“The name is Dr. Weldon, Mr. Smith,” she said coolly, “and I would say the gentleman has a negative personality.”

“Yeah? You know, I always thought so, too.”

I walked down the gloomy, echoing corridor to the elevator. When I had a minute, I was going to have to slip into the hospital library and read up on this amnesia bit.

But first there was Phil Duncan.





chapter ii

THE HOSPITAL RECEPTION ROOM was next to the administrative offices. When I walked into it, I was relieved to find I remembered Duncan. I hadn’t been sure I would. I wasn’t sure of much of anything these days. Duncan had been a short, round-eyed, glasses-wearing type who had predictably matured into a white-maned owl with a snappish-looking parrot’s beak for a mouth. His eyes grew rounder as I entered the room; he knew me, too, but he was having trouble adjusting to the idea. “Hello, Duncan,” I greeted him. “Let’s skip the ‘By God, it is you!’ bit, shall we?”

The parrot’s beak drew down at the corners. “By God …” he began in unconscious parody, and broke off. He had been a paper-shuffling, desk-bound recruit from the Army Quartermaster section and his do-it-by-the-numbers training had never included the slightest tolerance for the idea that a field directive might take eight days instead of the three provided for by the planning board — if the job got done at all. He was still staring at me. “Twenty years …” he mumbled. There was no overhead light fixture in the ceiling; both of us had automatically moved into the room’s center. Anyone standing in the doorway couldn’t have heard either of us.

If he had been someone I’d worked with, I could have opened up to him. As it was, I stalled. “So you’re still using the same old ‘drop’ address at your end of the line?”

It brought him to life. “Of course we’re not,” he said impatiently. “That was phased out with O.S.S. The woman’s niece lives in the house now, although the woman still owns it. Your telegram meant nothing to the niece; she just happened to show it to her aunt when the aunt came calling, and the old lady had the wit to take it around to Charley Jamison’s office. Charley used to be her paymaster. He’s Deputy Chief of Operations now. No one in his office got the point of the telegram, including Charley. Most of them are too young or too new for it to have meant anything, anyway. Charley started the telegram through the building, and God only knows how many hands it passed through before it wound up on my desk. I sat there looking at it myself for a couple of days, wondering if it was some oldtimer’s gag.”
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