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1

WARTIME WASHINGTON was quite restful until my wife Arab arrived. Of course, there had been a certain upsetting quality about it, like living inside a concrete mixer, but until Arab came there had been positively no chance for me to win a decoration for valor … posthumously.

I didn’t realize all that at the time. In fact, when she appeared, my thoughts went skipping off in a very different direction. I had visions of First Lieutenant Andrew Blake coming home from the War Department to a quiet apartment furnished with an adoring blonde creature who could turn heads in a blackout. I pictured Arab bringing my slippers and getting three drops of bitters in my old-fashioned and nipping my left ear just hard enough. I figured that my troubles were over. I must have been nuts. Five months of life with Arab should have taught me better. Any time Mrs. Arabella Blake wraps a guy in cotton wool he’d better not strike a match. It’s likely to be guncotton.

Like most of Arab’s actions, her arrival in Washington was unannounced. I was sitting at my desk studying the latest A-2 cables from my theater. As usual they didn’t give the answers to half the questions the General was sure to ask; nobody could answer all his questions short of the German High Command. You can’t, however, tell a general please to refer his questions to the German High Command, and so I was worrying along and not noticing things including what felt vaguely like something brushing the back of my neck.

A voice behind me complained, “Even if there are eight girls to every man in Washington, when I kiss one I expect him at least to realize he’s got company.”

I jumped up and gasped “Arab!” and grabbed her. My colonel cleared his throat like a B-24 warming up and remembered an errand down the corridor, my one fourth of a secretary dove into the files, and my two majors picked up their telephones and called each other. I held Arab’s slim body closely and for a minute the grim mass of The Pentagon seemed to spin and dip like a rickety merry-go-round.

She pushed me back to arm’s length, finally, and laughed chokily and said, “Oh, Andy, it’s been so long and if you’d been overseas I could have managed but I couldn’t stand it just a hundred and forty miles away and — ”

“I should have dragged you down here by the hair two months ago,” I said, “but you were being patriotic and saying useless people shouldn’t move to Washington and … and you are going to stay, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”

“Really want me?”

“I’ll give up my rubber heels,” I babbled. “I’ll take my old-fashioneds without sugar. They can have the car for scrap. I won’t deduct you from my income tax. I’ll be patriotic any other way but — ”

“Oh, we’re still patriotic, darling.”

“Swell. How?”

“I’m not going to be useless. See?”

She flipped the identification tag she was wearing. It was the type they hand out to new employees for use until their photograph badges are ready.

“Gosh! Does that mean you’re going to work here?”

“Uh-huh. I’m going to take a job as a secretary.”

That ended the pause for romance. You can whisper “Here comes the General” or “Greer Garson’s in the corridor” and cause less general disturbance than if you say “Here’s a girl looking for a job as a secretary.” My one fourth of a secretary looked up from her files as if she had heard the first words of a new Emancipation Proclamation. My majors dropped their phones and swung around wolfishly. My colonel got back in the room and up to us like a Commando heading for an objective.

He said, “I know you’re Mrs. Blake. I’m Colonel Parker. Blake’s a little slow on introductions. Delighted to meet you. Hear you want a job. Fine. Start tomorrow. I’ll cut the red tape later.”

“I’d love to, Colonel,” Arab said, a trifle breathlessly. “But I’m signed up already. I reported in this afternoon and everything.”

My colonel growled, “They can’t do that. Man’s at least got priority with his own wife. We’ll have you transferred.”

“You’re terribly nice,” Arab said, “but I really like the branch I’m going in.”

He turned to me. “Use your influence, Blake,” he snapped.

There wasn’t any question about that being an order, but I looked at Arab and began to suspect that I wouldn’t have any luck. She was North American Women’s Small-Bore Champion a couple of years ago. When she says she saw the cutest little number only costing a hundred and twenty-seven fifty, she isn’t talking about a new evening gown. She’s talking about something with telescopic sights that goes bang.

“Where did you sign up?” I asked grimly.

“Well, Andy, it was this way. I just happened to — ”

“Where did you sign up!”

“All right. With Ordnance.”

“Oh, Lord,” I said. “Shotguns were bad enough around the house. Now it’ll be bazookas.”

“Ordnance!” Colonel Parker cried. “My dear young lady, this is Army Air Forces! What could Ordnance possibly offer which could compare — ”

“Guns,” Arab said meekly.

“We have lots of guns,” he said winningly. “All our best planes have guns.”

Arab shook her head. “Only thirty- and fifty-caliber machine guns and, of course, the thirty-seven-millimeter cannon on the P-38’s and P-39’s. And, after all, they can’t touch an antitank gun for muzzle velocity and I don’t suppose a P-38 can shoot very far.”

“Not shoot very far! Why, they’ll pick off Zero fighters hundreds and hundreds of yards away, and — ”

“Ordnance has ninety-millimeter guns that shoot 35,000 feet straight up,” she said dreamily. “And hundred and fifty-fives and eight-inch howitzers and bazookas and — ”

“Hunks of metal! Immobile! Not air-borne!”

Arab said sweetly, “But they shoot.”

Colonel Parker glared at her for a moment, then began squeezing out a smile. It came slowly, like the last ribbon of toothpaste from a tube. “There are other things to consider,” he said. “What grade will you be starting at?”

“I think I’m to be a CAF 2.”

“Pah. We’ll start you as a three.”

“I’m awfully sorry,” Arab said, “but I’d pay tuition to work for Ordnance.”

The chief’s fist hit the desk like an antipersonnel bomb. “It’s an outrage,” he said. “I won’t stand it! How do they expect us to operate? Either they get me another girl or I put in for a transfer. Four officers and one secretary, and we can’t get half the work out. I’d trade any two officers for a good typist. Throw myself in too. Ordnance! Guns!” He took a deep breath, then growled, “Got a place to live?”

“N-not yet.”

“What’s Blake thinking of, letting you come to Washington before he gets a place for you? You’d better start looking. Good-by, Mrs. Blake. Clear out, Blake. Help her get settled.”

I said, “Sir, I was going to stay tonight and finish up the report for tomorrow on my theater.”

“Major Ingliss can do it. His theater’s quiet.”

“I can’t take Andy away from the war,” Arab protested.

“Young lady,” the colonel said, “finding a place to live in Washington is twice as tough as winning this war. And,” he added gloomily, “it may take twice as long.”

I grabbed my service cap and we sneaked out of the office, while behind us Colonel Parker was starting to complain that he personally would throttle the next man who showed him a secretary he couldn’t have.

“Until you came,” I told Arab, “I didn’t believe that story about how the government hires secretaries.”

“What story?”

“They lead the girl into a room containing a sewing machine, a machine gun, and a typewriter. If she can pick out the typewriter she gets the job. Only I’ll bet you picked the machine gun and Ordnance said that’s the girl we want. What do you know about typing and all that?”

“I took courses the whole time you were away, so I could come down and be with you. Oh, Andy, you are glad to see me, aren’t you?”

I looked down into clear blue eyes. My heart blinked and I wondered for the hundredth time what she saw in a guy like me. She could have had her pick of all the bright junior partners and assistants to presidents along Philadelphia’s Main Line, but she had chosen me. Me, a lazy, dreamy antique dealer who’d trade a dozen law firms and all the banks in the world for a really good Chippendale chair. Me, Andy Blake, voted Most Unlikely To Succeed by my class at Old Nassau.

Mirrors depress me, but the last time I peeked I was reminded that she hadn’t chosen me for beauty. My sandy red hair likes to pretend it’s a fez, and my features zigzag as if they were running away from something. The Blake body is long and gangling and looks as sturdy as a dollar-ninety-eight card table. The technical sergeant who gave me my final type physical seemed to be extra careful in his poking and prodding, and I got the impression that he would have liked me to sign a waiver of damages before getting me to hop up and down.

I wouldn’t even have been in the Army but for Arab. My Field Artillery commission from Princeton died from inactivity a few years before Pearl Harbor, and nobody had seemed very interested in calling for Blake to save the country … not even my draft board.

But Arab had interrupted our honeymoon to uncover some dirty work in the antique-furniture business, and it had turned out to be a scramble with a bunch of Hitler’s stooges. We got a splash of publicity and somebody in Army Air Forces decided I had a brain and the Adjutant General acted on my application and I got a telegram ordering First Lieutenant Andrew Blake to proceed to Washington, D. C., reporting to the Chief of Army Air Forces for active duty in A-2.

Arab should have had the telegram. All I did during our antique-furniture trouble was duck bullets and blackjacks and yell for a lot of law at the right time.

“Sure,” I said, “I’m glad to see you. The way a guy’s glad to see his right arm when he wakes up in the morning. The way he’s glad there’s enough air to breathe. The way … look, I can’t say these things properly.”

“You could try. You could start courting me all over again. You only spent about two weeks at it last spring, Andy, and I always felt a little bit cheated.”

“Cheated?” I said. “How about me on our honeymoon? You got us in a shooting scrape so fast we almost used the wedding flowers for a joint funeral.”

“You needed to be stirred up, Andy. You were turning into a vegetable. You were in a rut.”

“Vegetables are in furrows.”

“And I’m afraid,” she said, looking at me seriously, “you’re in one now. You’ve been here two months. You’re still a first lieutenant. No citations. No ribbons. Not even a badge for pistol marksmanship.”

I growled, “The way I handle guns I’ll get a pistol badge and a military funeral at the same time.”

“You’re getting fat, Andy. I bet your joints are starting to creak.”

“In other words. meet Lieutenant Blake of the Chair-Borne Infantry. No hero. Just a guy doing a job that calls for a uniform. I know all that. What am I supposed to do about it?”

“I don’t know yet, darling. But I’m going to find out. Ummm, how is the war getting on?”

“All right, I guess.”

She said softly, “This is October, 1942. The Japs may take back Guadalcanal. The Germans have half of Stalingrad. The war’s getting on all right, he guesses.”

I gulped.

“He’s glad to see me the way a man’s glad to see his right arm in the morning. In other words, he takes it for granted as long as it’s there.”

“Look — ”

“Andy Blake, you’re not going to take me for granted. And you’re not going to guess the war’s getting along all right. You’re going to start worrying about things. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m going to uproot you if I have to use dynamite.”

I shivered. Arab really means things like that. “It’s getting near six,” I mumbled. “Can we have dinner first? I understand the troops often get a final hot meal before the jump-off.”

She squeezed my arm. “I do love you, Andy. So much that it aches. And we’ll get a nice apartment and have fun even if I do have to stir you up.”

“No apartment,” I said glumly. “I got a feeling we better rent a foxhole.”

We walked silently through the building a half mile to South Parking, where the temporary bus terminal was still located. It had been raining lightly all afternoon and Arab had come prepared for it with an umbrella and white raincoat. We had to wait outside a while to get a Twelfth and Pennsylvania bus. Arab tried to lend me her umbrella. I explained loftily that umbrellas were contrary to the customs of the service, and Arab began worrying about me catching cold and I began feeling better.

We went to O’Donnell’s for dinner and had Shrimp Norfolk and that cheered me up even more. Then we tackled the problem of finding Arab a place to sleep. She had come down with only a suitcase, which she had checked at Union Station, and she hadn’t made an attempt to wire ahead for a room. Probably it wouldn’t have mattered; you have to be entered for a Washington hotel room almost at birth, like getting into Groton or St. Paul’s. I was rooming with a family out near Falls Church, in Virginia; they might put Arab up for a night in an emergency, but it would be better to get her a place of her own.

We checked the newspapers and made a few phone calls and located a couple of possibilities way out in Chevy Chase. That made us feel very gay and carefree, and we boarded an L-5 bus for the Circle and I had no suspicion that it was the last carefree moment I’d have for a long time.

Riding a Washington bus in any of the rush hours is like holding a wrestling match in a revolving door. You don’t even dare let out your breath all the way because then they’ll get somebody else in the bus and you have to give up inhaling until somebody gets off.

The bus had traveled only a few blocks when Arab gripped my hand and whispered, “Did you hear what that man said? The one behind me?”

“No. What?”

“Something about shipping locomotives to England. I think he mentioned twenty.”

“That’s not so good,” I muttered. “People talk too much.”

We listened a moment, and a girl’s voice cut across the babble, saying, “… and he always used to write three times a week so when Jane told me that, I said, Jane, if you haven’t had a letter in two weeks those parachute boys have moved out and his next letter will have an APO number on …”

Arab whispered, “Are they crazy? Don’t they even know how to read?” She pointed up. Right in front of the man talking about locomotives was a car ad reading: never discuss military or naval information in a public vehicle. Arab went on, “Is there much of this kind of loose talk?”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” I said. “Something ought to be done about it.”

“It ought to … and it’s going to be, right now!”

“Now listen, Arab,” I said uneasily, “you’ve got to take things easier. A lot of people are working on this business of loose talk, and — ”

“And maybe I can help them! I’m going through this bus and listen to what people are saying and make notes. And I’m going to write letters to newspapers and do a report for everybody high up I can think of and make speeches and everything.”

I tried to calm her, without success. She dug out a pocket notebook and a stubby pencil, and scrawled a few lines of symbols. It was my introduction to the Arabella Blake Shorthand System: a method which combined the worse features of Pitman, Gregg, and the way Arab marks checkbook stubs.

“You stay here,” she said. “I’m going to work my way up to the front of the bus.”

She wriggled two feet up the aisle and paused. She swayed there, looking like a dreamy schoolgirl. If I hadn’t been watching for it, I’d never have seen her make a few quick notes. You wouldn’t have thought she was interested in anything more important than the relative merits of chocolate nut sundaes and malteds with ice-cream floats. In a few minutes she had edged her way up the aisle out of my sight.

The bus turned left onto Connecticut. I’ve kicked myself, since then, for not staying alert. The steaming noise of tires on wet asphalt, the snuffling of air brakes as the bus eased into stops, and the parrot-house chatter of a dozen conversations blended into one hypnotic sound. I stared at the sign warning against loose talk and blinked to try to keep it in focus. I must have been half asleep for fifteen minutes.

Gradually I began to realize that something was wrong. I couldn’t figure what. The big Capital Transit bus was still rocketing up Connecticut Avenue through its bright tunnel of raindrops. Voices still chattered … but there was a difference. The passengers didn’t seem the same. It was almost as if I had been transferred, while I drowsed, to a bus filled with utter strangers. The impression was so strong that I looked carefully at near-by faces. They hadn’t changed.

But something else had changed: their thoughts Something had happened, like a magnetic force working on iron filings, to draw their thoughts into a pattern. It had happened while I drowsed, and I had been left out of it. Something was going to happen. Something incredible and evil. It was going to happen unless I could stop it.

Here in the middle of Washington, in a brightly lit bus filled with middle-aged civil-service workers and government girls and housewives and businessmen, a witch hunt was assembling. Sixty normal people were being slowly fused into a mob. A mob with one idea. Shreds of talk whipped by my ears like leaves in a gale.

“It was a girl …”

“… while I was talking about Jane she …”

“… standing right by me and listening …”

“… a girl in a white raincoat …”

“… listening to every word I said.”

“I was telling you about that British carrier and she had a notebook and …”

“I peeked down and she was writing in some kind of code.”

“… a girl in a white …”

“She’s up in the front of the bus now …”

“… listening to every word I said …”

There was only one word needed. A small, hissing word. My eardrums ached as I waited for it. Then it came.

“Spy.”

It broke the ice jam in my blood. My legs and arms came alive, tingling. I started wrestling forward through the crowd. White faces turned. Eyes stared blankly. They didn’t want to let anybody through. They were already jamming toward the front of the bus. Moving forward under the sting of one word. It had started in the back of the bus and was working forward like slow poison.

“Spy.”

“Spy … Spy.”

“Spy.”

They let me move grudgingly. It wasn’t for me that they moved aside, though. They moved a little for the gleam of shoulder bars and buttons and the wide-winged eagle on my cap. I got to the exit at the middle of the bus. That was the limit. Beyond that point the jam was solid. I yelled at the nearest people and they didn’t even turn. They shoved back blindly, not looking around, when I tried to drive through.

I grabbed the handrail on each side of the exit and hoisted myself up. I caught a flash of Arab’s pale face. She was jammed against the front entrance. The people right around her didn’t know yet what was happening. They had turned to push back resentfully at the mob. But Arab knew. She was clawing at the tight folds of the door.

“Spy … spy … spy … spy …”

The word was striking at her like a snake. I yelled at people to stop it, but not a back turned. It would take a half-dozen cops to halt them now. I put all my lung power into a yell.

“Arab! When the door opens, run!”

Then I grabbed the stop-signal cord and hung on it. Ordinarily the driver would have waited until the next loading station … and that might have been too late, for Arab. But he must have known something was wrong, without quite knowing what. As I hung on the cord, praying, the bus suddenly swung to the curb and halted.

I jumped on the step which automatically opens the center doors. They flapped back. I leaped out, skidded once, and swung toward the front entrance. The front doors folded back and Arab slipped out while I was still three strides away.

“Run!” I yelled.

She jumped to the sidewalk and I faked a dive at her and clipped the first two men who spilled out after her. My nose left a rut in the street, but it seemed worth while. It gave Arab a few seconds’ start into the blackness of a private driveway. I scrambled to my feet and followed. Fifty yards up the curving drive of the big estate I saw a white blur. When Arab runs she doesn’t flap her feet the way most girls do, like a hen trying out clipped wings. One of the sights of the Main Line used to be to watch her streak down a hockey field, golden hair whipping straight out behind her, when All-Philadelphia Girls were playing. You’d think her elfin figure would be crushed among all that Social Register brawn, but she’d slip in and out like an ice skater cutting figure-eights around barrels. She was safe now unless she tripped.

I pounded up the drive well in advance of the others. But was I really ahead of the rest? Once or twice the white blur of Arab’s raincoat seemed to be blacked out by another figure. Arab flashed past a lighted ground-floor window of the big house, and a moment later I thought I saw a shadow flick across the same light. A shadow as squat as a tub. It was nonsense, of course. My imagination was pulling things out of hats. Tubs can’t move that fast.

But it scared me into a sprint, just the same. I shortened my stride and dug in. Rain slapped my face harder. If there were a shadow back of Arab I’d catch it in another hundred yards. I raced past the house, down a short stretch to an old-fashioned garage, and banked sharply right into trees beyond it where Arab had gone.

Then, in a split second, my foot hit something and a fuse blew in my head and I plunged down into ringing blackness.
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MAYBE YOU’VE SEEN those strength machines they have sometimes at carnivals. You swing a hammer down on a block and a spring shoots an iron weight up a wire and if you swung hard enough the weight hits a bell at the top and your girl goes oooh! My head was substituting for that. The hammer was smacking the back of my neck and the weight was shooting up inside my head and hitting a bell at the top. Somebody was even going oooh! It turned out to be me.

I opened my eyes and peered up at a lighted room. A circles of faces hung above me like a Halloween group bobbing for apples.

“How do you feel, Lieutenant?” somebody asked.

“Swell,” I said. “Is there an undertaker in the house?”

“Oh, Andy,” a familiar voice sobbed. “I thought you were dead.”

“What made you change your mind?” I said peevishly. “What — ” I broke off suddenly and stared around at the circle. Here was Arab with a half dozen of the people who had been ready to get rough with her not long ago. “What happened to the girl?” I asked.

“The girl in the white raincoat and the black felt hat?” Arab asked in a clear voice. “She got away.”

“We called the police,” somebody added. “They’ll get her.”

I realized how Arab had done it. When she had been in the bus, the white raincoat and black felt hat had covered her pretty well. She had thrown away the raincoat and hat and had wrapped a bandanna around her head.

“If they do get her,” I growled, “I’ll be happy to testify for the prosecution. What happened to me?”

A man said, “You tripped over something, Lieutenant. Your head hit the stump of a tree. We found you crumpled right up against the stump, and carried you into the house here.”

“An … an ambulance is coming from Walter Reed,” Arab sniffled.

“I can’t go to the hospital,” I protested. “We’ve got to find you a place to stay tonight. Listen,” I told the circle of faces, “this is my wife. She just got down here today.

I don’t have a place for her to stay. Got to get up and — ” I shoved myself halfway up and discovered, too late, that it was a bad idea. I passed out again. Some day they’re going to start calling me Blackout Blake.

Walter Reed Hospital turned out to be a very pleasant and efficient place. I was glad of that. With Arab in town, I might become a steady customer. They made an examination and took X rays and found nothing worse than a mild concussion. The vertebrae of my neck had been slightly bruised, but the doctor assured me that in two days I’d be swiveling it around quite normally after blondes.

They fixed me up with a private room and I felt pretty good. Especially after a message came that Arab had been invited to stay overnight at the house where I’d had the accident. I settled back happily to sleep … and then the delegation arrived. I took one quick look at the officers filing into my room, and tried to have a relapse. I had forgotten that there might be other consequences than a stiff neck to tonight’s affair.

Colonel Parker came in first, shook my hand, and said, “Glad you came through all right, Blake. Got to ask you some questions. These gentlemen” — he sketched an introduction — “need information. Know you need rest, but this can’t wait. Feel up to it?”

“Yes, sir,” I said faintly. It appeared that I was entertaining the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Counter-intelligence, the Military District of Washington, the Provost Marshal General’s Office, and other serious-minded organizations. “Yes, sir,” I said, “but first I ought to tell you — ”

“Save your strength, Blake. Let them ask the questions first.”

Another colonel grumbled, “Can’t make head or tail of the stories of the people on the bus. One says she was short, another has her nearly six feet tall. She has red, brunette, and platinum-blonde hair, is knock-kneed, has beautiful legs … you can easily see just what we’re up against.”

“Sir,” I groaned, “it’s a long story. She — ”

“Let’s have a description.”

“Sir, I wish you’d let me get at this my own way. She — ”

“Blake!”

I babbled, “She has blonde hair, shoulder-length, height five feet seven and one half with high heels, weight one-ten, blue eyes, nicely cut cameo features, age twenty-three …”

Somebody whistled softly.

“Are you sure of all this?” a civilian asked.

“Yes, sir.”

Somebody else said, “Nope, too good to be true. They don’t come like that. The last female spy I saw had hair like a broomstick and must have topped one-sixty. Athletic girl. Went in for weight-lifting.”

Colonel Parker said nervously, “Blake, you don’t happen to know this girl’s name, do you?”

I sandwiched a gulp between a yes-sir.

“What is it?”

I closed my eyes and said, “Mrs. Arabella Reynolds Blake.” There was silence for a few moments. It was so quiet you could have heard a lieutenant drop, if I hadn’t been ying down already.

“Tell it your own way,” my chief muttered.

My own way would have been by long-distance telephone, but I went ahead, anyway. After I had finished, one officer said, “Well, cross that one off the books as a wasted evening.”

“I don’t suppose,” another said regretfully, “it calls for any kind of disciplinary action.”

“Nothing official, certainly,” a third said. He added in a musing voice, “Is there any Army Regulation against spanking a wife?”

“This is no matter for joking,” somebody grumbled. “Blake better warn his wife not to try any more crazy stunts like that.”

“I’m sure we can take care of that,” Colonel Parker said. “Good night, Blake. Take it easy tomorrow. I don’t expect you back on duty until the day after.” He paused as the others filed out, and whispered, “You said she took those notes in shorthand, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t suppose she’s changed her mind about Ordnance?”

“No, sir.”

He sighed.

“Very well. Good night.”

After he left I decided that things weren’t so bad. They couldn’t really put a black mark on my 201 file in the Adjutant General’s Office for the night’s work. And Arab ought to be grateful. After all, I had helped her out of a nasty spot in the bus. I went to sleep and rescued her from lions. Small lions. I believe in caution. There’s no use overdoing things even in dreams.

There was a story in the Washington Post the next morning about the bus affair, stating that a suspected spy had fled from a bus and that subsequent investigation had revealed that the suspect was a government girl practicing her shorthand. I figured as an Army officer who ran into a tree during the chase. No names were used, I noted thankfully.

Arab phoned that she would bring the car out for me whenever I was ready to leave, and I said not to worry because the Army nurses were very lovely. After that Arab called every hour and the hospital authorities got tired of it and decided in the late afternoon that I could be returned to duty.

Arab got out to the hospital without delay, and I coaxed the prettiest nurse to escort me to the door and even to let me lean weakly on her. This had the proper sobering effect on Arab for at least five minutes. Then, as we drove away, she started fighting the war her way again.

“You’re just bitter,” I said, “because nobody consulted you before starting the war.”

“Why, Andy, do you really think I’m going to keep quiet after the way those people were talking last night on the bus? I’m going to do something about it whenever I get a chance.”

“Last night in the hospital a full colonel said you ought to be spanked.”

“It will,” she said, “take a younger man than a colonel.” She slanted innocent blue eyes at me. “They’d better assign a first lieutenant to a mission like that.”

“Hah! Don’t think I couldn’t do it.”

“It might be interesting to have you try, darling. Do you believe in the old-fashioned hand method? Or would you want to use a hairbrush? I have a lovely new black nylon nightgown I could wear for the occasion, and … Andy, you’re blushing!”

I stopped the car and kissed her with brutal force and in return almost got my ribs scrambled like jackstraws. I sat back very much out of breath. The way Arab affects me, I could do a good job of romancing if we were camping out in an oxygen tent.

She murmured, “I do love you terribly, Andy, and I’m ever so grateful to you for last night, and I’ll be quiet from now on and not get us into any more trouble.”

“I hope so.”

“I’ve already been quiet since last night, and that’s a whole twenty-four hours.”

“What have you been doing?”

“Finding a room.”

“Swell. Let’s hear about it.”

“It’s out on Northwest Q Street in a big old house with lots of space around it. About sixteen girls live in it and it’s owned by a beeyoutiful refugee Frenchwoman and some of the girls are the cutest things and I just know they’re all going to make passes at you and — ”

“Whoa,” I said. “You’re peddling this too hard. Now tell me what it is I’m not going to like about the place.”

“Well, it’s really a very little thing.”

“I’ll bet. So are thirty-caliber bullets.”

“It’s just that Mrs. Fielding — she married an American — won’t rent rooms to married women. That is, not married women who are working at it. She said that the first thing. She says married women who really love their husbands are always either moping around and depressing her or else rushing off in a few months to wherever their husbands are and there she is with the trouble of finding the right girl for the room again. So because I’m signed up with civil service under my maiden name of Arabella Reynolds she sort of got the idea that I’m not married and let me have the room.”

“That isn’t like you, Butch. You know we’ll be finding an apartment and leaving her flat, and — hey!”

“W-what, Andy?”

“What am I supposed to do while you’re Miss Arabella Reynolds?”

“I think,” she said demurely, “that you’ll have to start courting me all over again. And you’ll have to do a good job of it because a woman like Mrs. Fielding could see through any halfhearted stuff.”

“I won’t stand for it! What do I have to do, win you three times in a row to get permanent possession?”

“It might be nice.”

“You’re going to be exposed, baby. Tonight.”

“I wonder,” she sighed, “how I will like sleeping in Potomac Park?”

I groaned. Before I could upset her scheme I’d have to find us an apartment. That wouldn’t be easy. People tell you about their apartment-hunting troubles in Washington the way, in saner communities, they tell you the grim details of their operations. It might take months to find a place … months during which I wouldn’t even be a husband in name only. I should have known, when Arab said she wasn’t going to let me take her for granted, that she meant it. I should have remembered how she had warned me, on our honeymoon, not to read the newspaper at breakfast. I went ahead with my reading, and the paper unaccountably caught fire as Arab lit a cigarette.

Besides having to win Arab all over again, I had another worry. She had said she wasn’t going to let me take the war for granted, either. Of course it would be ridiculous to take that threat seriously. She couldn’t, for example, whistle up a German PzKw IV tank right in the middle of Washington. Of course not. Ridiculous. All the same it would be just as well not to mention PzKw’s to Arab. I’m superstitious. If I gave her a dare like that, I’d frighten myself into spending the next few nights with Field Manual 18-5: “Organization and Tactics of Tank Destroyer Units.”

We had dinner downtown, and Arab mentioned that she hadn’t recovered her white raincoat and hat after dropping them last night. We drove to the scene of the chase and spent half an hour poking through the shrubbery with a flashlight. It was no use. Either Arab had forgotten where she dropped the articles or somebody had walked off with them. We sauntered back toward the driveway and came to the spot where I had played woodpecker with the stump of a tree.

I looked at the spot with a morbid interest. There was the corner of the garage, which I had rounded like the Seventh Cavalry chasing Indians. There was a small log on which I had probably tripped. And just beyond was the stump I had smacked head first. Arab remembered it perfectly. I walked up to the stump and kicked it.

And the thing fell apart.

I knelt and crumbled the wood with my fingers. It was rotten. A child could have pushed it over. I got up quickly and swung the flashlight in a bright arc. There were no other stumps, or trees, within twenty feet. Only bushes. My skin felt as though spiders were dancing on it.

“Andy, what is it?” Arab whispered.

I shoved her behind me, held the flashlight far out from my body to make it a poor aiming point, and prodded every bush in range with the beam.

Arab giggled, “You’ll have me scared in a minute.”

“I’ll be glad of the company.”

“But I don’t get it, Andy!”

“I’ll put it gently. For twenty-four hours you’ve been a good argument for accident insurance.”

“Oh, Andy, how wonderful! You mean, my life has hung by a thread? Tell me all about it!”

“Come on back to the car,” I growled. “I’m probably going to frighten myself to death telling you about it.”

Arab took my arm and made we walk calmly back to the car. I’d just as soon have crawled back, just in case any of the trees along the driveway were casting an extra thickness of shadow.

“You’ve got to brace up,” Arab said. “It doesn’t look well for an officer to be scared.”

“Sorry. But I don’t feel ashamed at all. The boys tell me that plenty of guys in the Army get scared one time or another. Guys riding around in General Shermans and multiple gun carriages. And all I have is an old green coupé.”

“Would you like a gun, darling? I might be able to dig up a little one.”

“I don’t like little guns,” I said gloomily, starting the car. “Little guns wobble. What I need is a gun that won’t shake when I do. Something in the Coast Artillery line would do. That gun you’re packing wouldn’t help me.”

“How do you know I have one with me?”

“When you opened your handbag just now you almost made a mistake and powdered your nose with it.”

“It’s just an old-fashioned gun, Andy. A double-barreled derringer.”

“Sure. Blows old-fashioned holes in people. In this day and age I bet it would make a guy pretty angry to have old-fashioned holes blown in him. Suppose you tell me what happened last night. You haven’t been toting that cannon around just because it might come in handy to crack walnuts. You knew someone was chasing you last night.”
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