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CHAPTER I

THE ATTRACTIVE BLOND SECRETARY looked up from her typewriter as the office door opened. A tall, thin man with an expressionless face glanced about the room, then nodded to someone out of sight to one side of the doorway. The thin man moved into the room, followed by a pale, powerfully built man with graying hair.

Beyond the flick of a glance he had given her when he first opened the door, the thin man paid the blonde no attention, moving directly to the door beyond her marked: PRIVATE. Opening this door, he glanced in and gave the pale man another nod.

The pale man threw the secretary a friendly smile as he passed, but he didn’t speak either. Both men entered the private office and the door closed behind them.

Stella Parsons had become used to the silent, unannounced visits of the pair during the six weeks she had worked as Carl Vegas’ private secretary. The attorney had a number of similarly secretive clients whom he never introduced to her, whom he always saw alone, and on whom no records whatever seemed to be kept. Most of these clients were mere faces to which she could attach no names, but she knew from recent news photos who the pale man was. He was Whitey Cord, Chicago’s top racketeer, currently in the news because the Federal Narcotics Bureau of Internal Revenue were simultaneously attempting to obtain indictments against him. The thin man who always accompanied him she assumed to be Cord’s bodyguard.

It had become increasingly apparent to Stella during the six weeks since she had entered the office fresh out of secretarial school that her employer was the prime legal adviser for the Chicago underworld. The knowledge upset her enough to make her consider resigning, but it was only a consideration. Her salary was far higher than she had ever expected to get on her first job, and the work was both pleasant and interesting. Rationalizing that racketeers were as entitled to legal advice as anyone else, she stayed on and attempted to ignore the comings and goings of the mysterious group of clients about whose business her employer never spoke.

Beyond the door of the private office a voice was suddenly raised in anger. There came the distinct sound of a palm slapping flesh, then the door was jerked open and the powerfully built Whitey Cord strode out without waiting for his bodyguard to check the outer room first. The thin man scurried after him and managed to reach the hall door ahead of his employer.

As the bodyguard checked the outer hall, Cord had a change of mind. Wheeling, he strode back to the still-open door of the private office.

“No shyster dumps me when the going gets hot,” he spat at the man inside. “Feds or no Feds, you get me out of this or you won’t be around to handle any clients.”

Carl Vegas’ voice, so thick Stella hardly recognized it, said from within the room, “Get out, you cheap punk. Make a pass at me and enough evidence will be in the D.A.’s hands in twenty-four hours to put you in the hot seat.”

The gray-haired racketeer’s eyes narrowed. “Evidence about what?”

“Otis Taylor, you stupid jerk. You can count on it that if anything happens to me, the D.A. will get a deposition in the mail the next day.”

Whitey Cord stared into the room for a moment more, then did an about-face and marched to the hall door being held open by his bodyguard. When he had passed through, the bodyguard pulled it closed from the outside.

The buzzer on Stella’s desk sounded.

Grabbing up her steno pad, Stella went to the door of the inner office and gave her employer an inquiring look. Carl Vegas was a plump, florid man in his late forties. At the moment his complexion was redder than ever, particularly on the left side of his face, which bore the scarlet imprint of a hand. His eyes were blazing and he spoke with the gutturalness of suppressed rage.

“Lock the outer door,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Stella said obediently, turning and crossing the room to perform the chore.

When she returned to the inner office, the attorney growled, “Close the door and sit down.”

Pushing the door closed, Stella seated herself on a chair before the desk, crossed her trim legs and held a pencil poised over her notebook. Her employer studied her broodingly for a few moments, obviously letting his rage subside before speaking. Gradually his color returned to normal, except for the scarlet imprint of the hand on his left cheek.

Finally he said in his usual voice, “Remember our conversation the day I hired you, Stella?”

“Yes, sir. You mean about clients’ affairs being confidential, and I was never to discuss cases we handled with anyone?”

The lawyer nodded. “One of the reasons I picked you over other applicants was that you lived alone and had no relatives. The fewer close associates a secretary has, the better I like it. You told me you had no steady boy friend. Is that still the case?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, a trifle ruefully.

“Hmm. You’re young and good-looking enough to attract the boys. How does it happen you haven’t caught one?”

She colored slightly. “It’s hard for a lone girl to meet men in a big city unless she goes alone to bars. I won’t settle for that.”

He nodded approvingly. “You have a lot of time to find the right man. How old are you? About twenty-two?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Hmm. Coming here to school from that small town—Benton, wasn’t it?—you wouldn’t have any local contacts. I don’t suppose many young men attended your secretarial school?”

“None,” she said, even more ruefully.

“Well, one will come along eventually. Meantime there’s a certain advantage to me that you don’t have anyone close enough to confide in.”

At the time he hired her, Stella had been both surprised and gratified to be picked over several more experienced applicants. She had assumed that her excellent recommendation from the secretarial school was responsible, but now she realized the prime reason had been her relative social isolation.

Though she was a bit shy, Stella was attractive, friendly and intelligent enough to win popularity anywhere. The fact that she was virtually friendless wasn’t due to any personality defect. Since the age of sixteen she literally hadn’t had the time to form social contacts, and now that she had time, she didn’t quite know how to go about it.

Even after more than seven months in Chicago, she knew no one in her own age group aside from the girls she had met at secretarial school, and these—again because of the pressure of time—had never developed into more than classroom acquaintances.

Through a combination of circumstances she had no close associates anywhere else either. Orphaned at sixteen, she had been uprooted from her childhood friends in St. Louis and sent to live with an elderly uncle on a small farm in southern Illinois. Uncle Rufus, who didn’t believe in education for women, wanted her to quit school. Only by getting an after-school job in a dime store at nearby Benton so that she could pay for her keep was she able to talk him into letting her finish high school.

After high school Stella got a clerical job with the Farm Bureau and simultaneously her Uncle Rufus had the first of a series of strokes which kept him frequently bedridden, and periodically sent him to the hospital during the next four years. So again there was no time for social frivolities. As a practical nurse was financially out of the question, Stella drove straight back to the farm after work every day to care for her invalid uncle.

The farm had been mortgaged to the hilt to meet medical expenses, and when Uncle Rufus died, funeral costs took the rest of the little money that was left. When the estate was settled, Stella, as sole heir, received three hundred and fifty dollars.

While she had many acquaintances in and around Benton, she had no close friends to hold her there, and she headed for Chicago, got a night switchboard job at a hotel and enrolled in a six-month secretarial course.

Again, until she finished school at the top of her class and was hired by Carl Vegas, she had been too busy for social life. Now, at twenty-three, she had, for the first time since she was a teen-ager, time for a little social activity. But alone and practically friendless in a strange city, she hadn’t yet figured out how to go about making friends. Despite her rather joyless past few years, she wasn’t in the least bitter about what she had missed.

As a matter of fact, she looked forward with a kind of cheerful thankfulness to finally being able to have some fun out of life, and as yet her optimism was only slightly strained because no fun had developed after six whole weeks of free evenings.

Carl Vegas had drawn from her all this background during her first job interview. At the time she had taken it for mere friendly interest, but now she realized that one of the qualifications he had been looking for was complete isolation from everyone.

The lawyer said, “I want you to take a statement, Stella. I’m sure it isn’t necessary, but I want to impress on you that you are never to mention to anyone what I’m about to dictate.”

“Of course I won’t, Mr. Vegas.”

“Okay. This is to be in affidavit form. Usual heading and preamble. Body of statement as follows:

“At seven p.m. on October 27th last, a police informer named Otis (Lips) Taylor was killed by gunfire in the washroom of Tony’s Tavern on State Street. No witnesses to the crime could be located, and the case is listed by police as an unsolved homicide. The facts of the case are these:

“Otis Taylor had promised the office of the Cook County District Attorney some evidence proving that a certain Gerald (Whitey) Cord was the organizer and operator of Chicago’s wholesale narcotics racket. This evidence was in the form of photographs and a recording tape of meetings between Cord and certain international Syndicate officials whose names it is not necessary to mention here because the evidence has since been destroyed.

“Taylor sent word to the district attorney that he would take the evidence in a small suitcase to the washroom of Tony’s Tavern at seven p.m. on October 27th and there deliver it to a representative of the district attorney in return for a specified financial consideration. Unknown to Taylor, the friend by whom he sent this message was a plant of Gerald Cord’s, and the message was delivered to Cord instead.

“At six forty-five on the evening in question, Otis Taylor entered Tony’s Tavern and went straight to the washroom. This is a matter of police record. It is also in the police record that no one but the proprietor, Anthony Marzulla, was in the place at the time, and that he went down to the basement to tap a beer keg as Taylor entered the washroom. Marzulla stated that he heard the shots, but by the time he got upstairs the killer had fled and the only person present was the deceased, Taylor. Marzulla’s testimony was untrue.

“What actually happened was that Marzulla entered the washroom to change the roller towel an instant ahead of Taylor. Gerald Cord and his bodyguard, George (the Finger) Mott, both well known to the proprietor, were waiting there, having entered by the back door without Marzulla seeing them.

“When Taylor came in behind the proprietor, both Cord and Mott covered him with guns. Cord ordered Marzulla to leave the washroom and forget what he had seen. The proprietor complied, but as he was leaving the washroom, he heard Cord say to Mott, ‘This is my pigeon. I want to burn him personally.’

“A moment later there were four shots. When Cord and Mott stepped from the washroom immediately afterward, Cord was carrying the suitcase and still held a smoking gun. He put it away and both men walked from the place by the front door.

“Two customers at the bar, never mentioned by Marzulla in his statement to police, also saw the killer and his companion and saw Gerald Cord pocket the smoking gun. Both immediately left the place and were never questioned by police. Their names are Rodney Stewart and Henry Norse.”

Vegas paused for a moment, then said, “Both those men are listed in the phone book, Stella. Look them up and include their addresses.” He continued, “I know the details of this crime because fifteen minutes after the murder Gerald Cord and George Mott came to my home, explained exactly what had happened and asked my advice. Cord, who had known Tony Marzulla for years, said that the tavern proprietor would not talk, but he was concerned about the two customers. I advised him to get the names of the customers from Marzulla and give them to me. I promised to contact the men and learn their intentions.

“Cord phoned Marzulla, but as the police were at the tavern by then, could not state what he wanted. He merely left word for Marzulla to phone me when he could. About an hour later the tavern proprietor phoned and I got the customers’ names and addresses from him. I visited both men at their homes that same evening. Introducing myself only as a friend of Tony Marzulla, I said the tavern-keeper had sent me to find out what they intended doing about the affair they had witnessed at his tavern.

“Both stated that they wanted no involvement and hoped Marzulla would not mention them to the police. Both hedged when I asked if they recognized the killer, but I was reasonably certain they knew it was Whitey Cord. However, since I was satisfied that neither intended going to the police, I informed Cord that he needn’t worry about them.

“My evaluation of both men, based on many years of questioning witnesses, is that while they will never go to the police voluntarily, they would readily admit what they had seen if questioned by police. They haven’t been questioned to date simply because the police don’t know of their existence. It is also my belief that Marzulla would testify if confronted by the above-mentioned two witnesses, and that a conviction for murder could be obtained against Gerald Cord by the combined testimony of all three.”

The lawyer paused again, then said curtly, “Type that for my signature in one copy only and destroy your shorthand notes. When it’s finished, bring in your seal and I’ll have you notarize it. Also address an envelope to the Cook County District Attorney.”

Stella was trembling slightly when she rose. She left the office without a word, carefully closed the door behind her and stood staring into space for some time.

The statement she had just taken down in shorthand left her dazed and frightened. She had known, or at least suspected, that her employer counseled known criminals, but the knowledge that he was so deeply involved in their criminal activities shocked her beyond words. She supposed that the principle of privileged communication left Carl Vegas legally in the clear for not reporting Whitey Cord’s admission of guilt to the police, but didn’t his calling on the witnesses and making sure of their silence make him an accessory? Certainly lawyers weren’t expected to go to that extent to protect clients’ interests.

What was the purpose of the affidavit, she wondered? If Vegas mailed it to the district attorney, he would certainly suffer consequences himself. It seemed to her that he would, at the very least, risk disbarment proceedings, and possibly even go to jail.

It wasn’t a secretary’s duty to monitor her boss’ professional conduct, she finally decided. Rousing herself, she continued on to her desk, ran paper into her typewriter and mechanically began to type out the affidavit.





CHAPTER II

FIFTEEN MINUTES later Stella re-entered the private office and laid the affidavit and an addressed envelope on Vegas’ desk. After reading it over, he signed it and pushed it back to her. He watched as she signed the notary form and affixed her seal. Then he took the document back from her, folded it, placed it in the addressed envelope and sealed it.

“Do you want me to mail it on my way home?” Stella inquired.

He gave her an amused grin. “Hardly.”

Rising from his desk, he knelt before the office safe, twisted the dial several times and swung open the heavy door. Placing the envelope on the top shelf, he closed the door again and spun the dial.

“Now, for the time being I want you to forget everything that’s happened this afternoon,” he said. “Under certain circumstances you’ll have to recall that this envelope is in the safe, but we’ll hope they never develop. Have you destroyed your shorthand notes?”

“Not yet,” she said faintly. “I will immediately.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever had occasion to open the safe since I gave you the combination your first day here, have you? Do you still remember it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. In the event of my death, I want you to mail the affidavit. Otherwise just forget it’s there.”

She looked at him, white-faced. “In the event of your death, Mr. Vegas?”

“People die all the time,” he growled. “I’m really not planning to in the immediate future. I just like to cover all possible contingencies.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

A trifle unsteadily she turned and left the office. At her desk she tore several sheets of shorthand notes from her pad, crumpled them in an ash tray and set a match to them. As she watched them burn, she became conscious that Carl Vegas was also watching from the door of his office.

“Good girl,” he said. “You can unlock the outer door now. We don’t want to prevent any legitimate clients from getting in.”

Stella spent a sleepless night wrestling with her conscience. Since Carl Vegas obviously never intended to mail the affidavit, and had made it out only as a means of revenge in case Whitey Cord had him killed, wouldn’t her knowledge of what was in it possibly make her an accessory to murder unless she reported what she knew to the police? Or was what a lawyer told his secretary in confidence a privileged communication, just as in the case of a client? The point was beyond her limited legal knowledge.

She finally dozed off wondering if she ought to contact another lawyer for legal advice.

The next morning she was still undecided about what to do. She considered tendering her resignation, for while she had been able to rationalize her employer’s dealings with racketeers so long as she didn’t know what the dealings involved, she couldn’t in good conscience continue to work for a man she now regarded as a criminal.

At the same time she was wary of what Vegas’ reaction might be if she quit. He would instantly know why, and might conclude she intended to go to the police. Suppose he decided to play it safe by having one of his criminal clients kill her?

By the time she arrived at work she had decided that for the present, at least, it was wisest to do nothing.

The door from the public hall was unlocked, she was surprised to discover. Vegas must have arrived early, which was unusual, as he ordinarily didn’t appear until about nine-thirty. Then, as she started to close the door behind her, she noticed the jimmy marks on the frame.

Testing the lock, she discovered it had been sprung. She glanced about the office, saw nothing disturbed, and moved to the door of the private office. She stopped in the doorway in consternation. The safe door gaped open and the combination dial lay on the floor, clear across the room, where it had been blown by the blast which had opened the safe.

A quick check of the safe’s contents showed that the envelope addressed to the district attorney was missing. Nothing else seemed disturbed, though she couldn’t be sure because she didn’t know just what Vegas kept in the safe. A stack of about a hundred dollars in currency remained in plain sight, suggesting that the envelope had been the safecracker’s sole interest.

Lifting the phone from her employer’s desk, she dialed his home number. There was no answer. Glancing at her wrist watch, she saw it was five after nine. Probably he was en route to work.

She contemplated phoning the police, then decided that because of the nature of the theft, Vegas probably wouldn’t want her to do that. She decided to wait until he arrived.

Returning to the outer office, she seated herself at her desk and picked up her steno pad, which contained notes of several letters which had to be typed. The burglary had unnerved her too much for routine work, though. Setting the pad down again, she switched on the portable radio on her desk and simply waited for her employer’s arrival.

At nine-fifteen the phone rang.

Picking it up, she said into it, “Office of Carl Vegas, attorney.”

A rather pleasant feminine voice asked, “Is this Miss Stella Parsons speaking?”

“Yes.”

“I have here a certain document addressed to the district attorney,” the woman said. “It has your signature on it as a notary, and the stenographer’s initials at the bottom of the last page indicate you also typed it. Is that correct?”

Was the woman phoning from the district attorney’s office, Stella wondered? She had the incredible thought that perhaps the D.A. had burglarized the safe.

“Yes,” she said. “To whom am I speaking?”

The woman ignored the question. “Then you know the contents of the document?”

“Of course. Who is this?”

“Thank you, dear,” the woman said, and hung up.

Puzzled and a bit frightened, Stella slowly cradled the phone. Nervously she stared at the door, willing it to open and admit Carl Vegas. Fifteen minutes dragged by, punctuated at five-minute intervals by commercials from her desk radio.

At nine-thirty the news came on. The first item brought her bolt upright in her chair.

“Three gang-style killings took place in the county last night,” the announcer said. “A local attorney, a carpenter, and a part-time laborer were all shot down in similar manner in widely varying places. Criminal Lawyer Carl Vegas, forty-eight, had four bullets in his body when found lying in a ditch at the south edge of town, according to police. Truck driver Marvin Holtz of Peoria spotted the body about six a. m. and reported it to the state police. The coroner’s office estimates time of death at around midnight last night. Police believe Vegas was murdered elsewhere and thrown from a moving car at the place his body was found.

“Carpenter Rodney Stewart, fifty-seven, was shot down by an assassin as he left the rear door of Tony’s Tavern on State Street about eleven p.m. to enter his car parked in the lot out back. Like Vegas, he was shot four times. Tony’s Tavern was the scene of another unsolved gang-style killing last October in which the victim was also shot four times.

“Laborer Henry Norse, thirty-two, died, again from four bullet wounds, in this case shot from a moving car as he mounted the steps of his rooming house on Carlton Street. The shooting occurred at two a.m. and Norse died en route to the hospital.

“Police say there are no known motives for the similar but geographically widely separated crimes, and as yet they have no suspects.”

Shaken, Stella rose from her chair and moved unsteadily into the private office. She made directly for a small concealed bar next to the window, swung it open and selected a liter of imported brandy from the racked assortment of bottles. She had never before in her life had a drink at that hour of the morning, but suddenly she felt an urgent need of one.

She was pouring liquid into a pony glass, face to the window, when she saw a car pull up and park at the curb immediately below her. As the office was only on the second floor, she got a clear view of the men who climbed out of the car. The driver was a stranger to her, but the other man was the tall, thin individual who always accompanied Whitey Cord on his visits to the office. The two men entered the buiding.

All at once the reason for the mysterious phone call from the woman struck her. In fact, all the odd events of that morning suddenly made sense. It seemed apparent that Whitey Cord had instigated the safecracking, no doubt spurred to action by Carl Vegas’ threat to arrange for a deposition to be mailed to the district attorney in the event anything happened to him.

As soon as the document was safely in Cord’s hands and he had read the contents, he had moved swiftly to eliminate not only Vegas, but the two witnesses to the murder of Otis Taylor. Apparently he still considered Tony Marzulla “safe” enough to leave alive.

The phone call had been to determine if Stella knew the contents of the affidavit. Obviously Whitey Cord had been behind it and, as he couldn’t afford to leave anyone alive who knew what Stella knew, he had sent his hired killers to dispose of her.

Setting down her drink without touching it, Stella ran to the outer office, grabbed her bag from her desk and raced to the door. Her high heels clattered along the tile hallway as she hurried toward the fire exit. She had just rounded the corner leading to the exit when she heard the doors of the elevator open. Stepping back out of sight, she pressed her back against the wall and waited, fearful that the sound of her footsteps might bring the killers to her.

She heard two sets of footsteps cross the hall and heard the office door open, so violently that it banged back against the wall. With pounding heart she stopped and slipped off both shoes. Carrying them, she continued on tiptoe to the fire exit, eased open the door and let it shut silently behind her again.

She ran down the stairs at full speed, replaced her shoes only when she reached the alley into which the fire exit spilled her, click-clicked up the alley at a jiggling trot and luckily caught a cab which was cruising along the cross street just as she emerged from the alley.

Jumping into the back seat, she gasped out her home address.

“What’re you running from?” the cabbie asked. With effort Stella brought herself under control. “I’m not running from, I’m running to,” she said. “I have to catch a bus, and first I have to make a couple of stops. Please hurry.”

“Sure,” the driver said cheerfully, and took off as though he were heading down the stretch at the Indianapolis Speedway.

Within minutes the cab pulled up in front of the brown-stone rooming house where Stella lived. Ordering the driver to wait, she ran up the steps and moments later was keying open her door.

Pulling a suitcase from her closet, she opened it and began flinging in clothes. She must have established some sort of a record for packing, for she carried the suitcase out to the cab five minutes after entering the rooming house. Most of her clothing remained in the room, but the suitcase contained all the items necessary for quick flight.

Her next stop was her bank, where she had the cabbie wait again. Her account stood at four hundred and eighteen dollars. She drew out four hundred.

Back in the cab again, she said to the driver, “The Greyhound Bus Terminal.”

It didn’t even occur to her to go to the police. Not after what had happened to Carl Vegas and the two innocent witnesses to Otis Taylor’s murder. And she had often read news items about witnesses against racketeers either disappearing or being shot down on the street. She didn’t have much faith in the efficacy of police protection.

At the bus terminal she noted by the call board that the first bus left in five minutes. She wasn’t concerned about direction; only about distance. Studying the stops the bus made, she noted that it reached the City of St. Stephen in twelve hours. That should make it somewhere between four and six hundred miles, she thought; a nice safe distance.

Approaching the ticket window, she said, “One way to St. Stephen.”
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