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CHAPTER 1

JOHNNY KILLAIN COULD SEE Jeff Landry’s slender figure shiningly reflected from the bronzed walls of the service elevator, diminutive alongside his own bulk in its blue-gray uniform. He threw open the cab door and glanced out over the lobby before turning to look inquiringly at the blond man and nodding in the direction of the bar. “One for the road, Jeff? You might like Tommy’s better.”

Jeff Landry shook his head apologetically. “I know I’ve been poor company, Johnny, but it wasn’t your drinks.”

“So why rush off? You just got here. I don’t see you all that often.”

“Restless, I guess.”

“Just what is it that’s botherin’ you, Jeff? An’ in case you’ve forgotten I already asked you the same thing upstairs. You act like a man with something on his mind.”

“It’ll keep,” the slender man said lightly. “When am I going to see you over at my place? We put the animals to bed any time after eight, you know.”

“I’ll get over there, for sure. I know I keep sayin’ that, but I will. Business bad, Jeff?”

Jeff Landry’s lips tightened. “Business is … well, actually, business is fine, Johnny.”

“That’s not what you started to say, though.”

“No third degree, now.” The blond man smiled. He turned left, toward the foyer. “Don’t mind my bad manners — please? And thanks for the drinks.”

“I’ll be over to lower the level on your bottle.”

“You do that.” Jeff Landry waved as he exited, and Johnny looked after him thoughtfully. He had known Jeff Landry for some time, and this abrupt departure after such a short visit was out of character. He should probably get over to Jeff’s and try to find out … he should probably — 

He shrugged, inched a cigarette free from the pack in his breast pocket and moved toward the foyer and the street. On the sidewalk he breathed in the warm summer night, then slumped in spine-to-shoulders recumbency against the polished granite buttress of the hotel entrance as he lit his cigarette. The street was quiet; at this hour the neighborhood was quiet. The Hotel Duarte was quiet, too, Johnny reflected; they could use a little business.

He half straightened from his drowsing introspection as a taxicab pulled into the curb in front of him. He flipped his cigarette out into the street and regretted it immediately when he saw that the cab was empty. He debated lighting another; it didn’t seem worth the effort.

“You. You, there, bellhop.”

Johnny focused reluctantly on the long visored baseball cap and the pointing finger extended in his direction from the cab. He grunted uncharitably but propelled himself from the supporting wall. He crossed the sidewalk in the swaying shuffle dictated by nature’s overendowment of chest and shoulders, and his voice was a burred growl. “I’m listenin’, Mac.”

“You Johnny?” The baseball cap jerked a thumb back over its shoulder. “Woman wants to see you. Eight or ten doors up the street. She wouldn’t let me bring her down here.”

“Drunk?”

The lean features under the cap squinted appraisingly. “I don’t — she’s anyhow walking. Not makin’ a hell of a lot of sense, though, maybe you’re right.”

“She pay you?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“It’s all yours, chum.” The cab pulled away and rolled west down Forty-fifth, and Johnny turned right and walked in the opposite direction, toward Sixth Avenue. In the light of the liquor store window next door to the hotel his bronzed, high-cheekboned face, rough yellow hair and pale, thick brows, frosty gray eyes and a nose that hooked left and right unexpectedly from unset breaks contributed to a hard-bitten effect.

He walked purposefully. It wouldn’t be the first time a female guest had gazed upon wine too freely flowing and requested anonymous re-entry to her room. Must be someone who knew him, though, since they’d used his name. It was pure hell handling a drunken woman; this would more than likely be a mess.

“Johnny!” He pulled up at the husky, low-voiced call; he’d passed her. Whoever it was had ducked in behind the wooden door to a sleazy upstairs rooming house. He tried to make out features in the pale blur that was all he could distinguish as he walked toward her; in the shadows of the doorway he had one lightning-like teasing tug from his subconscious, and then recognition burst upon him. It rocked him. “Ellen! What are you doing here?”

Her hand gripped his arm convulsively as he stared down at her. In the partial darkness he could see bare arms and shoulders shimmering above her dress; there was sudden movement in the crook of the arm held protectively across her body, and it took him a moment longer to identify the small, lightish blob silhouetted against her dress as a white kitten. He poked an inquiring finger at it, and the kitten hissed at him. “Who’s the passenger, Ellen?”

She might never have heard him. “You’ve got to help me, Johnny!” She clung fiercely to his arm.

“Did I ever say no to that proposition, kid?” The huskiness in his voice surprised him; it hadn’t come out sounding quite as flippant as he had intended. A long time ago — well, six or seven years ago — Ellen Saxon had been married to Johnny Killain. Temporarily. Two short years temporarily, he reminded himself. Yeah, and one of you has never gotten over it.

The hand on his arm tightened. “Hide me, Johnny. Please! Some place in the hotel. I’ve got to — think. Please, Johnny!”

“Hide you? What’s spooked you, kid?”

He could hear the hysteria rising in her voice. “Please! Don’t talk. Get me off the street. Please!”

He tried to see her face more clearly, but the shadows prevented it. He shrugged in the gloom; Ellen was really upset, and she wasn’t the type to become upset easily. Well, one thing at a time. First get her settled down — he took her arm. “Let’s go. I’ll register you in and get — ”

“No! No registering!” Panic soared in the so-well-remembered voice. “Please, Johnny! Just hide me!”

He didn’t like it. There aren’t too many crimes you can commit around a hotel more serious than slipping in an unregistered person. He opened his mouth, then closed it. She was scared to death. Of somebody or something. She was scared, and she’d come to him. He drew her toward the sidewalk. “I’ll load you on the service elevator from the alley. Nobody’ll see us.”

“You’re sure?” With her first step she crowded up against him, and a little shiver ran through him. Cut it out, he told himself impatiently; all that was dead and buried five years ago. But the little shiver paid no attention to what he told himself.

“Sure I’m sure. Come on.” He could feel her reluctance to move from the shelter of the doorway, and he increased the pressure on her arm. “Let’s go, kid.” He noticed at once in the slightly better light on the sidewalk that her hair was different. Hell, in five years she’d probably had it cut five different ways. He’d liked it better the old way, though. He wondered if she remembered how she’d worn it then. How — 

He only half heard the light squeal of brakes in the street behind them. He didn’t begin to react until she had jerked free from his hand and backed away from him with the ridiculous kitten still on her arm and her mouth a little round O. He could see her throat swell suddenly, and her voice was a bugle in the upper register.

“Johnny — !”

The bugle blurted to a gargle as he slapped her firmly in the belly; she doubled and sat down like a well-oiled hinge. He was already on his way down to the sidewalk beside her when the four staccato reports went off behind him. Automatic, he told himself as he heard the splintering thud of the bullets in the rooming house’s wooden door, and he rolled over to get his knees under him. He could see the dark sedan stopped right in the middle of the street. No sound from Ellen — no time to look. With thick rage a solid thing in his throat he surged up and charged the sedan.

A solitary brain cell registered the hasty rolling up of the front window on the driver’s side an instant before Johnny rammed heavily against the door of the sedan. He grunted as he rebounded and smashed an impotent fist against the glass. He stooped, gripped the outer edge of the car frame and heaved mightily. The sedan rocked; Johnny bowed his back, and the motor roared. Tires screeched — he grabbed the door handle as he straightened, the sedan shot away from him with a rush of power and he was spun off into the street.

He rolled over twice and struck the curb with his shoulder. A flickering blackness deeper than the after-midnight street darkness hovered for an instant and then cleared. Ellen knelt beside him in the gutter, and her voice was an urgent contralto litany. “Johnny! Johnny! Johnny!”

He sat up dizzily. “All right, kid. Save it for when you need it.” He tried to look up at her and found himself at eye level with the solemn, unblinking gaze of the white kitten still in the crook of Ellen’s arm. He nodded approvingly. “You got the right idea, Whitey. Let’s not get too shook over this little corrida.” He heaved himself to his knees. “Come on, Ellen. No barricades out here if there should be a rebuttal.” She took his arm anxiously.

On the sidewalk beside them a high-pitched voice spoke in the accents of age. “Craziest thing I ever seen, Jack. You tryin’ to tip him over in the street?” He was a thin, elderly man with wispy gray hair, and he looked at Johnny as at some strange animal.

Johnny eased himself erect; it took an effort. Something seemed to be the matter with his right hand, and he looked down at it. He was still holding the door handle of the sedan; it took a little prying with his left hand to loosen it from his right palm, and it clattered into the gutter. He removed the jacket of his uniform, with a reminding twinge from his arm, and swung it over Ellen’s bare shoulders; the white glow of her must be visible clear to Broadway, he thought.

“Holy Maria!” the high-pitched voice said in awed accents. “Tore the handle right offa the door. Right offa the damn — ”

“Okay, Pop.” Johnny looked hard at him. “Stop racin’ your motor. Blow. Deal ’em somewheres else. Fly away home.”

The elderly man backed off precipitately. “Yeah. Yeah, sure. Sure.” He kept looking back over his shoulder.

They did not seem to have attracted too much other attention, Johnny reflected, which considering the neighborhood and the hour was not too surprising. That couldn’t reasonably be expected to endure indefinitely, though; as he again started Ellen toward the hotel he strained mentally to get a reaction from his one quick glimpse of the dark, shapeless figure that had been huddled over the steering wheel of the sedan. He shook his head; he didn’t even know if it had been man, woman, or child.

Ellen’s pumps scuffed along beside him in the night mist on the alley cobblestones. He led her through the big iron door that led into the hotel’s subbasement and along the narrow fifteen-foot passageway to the elevator. In its light he got his first good look at her; Ellen’s lipstick grimaced at him like a clown’s mouth in the pallor of her face as she tried to smile at him. “Same old Johnny.”

“Same old Ellen.” Not really, though, he thought. The body that had been so youthfully promising had now spectacularly matured. Her dress did not hint at it; it stated it firmly. The eyes were the same — level, intelligent. Blue eyes that contrasted well with the dark hair and the duskily Indianized complexion. Her brows were black wings. He could see the indistinct tiny scar on the short upper lip, souvenir of a childhood accident. The tiny scar that appeared only when she was extremely fatigued or emotionally aroused. He remembered with a wrench the hours and the nights he had spent in provoking the appearance of the little scar; Ellen had always been a very generous person. Something seemed to ache dully behind his eyeballs. On Ellen’s arm the kitten tongued a paw and transferred the paw to its small, serious face.

She spoke tiredly from the depths of her exhaustion. “You didn’t have to do that, Johnny. Or this, either. I realize it now. I shouldn’t have asked you. I have no right. I just panicked — ”

He stopped her with a finger on her lips. “Some things don’t change much, kid. Let’s go upstairs.”

Her voice was choked. “Johnny?”

“Skip it, Ellen.” He extended a finger toward the kitten, and the white ruff around the small neck swelled angrily. “This kid is right on the muscle, isn’t he? What’s his name?”

“He’s a she. A Persian. I’m delivering — I call her Sassy.”

“Suits her.” He tried to pin her eyes with his own, but she evaded him. “You gonna tell me now about this skirmish?”

He could see the flesh tighten over her cheekbones as her features set rigidly. She shook her head. “Not now. Please.”

“Right now, lady. You think this is something to fool around with after what just happened outside?”

Her hand came up slowly in an effort to conceal the trembling of her lips. “Please, Johnny. I saw … I think I saw something — ” She hesitated. “I’m not sure what I saw. I’ve got to think. I’ve — ” Her body began to shake uncontrollably, and she moistened dry lips. “Let me rest a little, Johnny. Let me think. Then — then I’ll talk to you … please.”

He gave up. He would have to get her quieted down first; then he would get the whole story. He slid the shining bronze doors shut in a crash of metal, and the elevator ascended quietly.





CHAPTER 2

THE CUSTOMER ENTERED BRISKLY through the wide glass doors of Stone’s and walked directly to the watch trays. The stout young clerk in the white linen jacket paused in his early morning task of removing the lightweight linen dustcloths from the showcases and moved in behind the counter. The subdued indirect fluorescent lighting, the lush, heavy carpeting, the elaborately simple individual displays and the ornate marble staircase winding away to the offices on the second floor all contributed to the cathedral-like serenity which was the hallmark of Stone’s, Jewelers.

“Yes, sir?”

“You Manny Kessler? Tom Jenkins told me to look you up. Said you might have the Medallion in the Donada line.”

Warmth came into the clerk’s voice. “I’m Kessler, and we do have the Medallion, sir.” Jenkins? Tom Jenkins? Manny Kessler couldn’t remember a Tom Jenkins, but he had not the slightest trouble at all in remembering that the Medallion was the most expensive ladies’ number in the line. He opened a drawer beneath the counter and removed a glistening minuscule watch which he displayed on the black velvet pad of the showcase. “An exceptional value, sir.”

The customer picked up the watch and turned it over in his hands appraisingly.

“The very finest twenty-one jeweled movement, sir. And look at the styling. The very — ”

“I’ll take it.”

Manny nodded, and turned immediately to pick up a gift box from the back counter. A bit disconcerting to have the animals walk in off the street and jerk the merchandise right out of your hand, but a sale is a sale. Never offer to show them anything after they’ve pronounced the fatal words. Procrastination is the thief of commissions. “Charge, sir?”

“Cash.” The customer fingered out four crisp new bills from a slim billfold. He picked up his wrapped package and a very small amount of change and left as rapidly as he had entered. Manny shrugged as he closed the register drawer. Not a bad start.

He moved back in the direction of the still jacketed showcases, then detoured to the front of the shop. Behind the front window he paused; he was concealed from the eyes of passers-by by the heavy, dove-gray drapery which served as a window backdrop. He moved a fold slightly to one side and looked across the street.

Sam was there.

Sam was standing just behind the front window of his store across the street. Watching. Just standing and watching, as he had yesterday, last week and last month. Standing and staring across the street. You didn’t really even need to see him, Manny thought to himself. You can feel him.

He forced himself to move away from the window. Stop thinking about it, he told himself. You’re getting as bad as he is. Forget about Sam. An ulcer you need? Sam would like that. Sam would like that fine, but ulcers are too good for what Sam would wish for Richard Harrison Stone, Jr.

He walked back to the showcases, but even as his hands deftly folded and creased and laid away his mind treacherously reverted to the front window of the store across the street. For the thousandth time he told himself wearily, will you cut it out? You hadn’t been Sam’s partner. Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. had been Sam’s partner, and you didn’t see Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. worrying about Sam.

Manny stared down unseeingly at a folded dust cloth. Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. had insisted that his former partner Sam buy him out. He had had a number of reasons, all of which Sam had sought to brush aside. Sam hadn’t wanted to buy out his young partner; Sam had the money, all right, but he was satisfied with things as they were. Still, if your partner wants out, what can you do? Sam had called Sol, who had been his lawyer for twenty years, and Sol had drawn up the papers.

And three months later Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. had opened up across the street from Sam. Sam had just about torn the front door off his safe getting out his reduction of partnership papers and had found out in a hurry that there was no restrictive clause. Found out, too, in the first hysterical telephone call that Sol had acquired a new client — Richard Harrison Stone, Jr.

Sam had found it out a little late, that was all. In business a man protects himself, or stands in windows looking across the street.

Manny looked up at the glass doors as they opened again, glad of the interruption. The fat man came directly to him, bluff and hearty, and thrust a magazine clipping into his hand.

“Need six of these,” he said breezily. He grinned toothily. “Promotion job. Got to be identical. You fix me up?”

“Six?” Manny glanced down at the pictured Medallion. “Ah … six. Certainly. By two o’clock — ”

“Not a chance, son.” The fat man was emphatic as Manny again opened the drawer beneath the counter. “I’m due at a sales’ meeting in twenty minutes. How many you got?”

“I have four. In an hour, even — ”

“Any in the window?”

“Let me look.” Manny knew there were no Medallions in the window, but he was following Precept Number Two of Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. Give the customer a little action for his money. Check the window. Check the vault. Check the wastebaskets. Check anything. Move. Look alive. Look like you want the business. “Sorry, sir. Not another one in the shop.”

“Gimme the four.” The fat man tossed a coarse handful of money on the counter top. “My girl’ll have to shoot out and pick me up a couple while I stall ’em in the meeting.”

Manny looked thoughtfully after the departing rotund figure. He rubbed his chin; sure must be some promotion. Steam shovels, at least. Or locomotives. He wished he’d had the other two Medallions. How could you figure this business? You might sell two a month, ordinarily. If you were lucky. Now here they had snatched five away from him in a morning. Morning? He glanced at his watch. Hell, in an hour.

He made a note on the “out” pad beside the register and looked up again as the glass doors parted majestically to admit Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. He watched the customary impressive entrance, inclining his own head in response to the curt nod he received, and his eyes followed the dignified ascent of the lean, aristocratic figure to the second floor offices. Automatically Manny straightened the set of the white linen jacket across his shoulders. He disliked the jacket, but the jacket constituted Precept Number One of Richard Harrison Stone, Jr. A potential customer, the owner was fond of saying smugly and often, finds a certain psychological block in dealing for a piece of expensive merchandise with a man better dressed than himself. Therefore a clerk should look like a clerk. Like a white-linen-jacketed clerk.

Manny glanced back at the door as the morning’s first customer re-entered the shop in a shambling trot and plowed toward him. The man’s face was flushed, and he was obviously repressing emotion. He slapped down on the counter the wrapped package that Manny had given him.

“Like to return this,” he said carefully in a hoarse, strained voice. He tried to smile. “She wouldn’t even look at it. Or at me.”

“Sorry,” Manny murmured. “It happens.” He toed the buzzer which would bring Max out from his watchmaking cubicle. Manny took his time making out the refund slip; beside him Max unobtrusively opened the package, looked carefully at the watch, checked the itemization on the refund slip, and silently returned the watch to the drawer beneath the counter. You never knew, Manny reflected. Even in a shop like this you could find someone trying a switch. It was never any problem, though; on a return you just called Max.

The girl must really have given this boy a hard time, Manny thought as he made the refund and the unhappy gentleman departed. A woman-hater, till the next time. He glanced at his watch again. Eleven. Slow morning.

And as though linked by an invisible wire he drifted down the counter and out to the front window, where he again lifted a fold of the drapery and looked across the street. Bright sunlight reflected from Sam’s window and dazzled him. He dropped the drapery. So you can’t see, Kessler. You need to see? Sam is standing there. Watching. Waiting.

Manny’s full lips twitched. Sam was mad at Stone, all right; Sam was purely out-of-his-mind mad at Stone, but Sam was mad at Manny, too. Manny had worked for Sam, before and after the breakup of the partnership. And then Stone had come after Manny and made him a very, very good offer. Sam would have matched it, of course. Sam would have screamed like a stuck whistle on the Staten Island ferry, but he would have matched it. Sam had liked Manny. Manny had kind of liked Sam, too, but he hadn’t given Sam a chance to match the offer. Are you a fool, Kessler? he had asked himself. Look at them. Look at Sam’s place, and look at Stone’s. All right, Stone’s a gonnif, but he’s going places. His money spends. Manny had gone with Stone.

On quiet mornings like this he sometimes wondered about that decision. Not that Sam could do anything. Not that — 

He turned at the sound of the doors and looked at the overdressed blonde pushing her way inside. She was followed by a man in a dark suit, and both of them by a big man in a rich-looking sport coat and light-colored slacks. The big man wore an expensive panama with a too-wide brim, and he had a livid scar that pulled down a corner of the heavy mouth slightly.

Manny looked at the blonde, and a little warning bell jangled in his mind. Sometimes you got a feeling. A beef — even here you had to get one once in a while. The blonde looked in Manny’s direction and pointed. He sighed; it figured.

“That the one?” the big man demanded. His voice was fantastically deep. You surely should be able to hear him a quarter mile upwind in a storm, Manny thought. The voice rumbled at him as the big man advanced upon the counter. “You, there.” He dangled a watch suspended from a bracelet in Manny’s face. “You sold my girl a phony watch. Don’t try to deny it.”

“If I might just see the watch,” Manny said in his patiently courteous voice, “I might not have to deny it.”

“Here.” The big man thrust it at him. “Lost thirty minutes every day she’s had it, and — ”

“Occasionally even a new one needs an adjustment,” Manny wedged into the roar of the waterfall. He looked at the watch — a Medallion. Another Medallion. He looked at the blonde and remembered. She had bought it last week. On Medallions this morning they were in a rut so deep it was a trench. He turned back to the big man. “If you will kindly permit our watchmaker to — ”

“Will you listen to me?” He had never heard such a voice, Manny thought. If crystalware had been on display, it would surely have been shattered by now. “I know they need adjusting sometimes. When Nora told me she was having trouble with it I thought I’d save her a trip across town. Took it to my own man, and when he looked at it he said it’s got a movement he can buy for two dollars and a half.”

“Impossible,” Manny said at once. He made sure that his voice was polite but firm. He toed the buzzer for Max and handed over the watch when the stooped little watchmaker appeared. Max fumbled uneasily with his leather apron; he always looked uncomfortable in the front of the shop. He listened to Manny’s quick explanation, automatically inserted his loupe in his eye and delicately unscrewed the back of the case. His head came up at once.

“The watch came from here?” he asked carefully, and the blonde fumbled in her bag and produced a sales’ slip which she waved at him.

“I remember the sale,” Manny said. He thought that his voice sounded a little faint; he tried to strengthen it “Distinctly.”

Max cleared his throat. “It is not a Medallion movement.”

Manny stared at him, and the man in the dark suit spoke for the first time. Manny observed now that he had a hard, authoritative face. “You got any more of these watches here?”

“No,” Manny began, then remembered the lovelorn suitor. “Wait. We do have.” He opened the drawer. “Here.”

“Open it up,” the man in the dark suit said to Max. His tone was brusque. Manny found himself leaning forward on tiptoe to see more clearly, and when the back came off the case and he saw the look on Max’s usually stolid features he felt as though his own stomach had turned over.

The man had seen the look, too. He took both watches back from Max and removed from his pocket a leather billfold, which he opened. Manny caught the flash of metal.

“D.A.’s Racket Squad,” the man said curtly. “You the owner here?”

Automatically Manny’s eyes went aloft. “No. Mr. Stone — ”

“Let’s all go upstairs and see Mr. Stone, boys.”





CHAPTER 3

JOHNNY GLANCED AT THE CLOCK over the bell captain’s desk in the recessed niche between the elevators as he emerged into the semi-darkened lobby. Five after three. He crossed directly to the marbled registration desk.

His final try upstairs had been unable to get a word out of Ellen. She had sunk bonelessly upon the bed in the room to which he had taken her and had turned her face to the wall. Please, she had said in reply to all his prodding. Please. Not now. Let me rest. Let me think. Please.

A hundred irritated questions had crowded up behind his teeth, but he had kept the teeth locked. Let her settle down. It had better be soon, though; whatever it was that had scared her was no damn joke. Four slugs in the door against which they’d been standing was no joke at all.

He leaned over the registration counter, craning to look for Vic Barnes, the night front-desk man. He slapped an open palm down on the smooth surface. “Vic!”

“Yo, John.” Vic ambled up from behind the cashier’s wicket, threading his way along the narrow aisle which separated the rear of the counter from the mail rack. He looked at Johnny inquiringly. Vic was a stocky, middle-aged man in a clerk’s black alpaca jacket; he had a smooth, round face and pink cheeks with a glossy sheen upon the skin that made it seem waxed. He had sparse sandy hair rapidly turning gray, combed straight back from a high forehead, and he wore steel-rimmed spectacles low on the bridge of his nose. It was an easygoing face; Vic was an easygoing man.

“Couldn’t see you back there,” Johnny told him. “Listen. Block out 629 for me.”

Vic pursed full lips. “Fun and games again? When you gonna grow up, John?” He shook his head doubtfully, but he was already reaching for the room rack, pencil in hand.

“I’ll have her out of there by daylight. Are we going fishing Thursday morning with Mike? He’s already asked me three times.”

“Tell him yes, then,” Vic replied promptly. “It’s his gas he’s going to burn.” He reached for his phone as it rang. “Front desk, Barnes. Oh, hello there. Still up? You should — who? Why, no, I don’t — ”

Johnny turned away and walked back to his bell-captain’s desk. He removed his big flashlight from the lower drawer and re-crossed the lobby to the telephone switchboard at the far end of the registration desk. He leaned his elbows on the little gate that set the board off from the lobby proper and looked in at Sally Fontaine, its headphoned night operator. “Hi, Ma.”

His voice brought her head up, and she smiled out at him. She nodded at the light in his hand. “Prowling again?”

“Yeah. Paul go out?”

“Just for coffee.”

“Tell him where he can find me when he gets back.”

She inclined her head as the board buzzed. She pulled a plug and the buzzing stopped, and she looked out at him again. She was a small girl, almost painfully thin. She might have been thirty. Her nose was short and tiptilted, and her brown hair was an indeterminate shade very nearly justifying the adjective mousy. The brown eyes and the too generous mouth smiled easily and warmly.

Johnny spoke softly into the lobby’s hush. “You comin’ up in the mornin’, Ma? Business meetin’.”

“A likely story, Johnny Killain.”

“Surest thing you ever heard. Business meetin’ to consider the settin’ up of a joint venture, the deal open only to the subscribin’ partners.” He grinned at her. “Who’re you ‘n me. You a customer?”

“Any capital required?”

“You’re totin’ your assets, kid.”

“I am? What’s the valuation?”

“The assessor’s report isn’t in yet, but I got a feelin’ it’s high grade ore. You gonna see me in the mornin’, Ma?”

She smiled, and the severe planes of the narrow face lightened remarkably. She looked like a different person. “A girl could get a reputation, seeing you in the mornings.”

“She could earn it, too.”

“You don’t seem to manage your business affairs very discreetly. With a new manager around here — ”

“Hell with him. You be there.”

She smiled again, and waved as he turned. He walked across to the wide flight of marbled stairs leading up to the mezzanine and started up. The hotel had a night watchman, but he was not a hotel employee; he was from a protective association, and he had other stops in the block. Years ago Johnny had formed the habit of making a swing himself around the mezzanine and the ground floor, usually around three in the morning when things had quieted down. Once in a while a drunk fell asleep upstairs in the lounge, or one of the stores on the mezzanine forgot to lock up at closing time.

It was not a large hotel; four hundred and twenty-five rooms, give or take a few always in the process of redecoration. It was not a new hotel; a slightly shabby comfort had its own attraction for a number of people who preferred a certain quiet dullness to a bright and shining newness with its accompanying sharp edges. The hotel was understaffed, like most such, particularly on the night side. Johnny, Vic, Paul, and Sally had had it to themselves as a regular crew for seven or eight years, with occasional and inconsequential help from part-time bellboys and elevator operators.

A good many years ago it had been a first-class hotel, but the neighborhood had changed and the theatrical people who had once patronized it extensively had now moved across Broadway. Because of its midtown location it still had a steady businessman clientele and a number of permanents, some of whom had been there for years.

Johnny swung up on the landing, past the executive offices, and turned right. He hurried as he swept the bulls’-eye flash around the dim shadows of the interior lounge; he wanted to get back upstairs. He could easily hear the echoing sound of his heels in the quiet as he walked down the far side of the mezzanine and tried the doors of the travel bureau, the barber shop, the beauty shop, the haberdashery, the theatre ticket agency and the public stenographer’s office. Satisfied, he descended the same flight of stairs to the main floor lobby and cut back underneath through the muraled swinging doors which led into the bar, dark except for the night light.

He walked down its long expanse and removed a key from a clip on the band of his wrist watch. He unlocked the door at the far end of the bar leading into the kitchen and, flashlight in hand, made a quick circuit of the cavernously gloomy area whose long stainless-steel counters sprang to glistening life under the probing beam of the light. He tried the fire door at the back end of the huge room, the padlocked doors on the walk-in boxes and the hooked catches on the windows, and returning to his starting point let himself out and re-locked the door.

Back in the lobby he returned to the registration desk and found Paul behind it, idly turning the pages of the early edition. “Vic go out? How soon’s he due back?”

“Any time.” Paul glanced at his watch. “He’s a little overdue right now. Another couple of minutes, probably.”

Johnny hesitated, and Paul looked at him inquiringly. Paul, the elevator operator, was a slender man, four or five years older than Johnny’s thirty-five; his hair was dark and slicked down closely to a small skull. He had a stolid, unimaginative face, but a firm mouth and chin; Paul was reliable. “I want you to cover for me,” Johnny explained. “I need to run upstairs a few minutes.”

“So go ahead,” Paul said at once, folding up his paper. “Vic’ll be back in a minute. I’m not likely to get any conventions to check in till he gets here.”

“It’s quiet enough,” Johnny agreed. “Okay. If you need me ring 629. It’s not on the board.”

Paul nodded. As he turned away from the desk Johnny reflected that one of Paul’s primary virtues was that he needed no diagrams.

Johnny stepped out into the sixth-floor corridor after anchoring the cab of the service elevator with a slab of wood, and a flash of white at the end of the hall caught his eye. He looked more closely and discovered a white kitten galloping in spurting dashes, twin white paws batting at a dustball.

“What the hell?” Johnny was surprised to find that he had said it aloud. There couldn’t be two white kittens in this place. Not on the sixth floor, anyway. This kitten should have been behind the door of 629, and since it wasn’t something was wrong.

He advanced on the kitten, which wheeled to confront him. When Johnny was half a dozen paces away the small back arched slowly, and the white fur seemed to swell enormously, especially around the neck. A long, surprisingly loud hiss accompanied this display of defiance, and Johnny laughed as he dropped to his knees. “You need a new matchmaker, white stuff; you’re givin’ away too much weight.” He extended a finger, slowly and steadily, and the kitten watched its approach, eyes of an unexpectedly bright blue fearlessly studying the problem. Johnny ran the finger right up to the ridiculous whiskers, and in movement too quick to follow the kitten turned its head and seized the finger in its mouth.

It was not a bite; Johnny could feel the impression of the needle-like little fangs, but he knew it was just a holding action while the kitten debated the seriousness of the assault. With his left hand he scooped up the small body, and the fangs closed down. Johnny stood up and worked his finger free, and he and Sassy looked down at the two bright drops of blood which dotted its surface. “Okay, tiger; you won a battle, but you lost the war. It’s happened to heavyweights. Now let’s go see how you got out here.”

With the kitten riding his arm he turned back down the corridor to 629. He could see that the door was tightly closed as he approached it, and his feeling of unease increased. He couldn’t imagine Ellen Saxon opening the door of that room to anyone in the mood in which he had left her, yet somehow the kitten had gotten out into the hall.

At the door he fumbled for his pass key. Then the door opened inward suddenly as he reached for the lock, and Vic Barnes stood teetering on the threshold, breast-to-breast with Johnny.

Vic’s face was ghastly, perspiration streamed down the faded, round cheeks, and the eyes were all whites. Vic’s mouth opened convulsively, but no sound emerged; he half turned to look back over his shoulder, and rubberlegged a sideways step as Johnny impatiently pushed past him and inside.

A stride beyond the door he stopped in his tracks.

Ellen Saxon lay on the bed where he had left her; for a long moment Johnny stared in disbelief at the twisted limbs, the outflung arm with which she had sought in vain to protect herself, the so-well-remembered face that was now a death mask of horror. A puffed, blue, strangulated horror.

He drew a harsh breath and crossed the room in a lunge. He felt for a pulse and dropped the limp wrist hopelessly. There was no pulse. Ellen — he still couldn’t believe it.
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