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Chapter One

IT WAS the first time I’d ever been in a penitentiary. I didn’t think I was going to like it. It smelled like a separation center latrine. I didn’t like the bars on the windows or the feeling of stone walls around me. The warden’s secretary, a prissy little man with rimless eyeglasses, looked down his thin nose at me. Then he happened to notice the fruit salad on my chest.

“You earn those ribbons, Sergeant?” he asked me.

“Well, not exactly,” I told him, poker-faced. “The Red Cross gave them to me.”

He singled out my Bronze Star. “How interesting. Why did they give you that one?”

Still poker-faced, I said, “For never having been late to PX.”

“And that faded blue one with the stars?”

“That was for writing my mother once a week.”

The gray eyes back of the rimless glasses turned cold. He said, “All right. Let’s stop kidding, Sergeant. It so happens I was a colonel of M.P.s in the last Donnybrook and I know a Bronze Star and a Medal of Honor Bar when I see them. Would you mind letting me look at your travel orders?”

I laid them on his desk, along with my thirty-day re-enlistment leave.

He knew what he was looking at. “Three hitches in and just signed up for another one, eh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And why do you want to see Mona Ambler?”

“I promised my brother I would.”

“You know the girl?”

“I’ve never even seen a picture of her. In fact until I went to her former address this morning, I didn’t even know she was in prison, let alone in the death house.”

He shook his head. “It still sounds screwy to me. Your brother was one of Mona’s boy friends?”

“You could put it that way, I suppose.”

“He a soldier, too?”

“He was.”

There was still a lot of M.P. in the prissy little guy. “He was a soldier, eh? What happened? Did he draw a court and a dishonorable discharge, or is he doing time in some stockade?”

To keep from hitting the guy I took off my cap and ran my fingers through my crew cut. “No. He’s dead. In Korea. It seems a pogey-bait outfit of ROK Marines spooked on a hill we needed, and Johnny helped retake it.”

He didn’t have too much M.P. in him. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “It’s just that we’ve had so much trouble with the Ambler case and in this business you get so used to phonies and fakers and chiselers, you forget there are people without an angle.” He stood up back of his desk. “Wait just a moment please, Sergeant Duval. I don’t see why you shouldn’t see Mona if you want to, but I’ll have to get the warden’s okay.”

He went into the inner office. I walked over to the window and looked out. It was summer outside the walls. The trees and the grass were green. I hoped it was green where Johnny was. The little punk had always liked summer.

I lowered my eyes to the gate. The square-jawed lad in the Leghorn hat, who’d ridden down with me on the train, was talking to one of the guards. I wondered who he was and what he wanted of me. He’d got on my tail at the girl’s apartment. That had been at ten o’clock that morning and since then we’d been together. At least he’d gone everywhere I went.

He wasn’t much to look at. I got tired of looking at him and looked in the mirror on one wall of the waiting room to make certain my uniform was in order. For Johnny’s sake, I wanted to make a good impression on the girl. I wasn’t much better to look at than the square-jawed lad in the Leghorn. Twelve years in the infantry, the last nine as a tech sergeant, climbing this hill and that, roasting my butt in North Africa and freezing it south of Pyongyang had left their mark.

My skin was the texture of leather. There were lines in my face you could hide a pencil in. Any resemblance to John Payne was strictly astigmatism. The four banks of ribbons helped some, but not much. Had I earned them? That was a laugh. When the Army passes out something for nothing, especially to a dog face in the infantry, I’ll be the first guy in line.

The door of the inner office opened and a big white-haired man came out. I figured him for the warden. He proved it by introducing himself.

“I’m Warden Kane, Sergeant Duval.”

I shook the hand he offered. “I’m glad to know you, sir.”

He nodded at his secretary. “Conroy, here, says you want to see Mona Ambler.”

I considered my answer. That wasn’t strictly the truth, that I wanted to see Mona Ambler. My only interest in the girl was keeping the promise I’d made Johnny. I wondered why all the red tape. Hell, even the Army had let me in to see a lad I’d soldiered with the night before he was going to be shot. He had gotten drunk and run amok in Anzio and shot up a half-dozen Italian civilians between several “fox paws,” defined by the more punitive passages of the Articles of War as rape. No son-of-a-bitch was going to die owing me twenty dollars.

“Yeah. That’s right,” I told the warden.

He invited me into his office and offered me a chair. “Suppose you tell me all about it, Sergeant.”

I said, “There isn’t much to tell. Johnny Duval was my kid brother. He met this girl, Mona, just after he got out of basic and before he got his orders for Korea. As he told it, they were married in Chicago, dreaming big dreams like kids do. Then things got tough in the mud and he was shipped out in a hurry and when I met him in a rest camp in Taegu, after I’d bawled hell out of him for enlisting, he showed me a letter from her asking: hey, how about a dependent’s allotment?”

“This was how long ago?”

“About a year and a half. I mean the letter. It said she had a boy.”

“So?”

“So the one with Johnny’s name on it caught up with him two months ago. On a stinking little hill no one ever heard of. My company happened to be in reserve. I got to him before he died and Johnny asked if I’d take care of her and the kid, and I said I would.”

The secretary said it was the damndest thing he’d ever heard of, that no mention of a child had been made at Mona’s trial. I couldn’t figure that, but let it go.

Warden Kane said, “And your only interest in Mona is the promise you made your brother?”

“That is correct.”

He made a phone call, then stood up. “Let’s go talk to Mona.”

He led the way down a long stone corridor that smelled of antiseptic and something else. I tried to figure what it was, then got it. The cell block smelled like a zoo — only men, not animals, were caged in it. Every two hundred feet or so a uniformed guard had to open a steel door to let us through. The last one opened into the prison yard.

While we were crossing the yard to the death house, Kane asked, “Are you familiar with the case, Sergeant Duval?”

I shook my head at him. “No. I just got back Stateside two weeks ago.”

He said, “Then don’t let the girl’s face fool you. She asked for what she’s going to get. She lured a poor stupe of a wholesale jeweler up to her hotel room, stayed with him, then shot him dead and clipped him for a moneybelt full of unset diamonds.”

I was almost glad Johnny was dead.

The death house was low and squat, divided into sections. Warden Kane rapped on a door and a hard-faced matron opened it. “We’re here to see Mona,” he told her.

The matron walked to a barred steel door on the far side of the room, talking back over her shoulder. “I don’t care how many confessions she signed. Mona never killed anyone.”

She didn’t seem like a dame addicted to sympathy. Kane looked at his nails but said nothing.

The hard-faced matron unlocked the barred door and disappeared. I heard still another door being unlocked, then feet scuffed down the hall. I don’t know what I expected, but the girl who came in wasn’t it. She didn’t look like a killer to me. She looked like a scared little girl wearing her mother’s old fashioned gold-loop earrings. But there was nothing immature about the way she filled out the bodice of her gray prison dress.

“This is Technical Sergeant Michael Duval,” Warden Kane introduced me. “Johnny Duval’s brother. Johnny has been killed in Korea and the sergeant is here at his request. He wants to make arrangements to take care of the child. There was a child?”

Mona winced as if he had slapped her. Her voice, when she spoke was throaty and deep for a woman. “Yes. There was a child. There is a child,” she corrected herself.

“Where is it?” Kane asked.

“That’s none of your business,” she told him.

“Why wasn’t the fact you had a child brought out at your trial?”

I kind of liked her. She had spunk.

She said, “Consider I’ve repeated what I just said.”

“It’s none of my business.”

“That’s right.”

I cut in then. “Look. I’m not here to worry you, Mona. Johnny asked me to take care of you and the kid. I told him I would. It would seem I can’t do much for you, but I can keep half of my promise. I’ll see the kid is taken care of. All you have to do is name your lawyer and I’ll make the arrangements with him.”

She turned her face. Her blue eyes rested on me. “What are you getting out of this?”

I told her. “Nothing. All I’m doing is keeping my promise to Johnny.”

She named a lawyer and an address. I didn’t have a pencil. “I’ll write it down, Sergeant,” Kane said. He wrote the name and address on a card and gave the card to me.

Mona’s lips twisted like she was trying hard not to cry. “Johnny died bravely?”

“What’s brave?” I asked her. “He went where he was told to go and died doing what he’d been sent to do.”

She said, “That’s brave.”

Some of the tears spilled out. She let them roll down her cheeks without taking her eyes off me.

I took her hand and squeezed it. It was soft and small and white, like a flower petal. “Easy makes it, kid.”

She squeezed back. “Yeah. Sure. Easy makes it. It’s just that since Johnny went away, I’d forgotten guys like you still existed.” She tried to smile. “Funny face.”

I do have a funny face. I’d put the last marine who’d told me so in a naval hospital. From her, I liked it. I asked, “Isn’t there anything I can do for you?”

She kept on trying to smile, never quite making it. “Just — just think of me once in a while.”

Warden Kane touched my arm. “I think we’d better go.”

“Whatever you say,” I said.

We walked into the hall, leaving her bawling in the matron’s arms.

Out in the yard Kane saw I wasn’t feeling so hot. “Don’t let her get you, Duval,” he said. “She’s no good. The State proved it at her trial.”

The former colonel of M.P.’s, Conroy, added, “All she wanted from your brother was a dependency allotment. It was a side line with her.”

He named names and facts in connection with the state’s case against her. Only one name stuck, that of Joe LaFanti. I’d read about him in the paper in connection with some racket or another.

He was still talking when we got back to the warden’s office. “Okay. So she’s a tramp,” I stopped him. “She stayed with, then killed and robbed a jeweler. You’re going to burn her. Let it go at that.”

I shook hands with the warden but not with Conroy. Kane walked me to the front door to pass me by the guard; then I was on the far side of the wall climbing into the taxi I’d asked to wait for me.

The square-jawed lad in the Leghorn stopped talking to the guard and pretended he was interested in something that was happening in one of the guard towers.

“Hey. You,” I called to him. “If you’re going to tail me back to Chicago, you might as well climb in the cab and we’ll split the meter to the station.”

He pretended he didn’t hear me. It made me a little sore. I almost got out and busted him one.


Chapter Two

THE TRAIN was crowded. I was lucky to get a seat in the smoker. I rode looking out at the farm land, admiring a farm here and there. I thought some about Johnny and how we had lived on a farm until our mother had died when he had been seven and I had been fourteen. Then the old man had sold the farm and gotten a job in a meat-packing plant in Omaha because the packing plant had been handier to the saloons that sold the stuff he lived on.

But mostly I thought about Mona. I kept seeing her in the smoke, seeing her blue eyes and black hair, feeling again how small and soft her hand had been, thinking how white and frightened she’d looked.

Just think of me once in a while, she’d said.

No matter what she’d done, she was paying. The kid was going through hell. There was something somehow indecent about the thought of knowing when you were going to die, down to the day, the hour, the minute. I wished I could stop thinking about her.

There was a milk bar in the station concourse. I bought a chocolate malt and two squares of cheese crackers and drank the malt and ate the crackers wondering if it was too late to go see Mona’s lawyer. The big clock in the station said five minutes after five. The guy was probably gone for the day. I’d have to contact him in the morning.

I walked out onto the street wondering how to kill time. I didn’t know anyone in Chicago. Now the old man and Johnny were gone, I was the last of the family. Me and Johnny’s kid. The thought depressed me. I wished I’d remembered to ask Mona what she had named the boy.

Early evening was as warm as day had been. I wandered on into the Loop, gawking in the windows of the stores, looking at the girls, wishing I knew a girl, a girl like Mona. Now I had seen her I couldn’t blame Johnny for chumping off. He’d have been a chump if he hadn’t. In her own clothes, or without any clothes, and unafraid, she must have been a little honey.

Just thinking about her that way excited me. I bought a beer to wash down the malt and crackers, then bought a hot dog to take the taste of the beer out of my mouth. For some reason I didn’t feel so good.

Just think of me once in a while.

I was standing on Randolph Street. The street was beginning to get dark. I looked at the lighted marquees of the movie houses and tried to decide whether to see a show or pick out a quiet bar and tie one on. That was when the square-jawed lad in the Leghorn closed in on me.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ve wasted all the time I can afford to waste on you. Let’s go.”

I looked at the hand on my arm. “Take it off.”

“A tough guy, eh?”

“I get by.”

He showed me a silver shield. “The name is Corson. Captain Corson of Homicide.”

The name meant nothing to me. I hadn’t killed anyone. I asked, “What am I supposed to do now? Break out in a rash of hallelujahs, or turn to the east and bow three times?”

He was as big as I was, six feet two or better, in his late forties or early fifties, with a fringe of iron gray hair showing under his straw hat. He drew back his arm like he was going to hit me. Before he could, two other men, who could only be plainclothes detectives, walked up to where we were standing.

“What gives, Jack?” one of them asked.

Corson said, “A new angle on the Stein case, I think. I picked up this musical-comedy soldier in front of Mona’s old apartment this morning and since then he and I have been down to Joliet and back.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You’ve been tailing me all day. What’s the big idea?”

“You wouldn’t know?”

“No.”

One of the plainclothes men said, “Why don’t we all go down to the Bureau and talk this over?”

I debated telling him where to put his suggestion and decided his idea was as good a way as any to kill a few hours. “Yeah,” I agreed with him. “Why don’t we?”

The squad room was on an upper floor. Through the open windows I could see the lights of the Outer Drive, the Link Bridge, the lighted Tribune Tower and the Wrigley Building. But the room smelled like all squad and ready rooms, of tobacco and men and sweat. Four plainclothes detectives in their shirt sleeves were playing pinochle at a battered table. When we walked in they stopped playing and stood up.

“What now?” one of them asked.

One of the men with me said, “A new angle on the Stein case, Jack thinks.”

Captain Corson took off his coat and hung it carefully over the back of a chair. “Those diamonds have to be someplace. It could be we can find out where.”

He was beating his gums with no sound coming out as far as I was concerned. I brushed back the pinochle cards and sat with one hip on the table. “You’re way over my head, fly-boy. Come in for a landing.”

He took off his hat and laid it on the seat of the chair, treating it as carefully as he had his coat. Then he walked over to where I was sitting and ran a finger across my bank of campaign ribbons and medal bars. “Stop acting, fellow. Your phony fruit salad isn’t impressing anyone. You can buy those things in any South State Street hock shop. Now start talking. Why did LaFanti send you down to talk to Mona?”

I lit a cigarette. “You’re way off the beam, fellow. No one sent me to see Mona.”

“Don’t give me that.”

“It’s the truth.” I started to crack wise again and thought better of it. He was a cop. He was only doing his job. “You see, she had a kid by my brother. He got his two months ago and before Johnny died I promised him that as soon as I got States-side I’d make arrangements to take care of her and the kid.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“It’s the truth.”

“You mean it’s the story you told to get in to see Mona.”

I hadn’t liked Corson when I’d first seen him. He wasn’t growing on me. I shrugged. “Okay. Have it your own way. It’s the story I told to get in to see her.”

One of the detectives asked, “Mona had a kid?”

Captain Corson nodded. “It isn’t generally known, but she did. It’s in a nursing home out on the south side.” He looked back at me. “But considering the number of men she played house with before she took up with LaFanti and killed Stein, I don’t see how she can pin the kid on any particular man.”

I tasted the hot dog I’d bought to take away the taste of the beer. Mona hadn’t looked like that kind of a girl.

The same detective asked, “How does the birth certificate read?”

“As I recall, John Duval,” Corson told him. “As far as I can tell it’s the only decent thing Mona ever did. I mean have her lawyer make a deal with the state’s attorney’s office to keep the kid out of the trial.” He turned back to me. “All right. Come on. Let’s start waltzing. How does LaFanti hope to spring Mona, and where did she plant the rocks?”

I told the truth. “I don’t even know LaFanti.”

They all laughed at that.

It made me sore. I said, “That’s the truth.”

I saw Corson’t fist too late. The blow caught me full in the mouth, knocking me back over the table into one of the chairs. The chair smashed under my weight and spilled me on the floor. I got to my feet spitting blood. “You son-of-a-bitch. I’ll kill you for that.”

“You and how many other punks?” Corson asked.

Before I could get set he followed up his first punch and fought me back against the wall. “Talk, you phony bastard. Why did LaFanti send you to see Mona?”

I fought back as best I could, giving as good as I was taking. “I told you I don’t know the guy.” I got in a left to Corson’s stomach that doubled him up. Before I could finish him off the two plainclothes men grabbed my arms.

One of them said, “The captain asked you a question.”

“Water on the captain,” I told him. “You know what kind of water.”

While they held me Corson hit me in the face again. “Talk, you phony bastard. Why did LaFanti send you to see Mona?”

He started to slug me again and one of the plainclothes men said, “Oh, oh. Olson just walked in.”

He and his partner let go of my arms.

I looked at the door of the squad room. A slightly built middle-aged blond man was standing in the doorway. “What’s going on in here?” he asked.

No one answered him. The four detectives who had been playing pinochle dragged up unbroken chairs and went back to their card game. The guys who had been holding me looked like they didn’t know what to do with their hands.

The blond man came over to where we were standing. “What’s going on?” he repeated.

Without turning his head, Corson said, “Look. You run your office, Olson, I’ll run mine. LaFanti’s up to something. I spotted it this morning when this Abbott and Costello soldier showed up at Mona’s old address asking where she was and how he could get in touch with her. He laid it on too thick, see? As if everyone doesn’t know where she is. Hell. She’s been front page for the last six months.”

“That right, soldier?” the blond man asked me.

I asked him who he was.

He said, “My name is Olson. I’m First Assistant State’s Attorney.”

I spat out a mouthful of blood. “Then either call this mad man off or give me a chance to take him. I’m minding my own business, standing on Randolph Street, when Corson and these other two guys waltz me up here. They said to talk things over.”

“But you did go to see Mona Ambler?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

I picked my cap from the floor and put it back on my head. “To make arrangements to take care of my brother’s baby.”

“Then your name must be Duval.”

“Technical Sergeant Duval,” I corrected him.

Corson didn’t seem as certain of himself as he had.

“Did you go through him, Captain?” Olson asked.

“No,” Corson admitted. “I didn’t.”

Olson held out his hand. “Could I see your travel orders, Sergeant Duval?”

I gave him my envelope. As with the prissy lad in Warden Kane’s office, Olsen knew what he was looking at.

“Hmm. A medal of Honor man, eh?” he said. “A career soldier with twelve years in and just signed up for another hitch.”

One of the two plainclothes men who had held me took off his hat and ran his handkerchief around the sweat band. The slap of the playing cards was plainly audible in the silence that followed Olson’s statement. Corson looked like he’d eaten something that hadn’t agreed with him. Like my hot dog, maybe.

Olson handed back my papers. “I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am this happened, Sergeant Duval.” He looked at Corson. “And as far as you are concerned, Captain Corson, if the sergeant is inclined to prefer charges, I wouldn’t be surprised if this means your shield. You and your office have been warned time and again against unnecessary brutality. And it just so happens that Sergeant Duval’s campaign ribbons and medal bars aren’t phony, that he isn’t an Abbott and Costello.”

Corson’s face was as gray as his hair. I knew he was thinking of his pension. “How was I to know the guy just got back from Korea? I never saw a G.I. with so many ribbons before, outside of General MacArthur.”

“You have now,” Olson said.

I could tell by the way Corson was looking at me that he wanted to say he was sorry, but was too stiffnecked to apologize. “You going to prefer charges?” he asked.

I let him sweat a little. “I haven’t made up my mind.”


Chapter Three

OLSON’S OFFICE was on the floor below. He let me use his private lavatory to wash up and brush my uniform. Outside of a cut on the inside of my mouth and a few loose teeth, I hadn’t come out too badly. When I looked halfway G.I. again I walked out into his office and sat in the big leather chair in front of his desk.
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