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April 18 started a cheerless day. At eight-fifteen on the nose she walked off her carpeted lobby into the morning drizzle.

“Taxi, Miss Mellinger?”

Molly looked up to the soggy skies and threatening downpour. Never one to take kindly to threats, she shrugged off her doorman’s lifted cab whistle.

“No, thanks, Joe. I’ll walk, as usual.”

She tucked the Lawson manuscript under her arm and set off briskly heading west. The light drizzle became a heavy rain. She ignored it and kept her own steady pace trudging the wet sloppy city streets, sloshing through the puddles, impervious to the traffic din as she worked her way crosstown through the lights. West was the new monolith conglomerate that had taken her publishing house, Puddingstone and Dow, at one gulp and her along with it, a mystery editor with more than an infectious throaty growl, and the sales figures to prove it.

She dripped through the imposing stone lobby, jabbed the elevator button, and whisked to the tenth floor. Her wet shoes squished a merry accompaniment as she walked the thick crimson carpeting that covered the entire wing to her office. She was earlier than most, passed a long series of silent vacant offices, and arrived eventually at her door cheerfully sodden, looking considerably the worse for wear.

She hung her soggy coat, dropped the package on her desk, sat, grunted and lit a cigarette. As her lungs warmed to the smoke, she glanced balefully at the wet envelope. It contained the new Donald Lawson mystery, Murder For Keeps, which she had taken home for a reading as was her custom. She got it out and flipped to the last page. No miracle of regeneration had been wrought overnight. The damn thing was about thirty pages short and unfinished. Lawson was one of her top writers, one of the most successful in the mystery line, but a spurious offering such as this hadn’t helped him get there.

Molly wondered what in the world had happened. Why didn’t the old fool finish? She thought of the possibilities. Run out of paper? Short on carbons? Need a new ribbon? Damn machine break down after another million words?

She studied the last pages. Type legible still, with no indication of mechanical failure. Writing typical Lawson, not stoned, crocked, or drugged to excess. Carelessly typed, more misspellings than usual, but so what — she had copy editors.

What, then? No solution for the murder? Molly’s dark eyes gleamed. That had to be it. He was stuck.

She pushed the manuscript aside, reviewing it in her mind. Perhaps he could still come up with a convincing solution and save the pieces. He was a pro with twenty-five hardcovers already on the line, and this, in Molly’s mind, gave him the edge. He had a loyal following too, God bless, and dammit, he made money for the firm. You don’t ever write off the moneymakers, you wait and suffer a little.

Through the swirling cigarette smoke, she suddenly became aware of her soft-spoken helper, Irene Corning, standing patiently in the door opening. Tall and slender blonde beautiful. Pale hair, pale face, pale eyelashes. Really, she looks more and more like some abandoned Du Maurier heroine, Molly thought.

“Yes, Irene — what is it?” Will she always appear sad? Molly wondered. In love perhaps, and the worse for it?

“Mr. Lawson is on the phone, Miss Mellinger.”

“About time. Perhaps he can explain — ” She picked up the phone. “Donald? Molly. What’s up?”

The familiar voice in her ear drawled its lazy sardonic pattern. “Up? Up? What could possibly be up, dear girl? I’m calling merely to hear your dear sweet voice, ecstatic in praise perhaps, but nevertheless — ”

Molly rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Her hand smacked the pile of his manuscript. “You know damn well what I mean. I’ve read and almost finished your manuscript. The trouble, Donald, is I can’t do that until you do.”

“Oh, that!” Lawson’s voice was mocking. “The ending, you mean. No problem. Thought I’d keep you in suspense a bit longer. Guessed my killer yet?”

“No more than you have, you fraud. Since when are we playing guessing games? I’m your editor, not your conscience.”

Lawson laughed. “Oh, that. Got you stumped, have I?”

“No more than you have yourself.” She stubbed out her cigarette. “You’ll need a miracle to pull this one off.”

“There’s always one when needed, darling. How d’ya like it so far?”

“We’ll talk about that after I’ve seen the rest of it. Come off it, Donald. I don’t have time for games. Do you have a finish, or not?”

His laugh was shrill. “Tomorrow, dear girl. First thing in the morning. Just thought I’d give you a little time to digest it before I popped the finish on you. Surprise the hell out of you, you’ll see.”

“Lovely,” Molly growled. “I love surprises. I’ll be even more surprised if you deliver the rest tomorrow. If you want my opinion, I think you’ve painted yourself into the proverbial corner this time.”

“Really, darling? How’s that?”

“You’re running around in circles with it. The only one you haven’t knocked off yet is your hero, or is it your heroine? You’ll have to do them both in to wind this one up, I’m afraid.”

Lawson’s voice kept its nasty mocking edge. “That’s something to consider. I might do just that.”

“Oh, don’t be an ass, Donald. If you’ve an ending, stick with it, of course. And shoot it in as soon as you can. It’s late for this one, but I can let you have a few more weeks if — ”

“No need,” he cut in icily. “I’ve got the killer and it all winds up perfectly. A real stunner, I promise you.”

“Good for you. I’ll be looking forward to it.”

“Tomorrow for sure. An absolute gasper.”

“Marvelous,” Molly said dutifully. “Just love gasping.” It wasn’t possible and he had to know it just as she did. “Get cracking, Donald — you don’t have much time left …”

She heard his derisive snort before he hung up. She lit another cigarette. Doubtful he could pull it off, but the man had a genius for getting himself out of trouble. Perhaps this one more time …

The tragic-faced Miss Corning was in the doorway again. “I couldn’t help overhearing. Did you say his new book was short?”

“Short of an ending, dear. He promised the rest of it by tomorrow.”

“We’ll be awfully late, won’t we?”

“It won’t be the first time, nor the last,” Molly said with a shrug. “Perhaps he’ll be as good as his word and get it in with a plausible finish. If not, there’ll be another mystery around here good for a lot of talk.”

Miss Corning’s sad eyes opened wider, blankly.

“I mean I’ll kill Donald Lawson personally,” Molly growled. She picked up the stack of loose manuscript pages, knocking them into line. “You’d better go over this now, start the preliminary editing. No sense holding up our end waiting.”

Her assistant held the manuscript tightly to her bosom. “I’ll do what I can, Miss Mellinger — but there’s so much to do.” Her eyes flicked to her desk. “There’s the promotion catalog, and the new Woplinger novel …” She tapped Lawson’s manuscript. “Perhaps if I can take this home with me tonight — ”

“Fine,” Molly said. She waved her hand in dismissal and reached for another manuscript among the pile on her desk. She flipped to the title page. “The Killing Time,” she read. “How apt!”
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The small bronze statuette of Siva grinned evilly across the room. It mocked him now. Destroy! Destroy!

Lawson wrenched his eyes away. He stared bleakly at the blank white page in his typewriter. His fingers curled over the keys poised to strike.

They remained there an interminable moment, unmoving.

Come on, he urged himself. Time’s running out.

His hovering fingers began to tremble, and that was all. The vehement exhortation that had worked for him so many times passed unheeded. He flexed his fingers, stroked his chest and tie, ran his fingers through his thinning hair, took a deep breath, sat more erect, leaned forward intently — saw his hands locked and unresponsive. He looked across the room to the mocking evil face of Siva and cursed.

There were other gods, Oriental, African and pre-Columbian scattered about his large living room. Primitive, brooding masks and totems cluttered his walls; books, figurines and island artifacts crowded his shelves. There were paintings everywhere, modern, vibrant, colorful and imaginative, swirling explosively in their allotted spaces, making their own demands.

Donald Lawson seemed to be living in the wrong apartment. He was small and mean, dressed shabbily. He was sallow-faced, in his late fifties and looked far older. There was nothing about him remotely pleasing. His chin was short, his nose long, aquiline. His lips were thin, bloodless. His forehead was wide, the frontal bone prominent, his red grizzled hair cropped short. His eyes were large, a pale, washed-out blue. He was slight and small-boned, a mouse with the head of a lion. He was petty and vindictive and one of the most successful mystery writers alive. The millions who read his books loved him. Those who knew Lawson hated his guts.

The telephone rang. “Yes? Yes?” he barked.

The filtered voice in his ear was soft, resonant, controlled. “Hello, Donald? Peter here.”

Lawson exhaled sharply. “Do you have it?”

“Yes. He’s gone. I can bring it over if you like.”

Lawson’s eyes were on the blank page in his machine. “Is it all there?”

“I’m quite sure,” the voice said, purring assurance. “It’s awfully old and quite yellow, but legible. I’m sure you’ll be able to tell better than I.”

“Fine,” Lawson said. “How soon can you bring it?”

“Say two hours?”

Lawson frowned, glanced at his watch. What the hell, he told himself, you’ve waited this long. “All right. Whenever you can. I’ll be here. And Peter — ”

“Yes?”

“I appreciate this.”

“Well, it is a bit out of my line — but it’s not really as if this actually belongs to him.”

“Of course not.”

“And since you’re in this simply terrible bind …”

“You’ve no idea. Good boy. Then I’ll see you in a while?”

“You can depend on me, Donald.”

The knot in his stomach was slow to dissolve. Incredible, he thought. After twenty-five books and over fifty short stories, one would think he had this damn game licked. He poured a stiff drink from the handy bottle and drank greedily. Pressure, the stuff he had always lived on. Got him at last.

Molly knew. In their long and wrangling relationship, he had never known her to be wrong. Unerring insight backed by a cool, analytic mind, he admitted grudgingly. He’d show her. Painted himself into a corner, she had said. It was true enough, he knew, and he’d had to bluster through.

His totems and dependence on old-time rituals had failed him this time. Unable to come up with a book idea in time for his contractual deadline, he had borrowed one. The story was incomplete as he had heard it, and he had plunged ahead toward a resolution not knowing the real one. His instincts, always so sure before, had led him down a gossamer trail, and he was stuck now in a story with twisted threads leading in all directions and yet nowhere.

Hopefully, a look at the actual news story, the material he was expecting, might set him straight, open a chink in the blank wall he was battering his bloody head against. Just give him the facts, dammit, he’d come through yet!

How had he ever let himself become dependent upon a hand-out? Peter was so obviously a fake, mountebank and hustler. Galling, but there it was. When you’re desperate enough … He ripped the paper out of the machine, crumbled it into a ball, hurled it across the room.

It bounced off the small bronze statuette of Siva.

The god’s mocking grin remained fixed, unchanged.
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He woke up at ten to morning rain. Emory was already gone, his bed unmade. Peter Fox picked up his covers, slipped into a green robe and moved languorously into the rhythm of his day. He was thirty-two, blond, tall, pale and puffy-faced, rather good-looking, a night-club singer and entertainer.

His partner in the Mandrake Room’s featured attraction of Fox and Lee was his roommate, Emory. The Hotel Coronet’s Mandrake Room was a popular rendezvous for New York City night people. Peter and Emory had worked other clubs but had been so well received there that it had become their permanent professional home. Emory played the piano, Peter sang; they did riotous parodies of songs, jokes and insulted the audience. The audience loved it, occasionally heckled back. Experience had given them the poise and repartee to deal with these interlopers.

Entertaining was demanding and exhausting work. At times when their rapport had worn thin it became more difficult. Things between them had become worse lately, and although they still lived and worked together, Emory had taken a fancy to the antique business and opened a little shop on Second Avenue. He called it Silvermine and spent every available minute there.

Peter couldn’t see a shop pulling him away. He looked forward to his day, tidying the apartment, planning their evening meal, shopping, cooking good food skillfully. No pressures or conflicts, everything nice and pleasant. The way he liked things.

Emory was getting too sensitive lately, flying off the handle, jumping to hasty conclusions. Unreasonably jealous, too. Well, let him have his old shop, Peter thought, I’ve my own life to lead.

He shaved and showered, had breakfast, took his time over a fragrant blend of fresh-made coffee (unlike Emory, who had used instant, as usual) and thought about Donald Lawson. The writer had dropped in at the club, liked the act, become one of their “regulars.” He seemed a lonely man apparently of solitary habits. They had become friends. Good friends, Peter reflected. Lawson could do him a lot of good. He was an authentic celebrity, one of the few they knew here. Not that he impressed Emory. But then nothing did. All wrapped up in himself. And now that ridiculous Silvermine. A storekeeper!

Peter looked for a note on the sideboard and found none. Emory had forgotten again. It was such a simple request — to write down the outcome of that murder trial. It had happened several years ago and he remembered some of the principals vaguely. But he was ill at the time, desperately ill, the result of an accident that had left him terribly depressed, in a prolonged state of shock; he had lost all interest in anything. It took a long time for him to be well enough to function after Gary died.

He knew that Lawson was running dry, and the old murder trial seemed ideal for his problem. He had told the writer what he remembered of it, and then unexpectedly Emory had refused to supply the remaining details. “Forget it,” he had snapped. “That particular story is one I intend using myself. There are plenty of others he can read about in the papers if he’s that desperate. Leave mine alone.”

But it was ridiculous. Emory would never write a mystery story. He had enough to do writing the material for their act, adding fresh bits and jokes when the old ones became stale. It wasn’t fair, Peter thought, to keep something to yourself that you never intended to use, especially when someone was in trouble and needed help. Someone who had become quite dear and important to him. Yes, he reflected, Lawson could do him a lot of good. It would be wonderful if Peter could help him now. The act was becoming tiresome, the same old routine night after night, and getting nowhere. With Lawson’s help, he could get out of it.

I’ve got myself to think about, Peter thought. He’s managed to open his own shop. Soon he may not need me at all. What am I supposed to do — just sit around and rot?

Finding the key had been an unexpected bit of luck. He opened Emory’s attaché case and found the old clippings in a notebook. Lawson would have to be grateful now …
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Lawson hunched over the carefully clipped columns of yellowed newsprint. The banner headline read:



KILLER STILL AT LARGE. MIAMI POLICE BAFFLED BY MURDER OF WEALTHY CONTRACTOR CROFT. VICTIM’S WIFE MAINTAINS INNOCENCE AND IS EXONERATED BY CORONER’S JURY



“Fix yourself a drink,” Lawson said, “while I look these over.” He poured one for himself as he greedily ran his eyes down the articles. He read quickly, his breathing harsh and labored.

Peter stood gracefully holding his glass, wondering why in the world Emory had been so secretive. It was just another run-of-the-mill sordid crime. Most mysteries were so dull, he thought. He saw Lawson had finished. “Well?” Peter asked archly, feeling warm and at ease. “Anything for you?”

Lawson was frowning. “It’s pretty much what you told me. Is that all there was?”

“Absolutely. They were all in that order folded inside the notebook of Emory’s attaché case.”

“Notebook? What notebook?”

“Oh, a lot of scrawls I couldn’t make out. It’s written either in code or Chinese. I suppose it’s the book he says he’s going to write someday.”

“What?”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s just talk. He never will. I’ll return these when you’re finished. Emory will never know.”

“Curious. You haven’t any idea what he’s written in it?”

“No, I told you. I got a headache just looking at it. But what does it matter? You have the clippings telling about the whole thing — who was actually killed and what not.”

“Apparently you haven’t read these, have you?”

“Well, not exactly — why?”

Lawson dropped the clippings on his desk. “It’s no help. The police never found the killer — the same problem I have. I’d thought you were bringing me the complete story, with the mystery solved.”

“Oh, I see what you mean. But couldn’t you … well, imagine something? Now that you have the actual news story, couldn’t you guess who did it?”

Lawson said grimly, “A better idea would be my getting a look at your friend’s notebook.”

“But why? Emory’s no mystery writer. He does skits and jokes, song parodies for our act. The material for his impersonations. He’s so good at those, by the way, because he has perfect pitch. But he’s no writer, not in the real sense — like you.”

“I wouldn’t underestimate your partner, Peter. He’s very clever.”

“Well,” Peter sniffed. “There’s no dispute about that. Emory is clever. He does everything well and is an important feature of our act. He’s a marvelous performer. And then I sing a little, too, you know, and handle my lines.”

“And very well, too,” Lawson said quickly. “You’ve a really fine voice. Excellent.”

“Well, thank goodness somebody notices. I always get a good hand after my big solo number. Emory supplies most of the humor, of course; he’s the comedian and I’m not. But I’m sure I contribute my share of the entertainment.”

“It’s a very good act,” Lawson said. “Well balanced and always entertaining.”

“We try,” Peter said modestly. “We’re not rank beginners, you know. I’ve been at it for years — since college. Emory is actually my third partner. We’ve only been working together as a team for a few years.”

“One would never guess,” murmured Lawson. “You blend well. Perhaps you’ve found your perfect partner, at last.”

“Well, quién sabe? Emory’s very good but he doesn’t take the act seriously. All he thinks about lately is that new little artsy antique shop he’s opened. He’s there first thing in the morning, doing I can’t imagine what. He never thinks of our act any more.”

Lawson rubbed his throbbing head. “A new interest isn’t bad. It might stir up his creativity for your act.”

Peter patted his damp hair in place. “I haven’t seen any signs of that. He acts as if he’s fed up with it.”

“Oh, I doubt — ”

“Well, as a matter of fact, I’m fed up, too. The same old jokes and routines, the same old drunks staring at us, night after night. Honestly, I think I’m getting too old for that nonsense.” He sighed heavily. “I’d hate to become another dreary old night-club performer who didn’t know when to retire.”

He wondered if perhaps he wasn’t overdoing it. He mustn’t rush things, he reminded himself. No need to go overboard. The trouble was, he liked acting, was carried away at times.

Lawson laughed harshly. “Nobody knows when to retire. But you’re a bit young for that. God, man, you’ve a whole life ahead. When I was your age …” He wagged his head and took another drink.

“Well, I haven’t read all your books, but I imagine you must have been very prolific.”

“That’s a good word for it. Repetition is another. Same old grind, one book after another. Kill, kill, kill. Too much. Too damn much. That’s why I’m at the end of my rope now. Dug my own grave — too mush — din’t know when to quit, see? Din’t know how.” His speech was slurring now.

Peter kept his voice softly reassuring. “You’ll be all right, Donald, after this one. Perhaps you need a long vacation, away from it all.” He could think of so many places that were excitingly expensive. If things worked out, Lawson might ask him along.

Lawson leaned back wearily in his chair. “Need something. Concentration’s shot. Confidence gone. Need a big solid finish now and can’t come up with it. Thash why I gotta resort to thish — pick somebody else’s brain. That notebook … that can be the answer — yessir, that li’l notebook could do the trick.”

Peter looked furtively at Lawson’s slumped figure. It wouldn’t do to give in too easily. “I suppose I could try,” he said slowly. “But it would be awfully risky — Emory might find out. And you have to remember he’s not a mystery writer — his notebook might have nothing valuable in it at all.”

“Doesn’t matter a damn — he’s clever. Bright eyes. Maybe he was clever enough to guess what really happened down there. Been keeping it locked up all to himself all these years. Why? Tha’s my point. No, sir — gotta be something there — maybe he guessed the killer. Tha’s all I need, ol’ boy. The real killer. Got till tomorrow, y’see. Promised. Not dead yet. I gotta hunch that ol’ notebook is worth a pretty penny, an’ then some. You unnerstan’? Well, whattaya say?”

Peter licked his lips. It was close but no commitment. Was it worth it? Lawson was drunk. Would he remember? “I don’t know what I’d do if Emory found out.”

Lawson swayed. “Don’ worry your pretty li’l head. I won’ steal his precious book — if he’s got one. Jusht curioush, tha’s all. Why’s he saved the clippings? Wha’s it all about?”

Peter hesitated. Need Emory know? Sometimes months went by without him taking out his attaché case. How important were the clippings and notebook, really? His eyes drifted to the luxurious appointments of Lawson’s apartment. It was all very costly. The masks made him uncomfortable, the sinister little statues and figurines, too. “My totems,” Lawson called them. Peter doubted if he ever could get used to them. He hated one especially. The little grinning bronze idol, some Hindu god. It gave him a distinct chill.

Surprisingly he heard himself talking as if from a great distance. “All right, Donald. I’ll get it. If you need it, I’ll get it for you.”

Lawson had fallen forward, his head in his hands. He was drunk, babbling. “Can never … thank you enough … really mos’ important you do …”

“I’ll bring it over tonight, Donald. After the show.”
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“Peter?” Emory called.

He had left his shop and returned to their apartment on a sudden impulse. A new satiric idea, wildly funny, had come to him. Timely and topical, it could be inserted into their act at once. If they tried it at their first show this evening, improvising, exploring the material for audience reaction, they would have it nearly letter perfect by the end, and then could do it confidently for all it was worth the next night. Topical ideas couldn’t wait and had to be done while the point of reference was fresh in the public’s mind.

He moved through the apartment lithe as a dancer. He was small and slender, dark-haired, evenly featured, an intense man in his early thirties. His dark eyes sparkled, giving him an air of perpetual alertness. A frowning line divided them now as he saw Peter was gone.

Must be something special, Emory thought. Peter never was out this early. Mornings were for sleeping late, dawdling, fussing with the apartment. He knew Peter’s habits.

The coffeepot was still warm, the bathroom mirror fogged, his cologne scent still present. Their bedroom was dark, blinds drawn, the beds made. The dresser surface was clean and sparkling and he saw the little key glittering there.

He snatched it up, features darkening. He was at the closet quickly, reaching for his attaché case. He set it down on the bed, inserted the little key. The old booking circulars were there, and the glossy 8 by 10 publicity stills of him sitting smiling at the keyboard. The notebook was there, too, and he opened it slowly.

Leaving the key he had found in Emory’s shave kit out on the dresser was careless. The fool didn’t even know how to be properly sneaky. Emory had an idea where the clippings had gone. “Lawson,” he said bitterly.

He had seen the all-too-familiar scene repeating itself. Peter couldn’t deal with praise. It went to his head. Lawson was too old for him but rich and famous. Peter could be like a cat when he wanted favors, a sleek fat purring cat. Stroke him and he purred. Feed him and he was anybody’s.

Emory exhaled sharply through his nostrils. “Stupid stud!”






6

“If there’s nothing else, Dr. Snow, I’ll be going.”

“Fine, Miss Baines. See you tomorrow morning.”

“Good night, Doctor.”

The door closed softly behind her. He began writing.

Dusk fell and the large room became darker, illuminated only by the single light over his desk. The only sound was the scratching of his pen over the paper.

He roused to a knocking at his door, the whirr of his night bell. It was seven-thirty and he expected no more patients.

He walked to the door and threw it open. A middle-aged man stood there. Flushed face, loud garish tie, rumpled old suit.

“Dr. Snow?”

“Yes.”

“I’m a neighbor of yours. Next landing. My name’s Lawson.”

“Thought you looked familiar. Anything wrong?”

“Well … may I come in?”

He was tired after a full day, it was past hours, but there was the nature of his calling. He stepped aside and Lawson came in.

“Lawson?” said the doctor. “Not the mystery writer?”

Lawson grimaced. “The very same. Sorry if you’ve been bothered by my typing.”

“It doesn’t bother me. I work late myself, as you can see.”

“Um … you haven’t been here long?”

“A few months. I’ve living quarters here behind my office.”

“Nice. Very nice. You’ll have to come upstairs to my place sometime. Appears we have similar tastes.”

Snow turned to follow Lawson’s glance. “Oh, those? I’ve spent a lot of time in the Orient. Are you a collector, too?”

Lawson grinned tightly, rubbing his forehead. “At the moment I seem to have collected a king-sized headache. Can’t shake it. The worst possible time — I’ve a deadline to meet tomorrow morning. May have to work through the night.”

“Migraine? Those can be rough,” he said sympathetically. “Tried the usual, I imagine?”

“Aspirin, you mean? No effect.” Lawson shook his head and clutched it immediately. “Never had one this bad before.”

“Your deadline could be the reason — tension. I’m supposed to ask you this — you have your own personal physician?”

“He’s away on vacation, as they always are when you need them. I’ve been meaning to drop in and meet you, matter of convenience as well as being neighborly. Don’t cotton much to the other MD — the old gaffer in the back.”

“Dr. Beller? He’s a pediatrician — baby doctor.”

“Ugh! No wonder I never liked him.”

“You don’t like children?”

“Can’t stand the little snivelers. Kind of cheeky, I thought, for the management allowing that kind of traffic in here. Let him look up their noses in the Bronx or someplace. Pay too much rent here for that kind of nuisance.”

“Well — ”

“You’re a GP?”

“Surgeon. But I think I can tackle your problem without my knife. Hold on.” He opened a desk drawer, pushing its contents aside. “I’ve got some sample pills here. Silly to write a prescription and send you trotting off to a pharmacy. Ah, here we are.”

“Young for a surgeon, aren’t you?” Lawson looked at the sandy-haired doctor with respect.

“Older than I look. Perhaps in a few more years, when I’ve learned how to worry, it’ll catch up.”

He dropped some small tablets into an envelope. “I’d suggest one of these now for the headache and tension, then one every hour, another at bedtime.”

“Kind of you, but I’m not expecting any bedtime tonight. I’ve a book to finish.”

“Um … too bad. These will have a relaxing effect but I doubt they’ll make you too drowsy to work. Combination of aspirin, meprobamate and a few other anxiety-tension removers.”

“Fine. I’ll take one now.”

He had one near his mouth when the doctor held up his hand. “Better wait till I get you some water.”

“Don’t need it,” Lawson rasped. “It’s only a little — ”

“You’d better.” Snow disappeared into the next room. “It has an awfully bitter taste.” He ran the tap and returned with water in a paper cup.

“Thanks.” Lawson bolted the pill, tilted the paper cup and grimaced. “Ugh, you didn’t exaggerate. Those other ingredients — was one of them arsenic?”

Snow smiled. “I guess we’ll know by morning. I’ll take that.” He took the crumpled paper cup from Lawson’s hand and threw it into a disposal canister. “There’s just one thing, Mr. Lawson,” he said, walking the writer toward the door. “I’d suggest you limit your alcohol intake tonight. The pills will lower your tolerance, you see, and — ”

Lawson’s voice was nasty. “Nothing lowers my tolerance, Doctor. Without my booze, I couldn’t write a stitch, y’see.”

Snow shrugged, opened the door. “So be it. Luck with the book.” He shook his head as Lawson put a hand in his pocket with a look of inquiry. “No, no charge. Just some sample pills. Cost me nothing. I hope your headache is better soon.”

Lawson rocked back on his heels. “I’m damned if it isn’t gone already.” He shook his head gingerly. “Don’t feel a thing.”

“Wonderful. You’ve enough medication there to last you till tomorrow. If your migraine comes back, I’ll have some more for you. Or we can try something else.”

“Thanks, Doc. This ought to do the trick.”
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Irene Corning’s apartment was a fifth-floor walk-up in a reconstructed brownstone. A quiet street with trees in Greenwich Village between Sixth and Seventh avenues below Union Square. She could look down at her own private greenery below, the rear gardens maintained by the ground-floor tenants.

There was no time for a contemplative view this evening, and she prepared a quick dinner — a broiled chop, salad and coffee. She ate hastily, cleared the table and got out the Lawson manuscript. Her sharpened pencils were ready for editing and she sipped from a mug of coffee as she began to read.

It was seven-thirty.

Lawson was his own typist, careless at times. She corrected his errors with a slight forgiving smile, editing as she went along, losing the trepidation she had felt about working over an important manuscript such as this. A Lawson!

Her position as editorial assistant to Molly Mellinger was the result of a sudden staff adjustment and she still felt unequal to its demands. She was a typist and secretary primarily, and an efficient one. She had begun employment that way with Puddingstone and Dow a few years back.

The new position included a substantial salary increase. Reading current books, meeting authors and intelligent creative people was part of it, too. It also meant having something other to do than brood over her past mistakes. She could lose herself in work. She was still young and pretty, and then she met Stanley Sheldon. He helped her forget, too.

Lawson wrote well and she found his style distinctive and enjoyable. She fussed with her marginal corrections trying to be neat, tidy and efficient. Miss Mellinger would be seeing it again.

Before long she found herself caught up in the complexity of the story, and she had to go back to pages she had glossed over. She set herself again, mindful of paying closer attention to her editorial chore. As she read on, her pulse quickened, a thin frowning line appeared. Something about the characters and situation in the manuscript was making her tremble, read more quickly. A responsive chord vibrated deep inside her.

Her throat was dry and she got up to reheat the coffee. She returned to the table with the hot mug, and turned to the next page. Her hand shook violently, coffee splashed the typewritten page.

“How — how could he — ?” she gasped.

She twisted off her chair for a cloth to blot the spreading brown stain. Then she read on, eyes dilated, racing through the pages Lawson had written. It was incredible, impossible.

The telephone rang.

She hesitated, half turned, reluctant to answer. It rang again and again. She wrenched it up impatiently. “Yes?”

“Hello … Irene?”

She took a deep breath, adjusted her hair. “Oh, hello, Stanley.”

“Haven’t forgotten our tentative date, have you? I can pick you up in a little while if you’re ready.”

She exhaled sharply. “I’m awfully sorry, Stan. I can’t — not tonight.”

“Oh, too bad. Nothing wrong, is there? You sound as if I’ve caught you with another man.” He chuckled.

“What?” She was tittering, almost hysterically. “Don’t be silly. It’s — I’ve a rush job — the new Donald Lawson mystery to edit. It has to be ready by tomorrow morning.”

“How far are you into the thing?”

“How far? Halfway, I think.”

“Maybe you can use a break. Knock off for a while. We can take a walk — have some coffee. It’s still early.”

“Coffee? I just had — What time is it?”

“Around ten. Well, should I pick you up?”

Her eyes were glued to the manuscript. “No, I can’t — I’m sorry. Some other time. I must do a good job, it’s my first time on a Lawson. You don’t mind awfully?”

“Certainly I mind, but it’s all right. Don’t work all night. You’ll need some sleep.”

“Yes. Thanks, Stanley. Try me again tomorrow. Once I get this out of the way …”

“Good night, dear.”

She was back to it instantly. Her pencil remained unused as she read on. She came to the last page trembling. “How could he — ?” she was repeating.

It was ten-thirty when she flicked off her lights and hurried out of her apartment.
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His head was throbbing again, a pounding pulsation that made him wince and bare his teeth. He opened the envelope and slid out another little pill, glancing automatically at his watch. He was taking more than the one an hour the young doctor below had suggested.

“What the hell,” he muttered, “it’s not his headache.” He poured half a glass of whiskey and washed the pill down, grimacing. Evil-tasting stuff. Keep taking those pills and a man could lose his taste for drinking. His throat felt tight and it was becoming more difficult to breathe. Savagely he tore at the top button of his shirt and loosened his tie knot. He typed rapidly, finished the page. The lines he had typed wavered, the letters blurred.

He thought he heard a noise and turned to the door. “Who’s there?” he yelled. “C’mon in — it’s not locked.”

There was no answer. He glanced at his watch. The numerals and hands were blurred. He shook his head and winced. “The hell with it. Le’s go — le’s finish the goddamn thing already — ”

The door opened. Lawson turned and looked up. He got to his feet, a surprised, silly grin on his face.

“Le’s have a li’l drink-ee,” he said.

He never got it.
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He didn’t like it.

Damn Lawson and his books, anyway! Hadn’t he written enough of them? Sheldon glared balefully at his telephone, rumpled his wiry red hair and lit a cigarette. He got up and paced his rooms, stopped to peer out the windows into the night, and again resumed his restless angry pacing.

Stanley Sheldon was in politics. He came from a solidly wealthy upstate family and had attended the right schools. He had drifted aimlessly for several years before edging slowly into the areas of public service. He served several years in background administrative capacities, and although a loner, allowed himself to become involved in Urban Ethics. One step led to another, and almost before he knew it he was part of the city political scene.

He had met Irene Corning at a fund-raising dinner, a neighborhood rally, and the first tenuous relationship shifted gradually to one of tenure. They saw more of each other and found it meaningful. And although the subject of marriage had not been broached, it was regarded as academic.

Irene was shy, reticent of her past. Humble origins were implied. Sheldon made no attempt to pry. He could understand reticence and thought he could live with it. There would be time enough for exchanged confidences, he reflected, and meanwhile he had to wait for his political machinery to become soundly organized. Sheldon, playing it cool, was in no hurry.

He was unsmiling now, in no mood for concessions. An uptown meeting had been canceled abruptly and he had free time on his hands. Spending it with Irene had seemed a providential way of making the most out of the evening, and now this damn mystery writer Lawson and his new book had to come between them. Sheldon’s petulance increased. He slammed out of his apartment into the night, walking fast, quite certain he was an injured party.

Restless and irrational, he reeled off block after block. He lived not far from her but walked purposefully in the opposite direction. Gradually the exercise and the cool night air soothed his ruffled feathers and he turned back.

He found himself a little later at a familiar spot, one street south of her home. The buildings were lower here, three-storied walk-ups, and he had discovered there was a clear view between two of them to her apartment facing the rear of her street. He had been surprised and pleased the first time he saw Irene silhouetted against the light across the way.

He saw her now for a fleeting moment walking across her room and out of his sight. He wondered if by some miracle she had finished the Lawson job and was about to call him. He turned, ready to head for his rooms. Suddenly her lights went out.

He was around the corner of Sixth before she came out of her building. She walked to the corner and hailed a taxi. He flagged another in a moment, gave the driver his instructions, and settled back on the worn leather wondering uneasily what was going on.

The East Side street they arrived at was unfamiliar to him. He stopped farther along and paid off his cabby when she had gone inside. He sauntered along the walk, saw no one in the vestibule. He looked at the names underneath the six mailboxes and recognized one.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/prologue.gif
PROLOGUE!






