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Chapter One

The train had barely come to a stop at the Union Station in Louisville, when the tall man with the flimsy black suitcase shouldered the conductor out of the way and jumped to the platform.

“… hell’s the matter with you!” the conductor called after him. But, though he heard clearly, the tall man didn’t look back. The anger in him was too large a thing, too deeply banked to permit of small irritations. The thing inside him was quiet and intent, having the power of long development, like a storm that gathers force in the secret wastes of the ocean and moves stealthily inland for destruction.

The tall man had a loose-jointed and awkward physical power about him as he moved with long strides through the waiting room of the depot. His long, high-cheekboned face ended in a narrow jut of jaw. He had a thin straight nose, a wide mouth, and sullen brown eyes. It was a face that at twenty-six had been facile with teasing humor and boyish pleasantness. Now, at thirty-eight, it was a face drawn together with shrewd watchfulness and contempt.

The tall man was not aware that the frayed, black suitcase was heavy. He swung it along with him like a child’s toy, the bony knuckles of one great hand jutting from the handle like the knobs of railroad spikes.

He set the case down by a cab outside the station. When the driver had placed it in the trunk, he ducked his angular body inside the cab and sank onto a corner of the seat, smoothing the trousers of his rumpled chocolate gabardine. He gave an address off South Third and the hack pulled away sharply.

“You picked a hot one,” said the driver over his shoulder.

“What?”

“Hot day to land here,” the driver said.

“Oh,” said the tall man. “Yeah. Plenty hot.” His voice was flat and remote as though his thoughts were pulled from a difficult problem. He had not noticed that it was hot; was hardly conscious of the drab buildings of the city he had never before seen.

“Bad summer,” the driver said. “Worse than	 fifty-four. Me, I’ll take San Fran anytime. Gonna take the missus and head out there soon as we save a few bucks. Never did like this town. Dull as it’s hot. Excuse me, mister. You come from around here?”

“What?”

“This your home? I mean, no offense —”

“Listen, bud,” the tall man said. “Why don’t you wheel this wreck and just shut up. You got troubles? I’ll punch your card for you.”

“Sorry, George,” the driver said. “Didn’t know you was touchy about the home town.”

“Just shut up,” the tall man said again without anger. The driver mumbled something but the tall man wasn’t listening. He was wondering now if he should have called from the station; if Barney had arrived from Los Angeles the night before with the cunning, evil box; if Cal, who had taken the apartment a week ago, was waiting there for him as planned. Or was he in the booth of some dark bar, squeezed against a tight curve of some sweatered yokel he had picked up the first night in from Denver. Cal was always the operator.

Well, that kind of stuff would have to wait till later. For a thing like this, you needed a certain discipline or it would fall apart. Well, they were all acquainted with discipline. And he was going to enforce it. He was going to hold the purpose together. He was going to keep reminding, keep lighting the fire. God! It shouldn’t be necessary. Who could forget! Not Barney. Never. And not Cal, really. You just had to keep him in line. And he would have certain special uses. They would be able to use that handsome pan of his. And all of his operating tricks would help twist the knife.

The cab ground tires against the curb and came to a halt. “This is it,” the driver said. “Twenty-three seventy you said?”

“Yeah. Right.” The tall man leaned out the window, studying a three-storied apartment building that joined other buildings like it and seemed to stretch endlessly away in monotonous repetition.

The tall man paid the driver the exact amount of the fare, lifted the suitcase from the sidewalk, and moved briskly toward the entrance of twenty-three seventy as the cab departed with an angry grinding of gears.

In the vestibule, he paused long enough to study the mail boxes. Then with a grunt he hoisted himself and the case up three flights to apartment 3C, rang the bell.

The door was opened by a deep-chested, heavy-shouldered man with straight black hair. He had small but strongly handsome features, bright, clever eyes, coolly green, full of amusement. He was a head shorter than the tall man.

“Cal,” the tall man said. “Thought you’d be out boozing with some doll.”

“In the afternoon, Brick?” said the one called Cal. “Too hot and too early.”

Brick, the tall one, gave him a look and pushed past into the living room, glancing disinterestedly at the twenty-by-fifteen space with its anonymous clutter of maple pieces, setting the suitcase on the oval throw rug. “Where’s Barney?” he said.

“Kitchen,” said Cal. “Saw you coming. He’s building a cool one.”

Brick bent himself onto the sofa. “Lousy trip,” he said. “Hate trains. Had to sit up all night. Everything set?”

“What’s to set?” Cal said. “Waiting for you. My God, but you still look pale.”

“After twelve years, you don’t get colored up in a couple of weeks,” said Brick disgustedly. “Plenty of time for that.”

“Yeah. We’ll really live!” Cal said, dropping into a chair.

Brick gave him a sharp glance. “Don’t be in any hurry, hear? Don’t screw this up now. Do I have to keep reminding …”

“Hey! Brick! Welcome home. Brought you one for a dusty throat.”

The man who stood in the doorway of the kitchen was medium-sized and stocky. His hair was the color of new rope and began far back from his forehead. He had bearlike shoulders. A thick neck and powerful biceps. His features were blunt, his eyes flat blue. He carried a trio of drinks in the palm of one hand. He set the drinks on the coffee table in front of the tall man and extended his hand.

“How was New York?” he said. “You tie on a big one, Brick?”

Brick smiled, took the extended hand without rising. “Same old rabbit hutch,” he said. “Everyone on the jump for lettuce. Nah, I took it easy. Nothin’ there for me anymore.”

“Thought you would’ve found a live one,” said Cal, picking up one of the drinks.

“That’s your department,” said Brick, lighting a cigarette and squinting over the flame of his lighter. “I had other things on my mind. How about you? You been here a week. You check the setup?”

“Sure,” said Cal. “I’ve got a whole notebook full of items. I could tell you what time he goes to bed and what kind of tooth paste he uses.”

“Good! Don’t suppose you checked his wife?” Brick said wryly.

“You kidding? I could tell you what size —”

“Forget it. I was sure you didn’t miss anything there.”

“She hasn’t changed,” said Cal. “Just filled out a bit — in all the right places. That’s one part of the deal I like.”

“You better like all of it,” said Brick. He picked up his highball and twisted it in his hand.

“I like all of it,” said Cal. “All but the way it ends. I don’t know about that.”

The tall man was very still for a moment. “You better get to like that, too,” he said quietly. “You better live with it, get the feel of it. You got a short memory.”

Cal was silent.

“What about you, Barney?” said Brick. “You like the end?”

“I can almost taste it,” said Barney. “The end should come first.”

“Oh, no,” said Brick. “That’s where you’re wrong. A thing like this should build. It should begin slowly, in a very small way. First it heckles, you see. Irritates like a boil. Then it tightens.” The tall man slowly brought his fingers together until they clenched into a knotty fist. “And when it tightens, it frightens. You see? You got to have the fear first. That’s really the best part. That’s the part you drag out, like you were sipping a good wine. Then you back up the fear and it gets serious. It begins to crush and crush until it splinters like match wood and breaks apart. You see? Then! That’s the time … The end is almost an anti-climax. Because twelve years is a long time. A very long time. Right, Cal?”

“That’s right,” said Cal.

“Barney?”

“A hell of a long time.”

Brick washed his mouth with the last gulp and swallowed. He looked around the room. “What’s the deal on the apartment, Cal?”

“I took it for a month. But we can have it as long as we need. Two bedrooms,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “At ninety-five per.”

Brick nodded.

“What’s in the suitcase?” asked Barney, leaning forward. He winked. “Besides the laundry, I mean.”

Brick set his glass on the table, unfolded himself from the couch, crossed to the center of the room, and laid the suitcase on its side. Squatting, he opened it, shoving aside clothing, digging to the bottom, coming up with three stubby .38 revolvers. “All new,” he said. “All alike.” He passed out two and dropped the other back into the case.

“Nice,” said Cal. “Very nice.” He broke the gun and twirled the cylinder.

“Pretty toy,” said Barney, weighing his in his hand. “Real belly-jammer. But give me the old forty-five for serious trouble.”

“For a real friend, I’ll take this one,” said Brick. From the bottom of the case he produced a shiny rifle in two sections, fitting it together, then squinting across the room through the telescopic sight. “Thirty-o-six,” he said. “Neat as a razor. No guesswork.” He cocked the rifle and squeezed the trigger. There was the thin snap of the hammer falling.

“What’s that one for?” said Cal.

“You’ll see,” said Brick. “You’ll see.” He dismantled the rifle and put it away in the bottom of the suitcase. He held out his hand. “I’ll take the rest of the iron, too,” he said. “This part comes later. Until then, we go out clean.” He took the revolvers and tucked them away.

“When do we start?” said Barney with a note of excitement.

Brick looked at his watch. “Two-thirty now,” he said. “What time does he fold, Cal?”

“Somewhere between five and five-fifteen. Usually right around five sharp.”

The tall man stood up and looked down at the other two. A muscle worked in his jaw. “Then that’s when it starts,” he said. “At five o’clock sharp.”





Chapter Two

At ten minutes before five o’clock on Wednesday afternoon, Gregory Driscoll sat in his private office at radio and television station WGDE — the G-D-E of the call letters standing for Gregory Driscoll Enterprises. Located in the heart of Louisville, it was one of the largest stations in the city. But it was only one of several Driscoll holdings. There was the Driscoll Land Development Company, the Driscoll Drive-in Theaters and the Gregstop Suburban Hotel. Gregory Driscoll was a man who believed in the security of multiple investment.

He was a young forty-three. At twenty-four, when his grandfather, the millionaire owner of an immense dairy, had left him a hundred and fifty thousand dollars, he had bought the failing radio station for ninety-five thousand. The station was small and hungry, but he had slowly brought it back to life and prestige. Later he had added television and signed a contract with one of the big networks to become their Louisville outlet. The station then became a gold mine and he had used the same technique in other ventures — buying nearly bankrupt businesses and rebuilding them with his peculiar talent for organization.

He was slightly over middle height, with gray-peppered black hair and bushy eyebrows, a strong nose and chin, a firm mouth and intense gray eyes. He was not given to wasted motion and seemed a man in constant repose. But he was tightly put together and there was something coiled about him. Like a smooth machine idling, he looked ready to spring forward at the press of some secret button. This was partly due to his wiry build, but mostly because of that latent intensity in his eyes. He was a man who listened with such unblinking attention and immobility that the speaker often found himself a little awkward, a little groping for words. However formidable he appeared, he could be charming and witty when the conversation was of small importance.

He spent most of his time in the office of the station, using it as a capitol and liking it most because it was the seat of his early success.

Now, at ten minutes to five, he signed the last of the payroll checks for the following day’s disbursement and began to straighten his desk. He was a man of tidy habits and never left before the desk was clean of that day’s business. He spent the next several minutes consulting a notebook, transcribing from it to his desk pad Thursday’s appointments and duties.

At one minute to five, he entered the small bathroom adjoining his once, removed tooth paste and brush from a cabinet and brushed his teeth assiduously, rinsing his mouth with a wash. He scrubbed and dried his hands, inspecting his fingernails minutely. Glancing in the mirror, he gave his tie a small, centering wrench, then opened a closet and removed a gray fedora, placing it carefully on his head, giving the brim a downward twist. Passing his desk, he picked up the signed checks and laid them on his secretary’s desk, said goodnight pleasantly and was gone. It was three minutes after five.

Outside, he crossed the street to the private parking lot used by the station employees. He backed his dark blue fifty-seven Buick sedan from the space that bore his name and rolled out onto the street, heading east in the five o’clock traffic. He twisted the knob of the dashboard radio and began to listen attentively to the remainder of the five o’clock news delivered by a WGDE announcer. He made note that the announcer had mispronounced the name of a local official and that he must speak to his radio program director about it. It was the third of such local mispronouncements during that week, but he would not make an issue of the matter. The man was new and should be given a reasonable time to acquaint himself with the sometimes difficult names of Louisville VIPs. He would have the newsroom place in phonetics all unusual names.

It was shortly after he crossed Market Street and accelerated from a right turn that he noticed above the radio announcer’s cadence, a slight clacking sound somewhat like that made by a sticky valve. He switched off the radio, pushed down on the accelerator and listened. There it was again! At almost the same moment his eye caught the warning of the oil indicator that he had lost pressure. And now he began to notice a burning odor, like overheated brakes. He pulled in at the next service station.

“Check my oil, will you please?” he said to the attendant. The man lifted the hood and meanwhile, Driscoll went around the car feeling his tires. They were almost too hot to touch. He joined the man eying his oil stick.

“Tried it twice,” the man said. “Not a drop.”

Driscoll tried it himself and got the same result. “Strange,” he said. “Just changed the oil the other day.”

“Maybe they drained it but forgot to refill it,” said the attendant.

Driscoll shook his head. “I doubt it. Pressure was all right this morning.”

“Damn funny,” said the man. “Shall I put it on the rack?”

“Please. And while you’ve got it up there, have a look at my brakes. They seem to be overheating.”

“Yes, sir. But you’ll have to wait a moment. Grease job just finishing up.”

“I’ll wait,” he said, and began to wander absently around the station. He felt now the first edge of irritation. It was disgustingly hot and at home in the air-conditioned den where there was a small bar, his wife Madge would be mixing Martinis. Madge had a talent for Martinis. He could taste the dry, bittersweetness of the first sip, feel the cool air of the conditioner. And there was always the surge of anticipation at seeing Madge after the day. She was the one holding he had not completely possessed for a long time, and she produced in him an uneasy excitement. It was, in a sense, the same kind of feeling he had in closing a deal that was risky, that might not jell.

He decided against calling her. It would be only a few minutes. But in the end, they were a long time getting his car on the rack, after which there were delays as the man attended to other customers at the busy pumps, and it took the better part of an hour.

When the car was on the rack, he waited while it was hoisted, then went under with the attendant to look.

“Here’s your trouble,” the attendant said immediately. “Oil plug is missing.”

“Missing!”

“Yup.”

“How could that happen?”

“Guy who changed your oil forgot to tighten it. Worked loose and dropped out. Dumped all the oil. Another few miles and you’d have burned her out.”

“Well, they’ll hear from me! Put in five quarts and a new plug. Hurry, please. I want to get rolling.”

“Don’t know if I can.”

“Can what? Hurry? My God, you —”

“Don’t know if I can fix it.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t have a plug to fit it. Have to pick it up from Buick. Closed now.”

“Damn! What about the brakes?”

“I’ll check.”

The attendant made a circuit of the wheels. He was unable to spin any of them. “Brakes are too tight,” he said. “Practically frozen solid. About to burn up. Jerk who fixed ‘em didn’t know what he was doing.”

“Never mind,” said Driscoll impatiently. “Just loosen them up and send for the plug. I’ll have someone pick up the car in the morning. Now show me the phone.”

He called Madge and then a taxi. It took the cab ten or fifteen minutes, but he finally got underway. By the time he arrived home, much of his good spirit had left him. Something had gone out of the day — that flow of harmony, that smooth pace of controlled living, had deserted him. He was not a man to whom little misfortunes happened with any frequency. He despised any situation over which he had no command. And this was a very odd thing. Oil plugs did not just drop from cars. Not from his cars. And no one had touched his brakes but the experts of the Buick service department.

As he went up the walk to the two-storied, English manor-type house, some oblique awareness nudged him. Something was strangely out of shape. Something about the Buick. Something beyond mere bad luck.

“What a messy thing to happen,” said Madge. They were in the den and she was pouring a Martini from a full shaker into a long-stemmed glass. “Mechanical things escape me altogether,” she said. “They’re almost as obstinate as people.” She poured the Martini into the frosty glass until it was a fraction from the top, brought it over to where Driscoll was seated, studying her.

In high heels she was almost as tall as he was. She had blue-black hair done in a shortened pageboy. She had elongated, wing shaped eyebrows. Her face was a large, unblemished oval. She had a small, ski-slide nose, a wide mouth with a thick bumper of lower lip. Her eyes had long lashes, were nearly almond-shaped and blue-green. They had a slightly disdainful look, as though they were yet to be surprised. It was an intelligent face, but slyly dominating. The figure was a gem for those who like their fruit not too forbidden and abundant with ripeness. She was thirty-four.

Driscoll sipped the drink and let it run its warm course. He felt the flush of heat leaving him under the air conditioning. There was Madge and the drink, and altogether he felt better. Relaxed. He decided to make light of the thing with the Buick. “I’ll use the Thunderbird in the morning,” he said. “When the Buick’s delivered, I’ll send it back to you.”

“Lucky we have two cars,” she said, pouring her own drink, standing with one knee slightly bent, in an attitude that showed the long swing of leg and thigh.

“A man should have two of everything,” said Driscoll. He smiled. “Except wives put together like you.”

“Sure,” said Madge, “because how could you ever handle two like me?”

Driscoll considered. “I’m not even sure I can handle one like you.” He grinned. But nevertheless he meant it.

She carried her drink to a chair facing him and dropped into it. “It’s good for you to have at least one thing that’s hard to handle, Greg,” she said with a twist of her lips. “You need to be challenged.”

“True,” he said. “People should be just difficult enough not to be boring.”

“Am I difficult, darling?”

“I’ve been trying to decide in what way for a long time. Anything remarkable happen with you today?”

“A letter from Bobby.” She smiled. “Cute but not remarkable.”

“Cute is about all you can ask of a ten-year-old. How’s camp?”

“Well,” she said, “we’re doing a lot of swimming and we caught a whole mess of fish. We won a tennis tournament, and oh, yes, we like riding so much we want a pony of our own.”

“We’ll have to wait a bit for the pony,” said Driscoll. “We get things so easily from Daddy we have a fairytale impression of life. I’m glad about the tennis. It’s good to compete and win.”

“I miss the little rascal,” she said. “But it’s a kind of vacation for me.”

“Sure. Sure it is. You chase him all day in the summer and I get his best, worn-out self at night.”

“Darling,” she said. “Apropos of nothing, except that I just remembered, you didn’t order the gas and lights turned off, did you?”

“Did I what!”

“That was only a way of leading into a strange little item,” she said. “The gas and electricity were turned off today. It was, and still is, an awful mess. The refrigerator went off, all the clocks stopped, Jessie couldn’t do any ironing or use any of the appliances. And on top of that, we simply stewed for a while because the air-conditioning went off, too. I was positive you wouldn’t have a reason in the world to have anything turned off, but …”

“Of course not! Why didn’t you call me?”

“I never call you about anything I can straighten out myself.”

“I appreciate that. But what happened?”

“I phoned gas and electric and they said you had ordered both turned off because we were going on vacation. So I told them there must be some mistake. They finally got the electricity on, but the gas man hasn’t come yet — if he’s coming at all today. Supper will be mostly cold cuts.”

“Damn it to hell! Is this someone’s idea of a practical joke?”

“Somehow, I don’t think you’re the kind people play jokes on, Greg.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Yes. In a way.”

“Well, the gas and electric company shouldn’t turn anything off without written authorization. Why, just anyone can pick up the phone and …” He was thinking now about the Buick. Maybe it was coincidence. But at that moment he felt the first probe of uneasiness.

“What time did this little episode take place?” he said casually.

“It was going on five o’clock. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

“Supper’s on the table, Miz Driscoll.” A squat colored maid of generous proportions stood in the doorway.

“All right, Jessie,” said Madge. “Soon as we finish our drinks. Not much danger of anything getting cold.”


• • •


At eleven-thirty, they were upstairs in the big front bedroom of their most intimate hours. Madge was slowly peeling off her clothes, oblivious to his hungry stare. It was a ritual of which he never tired. This was partly because she had a figure so rich and blatantly sensual, each unveiling was like the first. And partly because she withheld from him some secret corner of her mentality and in that sense, he went to bed every night with an exciting stranger.

“Madge?” he said now. “Are you happy?”

She stood in profile, twisting her brassiere back to front, her long fingers working on the snaps. The fingers stopped. She swung her head sideways to face him. “Of course, darling,” she said, sounding a trifle annoyed. Her arched eyebrows seemed about to take flight. “You’re always asking that. Shouldn’t I be?” She let the brassiere fall away, dropping it to a chair. Her breasts dipped gently, rose sharply in white shimmering crests.

There was a startled moment of silence as he watched her come slowly around and reach for her garter belt. “I mean,” he said, “are you happy with me?”

“Now isn’t that absurd! After all these years.” She didn’t smile. Her face seemed to close as she withdrew into that secret place where she hid from him. “I wish you wouldn’t keep asking me that. It’s like you were trying to plant doubts.” She smoothed a pale blue diaphanous nightgown over her body, sat down at her dressing tale and began to put up her hair with a concentration that seemed to exclude him.

“Now you’ve left me,” he said.

“Sometimes you talk in riddles,” she said with a weary detachment.

“Sometimes you pretend not to understand,” he said. “And sometimes I can’t find you in that polar region where you live.”

“Oh, my God! Will you please stop looking for some hidden meaning in every word and every little silence and get undressed?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “And it’s too intangible to explain. It’s just that I can’t reach you at times.”

She dropped her hands from her hair and looked at him steadily in they mirror. “Don’t try so hard and you may have better luck. You control so many things, now you want to control thought.” She went back to pinning her hair.

He went into the bathroom and began to run water into the tub. He felt suddenly lonely and ineffectual.


• • •


She was in bed when he came back to her, facing the wall. He opened the windows, turned out the light and crawled in next to her. When he reached for her shoulder to bring her toward him, he expected she would be rigid. But with a sigh, she rolled over and pressed against him. When he kissed her, her mouth slowly widened over his. “I demand too much of you,” he murmured. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she breathed. “You, don’t demand too much. I must be selfish because I only have so much to give. Don’t try to understand what I don’t understand myself.” She slid the straps of her gown over her shoulders, withdrew her arms and uncovered herself to the waist. “Isn’t this enough?”

He lay his head against her breast. “Yes,” he said. “It’s enough.” But he knew it wasn’t. His life apart from her was a masterpiece of discipline and control. He sat on top of his orbit alone. People expected precise decisions and masterful judgments. And he gave them. They leaned on his strength and offered none in return. You climbed to a pinnacle and the view was glorious. But unshared. He wanted someplace where the small weaknesses in him could be exposed, left unguarded and at rest.

Madge was somehow not restful. She continued rather than eased the tensions of the day. She called for something in him to be still alert and watchful. She was crisp and exciting and not altogether known. But she lacked a certain mothering quality, that soft comforting which takes the naked self, accepts and soothes it with uncritical love. Strange, you could lie on her soft breast and still not relax.

He made love to her and she fell asleep immediately. But he lay restless, a long time unable to quiet his thoughts. He tried to solidify something about Madge that made him uncertain of her, even a little fearful of losing her. So much so that he never burdened her with any of his deeper problems or doubts.

It hadn’t always been that way. He hadn’t always been uncertain of her. There had been a time more than ten years ago when he was as certain of her as his own success. A time when he knew, or thought he knew, every corner and crevice of her mind, knew her thoughts even before they formed the words that tumbled from her mouth.

They had been married a few short years then. It was after Pearl Harbor and the country was well into the war. He was involved and deeply serious about his part. Too serious. Too inflexible in his views. But she had moved with him from camp to camp and, though the war had interrupted his career, never their closeness.

She teased him about his over-developed sense of duty, his fever of patriotism, his rigidity, calling him a zealot, then picking up the army lingo, “Old by-the-numbers Driscoll, he counts cadence when we go to bed.”

There was no sarcasm in her kidding, just fun. She had a wry good humor. In those days she was really intensely loyal and so companionable and necessary that he wondered how he had pushed for himself through the blank years without her.

She was restful then. Quiet and tender. Or, in good times, silly and gay.

And in those days, love-making was combustible. Spontaneous combustion. It caught fire in odd places and at ridiculous times. Not before sleep, planned and mechanical, spaced and grudging.

And then, like walking from warm bed into cold night, she betrayed him in the most disgusting, unbelievable way. He found out in secret and when she never told him, he kept the secret. Not because he wanted to. But because another thing happened that made it impossible for him to ever admit that he knew.

This was a thing of his doing, a thing he regretted long too late. Regretted not so much the act as the possibility of bias judgment which caused it.

But he despised Madge only briefly. Because he couldn’t exist without her, he came to love her again. And finally to show his love.

You would have thought that with her guilty knowledge she would respond to that love. Especially long after. But no, she was never quite the same.

Nothing tangible. Nothing easy to pin down. On the surface everything was quite normal. Even many of the same words of love. But the undercurrent of feeling behind them was gone.

You couldn’t talk to her. He tried. You couldn’t talk around the iceberg that lay between them. You couldn’t talk about something you weren’t supposed to know. So, in the end, he felt cast adrift from her and, in his loneliness, turned his attention to another kind of security — the accumulation of money and holdings.

In fact, his separateness from Madge had only enforced the peculiar driving need he had to pile up money. Even when, by some standards, he was already rich. For as a boy and throughout his early manhood, he had known such devastating poverty that he had resolved to build a high, green wall against the pigsty living and shameless groveling for a dollar that had degraded him, helped to destroy his father and make a shabby drudge of his mother. So intense was the impression this poverty left upon him, he mistrusted even the banks. They had failed. And they could again. So that the largest share of his growing wealth, he kept in a secret place — never far from his reach. Yet, had Madge given him the key to her secret place where she stored the love he needed — the compulsion to hoard might soon have left him.

But she didn’t. Instead she grew more and more restless. And if she wasn’t unfaithful, she began to bang around the edge of infidelity. Nothing he could nail down. But widening the breach.

It wasn’t just the way men reacted to her. All men reacted to a beautiful woman, married or single. It must be the way she reacted to them.

At one of those roving, loose scrambles called cocktail parties, for instance. You had to move around. You couldn’t hold the arm of your wife like a scared little boy. So he would be trapped in some part of the room in a tight circle of semi-drunks and he would look up suddenly to see Madge cornered by some white-collared male with a drink in one hand, weaving close to her in a conversation that looked intimate, almost suggestive. It looked that way, but it could be perfectly innocent. Yet it was not the man but the twisted little smile that played over Madge’s face along about the third drink, as if she was sharing an evil secret. Was it about him? Was she saying something about him he didn’t even know himself? Some snide caricature? When he finally thought he had caught her eye with a warning look, she went right on talking, staring back at him in that sightless, glassy way, as though he were some kind of poltergeist, gone suddenly invisible.

Then sometimes she would disappear into another room with one of these soap-opera males, or vanish to the lawn or patio. But when, with all apparent innocence, he would come upon them, they would be only talking with a look of physical separateness while seeming in some mental way to embrace in a lewd exploration of each other’s bodies. It was hypnotic. It was frightening. And he had given up confronting her with it. She treated him disdainfully, as a child seeing ghosts. She made him feel the weakness of petty jealousy, the unworthiness of evil suspicion. And he could not put into words what he had seen and not seen.

And then one night at a vacation beach party on the Florida coast in winter, he had missed her again. About half the crowd was swimming, the other half sipping cocktails on the lawn, dancing on the patio to a portable radio. When he couldn’t find Madge, he got into a bathing suit and wandered down the beach, searching. Around a bend he saw naked figures in the moonlight, heard sly voices and giggling. One of the figures came to the edge of the water and stood a moment looking out to sea before stretching voluptuously, then racing after the naked man who had plunged into the ocean. The stretching figure was Madge! He was sure of it the long sweep of limbs, the high, firm buttocks, the marvelous tilt and swell of breasts. He was positive. No creature he had ever known could be put together in quite that way. It was Madge in nothing but a white bathing cap. The man, anonymous, tall, crudely muscular. But there were many tall men at the party, and a few were brawny.

He ran down the beach after them. He stood on the shore where they had entered. He shouted Madge’s name, the sound of his voice falling apart in the wind. He went in after them. He was not a good swimmer. He soon tired and became a little panicky in the rolling darkness and vastness of the tepid ocean. Treading water, he was not even sure he saw a distant splash. He went back to shore and searched for the bathing suit he would recognize. He found nothing. A long stretch of clouds drifted across the moon and then he couldn’t see fifty feet. He waited a long time. Finally he went slowly back.

When he arrived, Madge, fully clothed, a drink in her hand, was seated on a lawn chair, talking earnestly to the hostess. She was perfectly groomed and absolutely composed. She wanted to know, “Where on earth have you been?” For the first time in his life, he was a little uncertain of his sanity. Yet, when he managed to touch her hair by pretending an affectionate pat, it was slightly damp.

Later when he asked her, she said of course she had been swimming. If he had looked he would have found her with half a dozen others in the pool. He never said another word about it.

But he fell asleep now with a vague image of her in that startling moment when the moonlight marble of her stretched and flung into the ocean. And in his dreams, he improvised the intertwining of alabaster legs, sinuous beneath a dark tide of lonely water.

He came awake with the soggy impression of bell sound, a distant alarm clock wrongly insistent in the darkness near the bed. There should be the bright slant of sunlight. But still, the bell was ringing. The sound came and went, came and went. No. It wasn’t the alarm. The phone. He groped around and found it on the night table, lifted the receiver, squinting at the luminous dials of the electric clock. It was three a.m. Exactly.

“Yes?” he said. “For godssake, who is it!” There was no answer, so he imagined that he had sleepily put the ear piece to his mouth. He slid his hand over the receiver. No, the position was correct. “Hello. Hello! What the hell! This some kind of joke?” He listened. There was a light hum and static of an open line. At first there was nothing else. Then by straining, now wide awake, he heard the regular sound of heavy breathing. He could not have said why, but the slow cadence of breath, the weird silence, held an unnerving aura of threat, a sly kind of evil waiting. He could almost feel the malice of a cunning mind, patiently revolving.

“Listen, you idiot,” he said. “Just call once more and I’ll find you and put you away where you belong!” He hung up.

“Who was that?” said Madge through the gauze of half sleep.

“Go back to sleep, honey,” he said. “Wrong number.”

She gave a little sigh and was quiet. He sat up in bed and smoked a cigarette. For a long time he was thoughtful. He tried to be calm, coolly analytical, as though this were some complicated but quite workable business problem. First the Buick and then the gas and lights, now the phone. There was enough. You could add it quite logically. Some crank. Someone he had fired, perhaps. A minor grudge that would run itself out. Anyone with the smallest power had enemies. It was one of the calculated risks of success. No real problem.

He would have been all right. He might even have gone back to sleep. But underneath the precise wisdom of his conscious thinking crept an illogical intuition, a certainty of real danger. So that in the end, he couldn’t sleep and he couldn’t bring into focus a single face to strengthen his intuition. But the face was there, somewhere in his past. And he was going to have to find it before very long. For the first time in years, he was frightened. More so because he did not know of what. He lighted another cigarette from the butt of the one in his mouth. His hand trembled ever so slightly. He knew one of the great reasons why he was frightened might have nothing to do with this thing that was happening. But only from those who have much, can much be taken away….

Trying, out of long habit of control, not to hurry, he put on his robe and slippers deliberately and just as deliberately went downstairs, lighting the way before him to the den. From his robe pocket he took a key and unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk. From the drawer he took a blue steel .45 automatic pistol. He inspected the loading clip. He worked the slide, forcing a round into the chamber, then setting the gun at safety. Next he removed a metal box from the same drawer, unlocked it, and took from it only a large key.
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