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HER FORTUNE WAS THE PRICE ON HER HEAD!

Burt Keating had been trying to make the acquaintance of his pretty red-headed neighbor but he wasn’t getting very far until the day she escaped from a strange roadside encounter. For when it turned out that murder had resulted from the affair, she threw herself hysterically into Burt’s arms, pleading for his help.

It seems she had inherited a sealed box, whose contents were entirely unknown. Certain parties wanted that box badly. They had offered her a fortune — or sudden death.

Burt knew then that chivalry can go too far, for there was no longer any way out once he’d tangled with THE QUAKING WIDOW.





CAST OF CHARACTERS

ALICIA SHAFTON

Her widow’s legacy paid off in MURDER!

BURT KEATING

He tried to lose a memory — he almost lost his life.

JACK CANNOVA

Shoemaking was his hobby — only the shoes were filled with lead.

MILLICENT EMORY

She excelled in the three M’s — Men, Money and MURDER.

RALPH EMORY

He bought the mysterious box — but it turned out to be a coffin.

GEORGE McCABE

He made the box that killed him; would it also kill the woman he loved?





CHAPTER ONE

A MAN can get into a lot of trouble if he’s lonely. If he’s just lonely enough and has time on his hands. That’s a combination made for trouble. And if he’s lonely, has time and also a little money — you’ve got to have money or you’re busy fretting about it — there are no end of possibilities. I had all three — loneliness, time and a certain amount of money. And my loneliness was not an ordinary loneliness. It was at first morbid and then bitter. It was during the bitter time, the self-pitying time, that I met Alicia Shafton under such strange circumstances, it seemed inevitable that what followed was stranger still.

I lived with my wife, Beverly, in a small town not far from Buffalo, New York. We had a small, comfortable home which had been left to my wife when her grandmother died. It had the rare advantage of being paid for. Bev was twenty-eight, and, at thirty-six, I was the manager of a small branch loan company in Buffalo, a job I had ascended to in the course of time and events. It was no more than a decent income, but we saved and prospered. We had no children.

We were certainly happy, even though we never stopped to think about it. It wasn’t that kind of happiness. It wasn’t wild or ecstatic, just comfortable and secure, immensely companionable and familiar, full of needs met in quiet understanding. It was a small fire of love, but deeply banked.

Bev was not one to turn your head about on the street, or to startle you at her entrance into a room. She was small and dark-haired with a trim little figure, a shy smile and an unobtrusive manner. You warmed to her slowly and had to search her out. But if you took the trouble to dig under the placid surface, you found a rich vein of trust and courage and understanding. Also a wry good humor. Suffice to say, she didn’t set me on fire, she slowly engulfed me with the need for her, and after we were married, I never thought of being without her. It was unthinkable.

And then one night I came home in the early darkness of winter, tired from the weary drive over icy roads in endless streams of snarled and cautious traffic, put the car in the garage, glad it was over, and lay on the big double bed reading the paper while Bev rustled in the kitchen.

“Did you put the car away, honey?” she called.

“Unh-huh,” I muttered absently.

She came into the room, a still, small presence. “We’re all out of butter,” she said. “And I need flour. Wouldn’t you know!”

“I’ll go,” I said wearily, not wanting to.

There was a pause. “You look so comfortable. It’ll only take me a minute.”

“Well …” I said, dropping the paper a moment, “if you really …”

She patted my head. “Where are the keys?”

“In my overcoat pocket.”

She left the room. In a moment I heard the front door close quietly, the distant murmur of the car being backed out. It was one of those times I was a little thoughtless, letting her baby my tiredness. Again I became absorbed with the paper. Her little errand, the bitter night, left my thoughts. Strangely, it was one of the few times I had not called something to her like, “Hurry home,” or “Miss you, baby,” or just “So long, honey.”

She never came back. It happened just a few blocks away. A car came out of a cross street fast and skidding out of control on the ice, a big Buick, crushing our little car against a tree — and frail little Beverly inside.

I sold the house. And there was an insurance settlement and savings. But a million dollars wouldn’t have touched me where I hurt. I went through the job like a robot, that part of me that could look at the truth for more than an awful moment, paralyzed, locked away. In the end they had to give me an indefinite leave of absence. That was when I went to Florida and moved like a zombie through the lush days and nights until I met Alicia Shafton.

I bought a new car, an Olds Convertible, and headed South. I wanted to flee to a new world and I knew that short of some South Pacific island, southern Florida was as close as you could come. After a few restless days in Miami, I took an apartment on the beach at Ft. Lauderdale some twenty miles away. It was a place called the Tropic Moon Apartments.

It was a long, rambling structure, low in spite of its three stories, U-shaped and the largest apartment building I could find fronting the ocean. It must have contained some forty or fifty units, which was fine because I wanted to be swallowed up and anonymous.

It was living on a very grand and expensive scale. The building wasn’t over a year old, extremely modern, the apartments lavishly furnished with picture windows that overlooked the sea, each having a small, private patio. The wide, deep lawn was decked with tall, well groomed palm trees, tropic vegetation and an assortment of colorful flowers. Scattered about were those round metal tables, from the centers of which sprung great gaudy umbrellas.

For the first week or ten days I talked to no one. I cooked my own breakfast, spent longer and longer hours on the beach as my skin became adjusted to the sun, had a lonely dinner and a drink at a nearby hotel, then read myself into oblivion and started over again.

That was the morbid time, that first week, and I was so full of my loss there was no room for even the thought of anyone or anything in the future.

Then gradually, I don’t know when it began exactly, there was a subtle change in my attitude. The sorrow became tinged with resentment, then pure hatred that I lived in a world where, in the space of minutes from the time Beverly left me snug and secure in the certainty of limitless time shared together, some blind crazy force could take her away, voiding her life, actually, and mine, figuratively, at the same moment. I was terribly sorry for Bev, yes, but since I still lived, even sorrier for myself. Much of the warmth I had had for life and humanity left me. Melancholy was replaced with bitterness and I became determined to wreak a kind of revenge. But on who? On what? There was nothing to strike at — except, perhaps, life itself.

It was then that I became aware of Alicia. I say aware because actually I had seen her on the second day of my arrival at the Tropic Moon Aprtment, but had only marked her subconsciously. I did not see her again until the second week of my stay, which in itself was curious because she was a type I would have noticed in any state of mind. That first time, I passed her in the breezeway to her remote, third-floor apartment. I watched the door close behind her and though she was but three doors from my own, I never saw her leave or enter again for over a week. Nor did I see her anywhere about the building or on the beach. And on this day, when I saw her again, it was her absence rather than her presence, which seemed most strange.

This time she was coming out of her apartment. I couldn’t be sure, but I had the feeling that she was alone, that she hadn’t left the apartment since the last time I saw her, that she was watchful of something or somebody — and afraid. I was sure of one thing. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. And as she came toward me down the breezeway with her soundless, careful step, I was suddenly curious. If for no other reason than to occupy myself with a fresh current of thought, I decided to find out about her.

She was medium tall. Her hair was auburn and long. Her face was more round than oval. The first thing you saw, when you could take your eyes off her figure, was her mouth. It was a wide splash across her face with a full-blown cushion of lower lip. A prominent mouth that still managed to look sensitive and without vulgarity. The cheek bones were high and softly rounded, the nose small and upturned with a flare of nostrils, like a fine animal sensing a crisp autumn day. It was a face that argued intelligence and refinement against sensuality, a combination I found intriguing. She was not just a doll. She was a mentality. And from the look of her chin, something to cope with.

She came toward me in the soft-stepping manner of one who passes through a bedroom where someone is asleep, her white, crested sweater softly ballooned with the thrust of her breasts, the white sharkskin skirt tracing the slender hipline and flow of thighs to long taper of stockinged legs. She wore little make-up and her features bore no sign of having been exposed to the sun. Strange.

I was leaning over the rail of the breezeway, watching the morning sun glint from the chrome grill of a pale green Cadillac convertible parked in front of the building. As she came abreast of me, I turned.

“Good morning,” I said. “Another beautiful day.”

I had the feeling she had been going to sneak by me. If I hadn’t seen her, I doubt if I’d have heard her. She seemed to walk on the balls of her high-heeled shoes. She turned her head slowly, warily. Her face was without expression. The way she stared at me, it might have been a whistle I offered her. She seemed about to move on without a word. There was the quick rotation of thought stirring behind amber-flecked, turquoise eyes. I had time to figure her in her late twenties and to be certain that she must be reasoning how odd it would be if she didn’t answer such a casual remark from a fellow tenant.

“Yes,” she said quietly and without a smile, “a very nice day.” And then I was looking at the graceful movement of her marvelous back — going away.

The idea of discovering more about her had come to me impulsively as she left her apartment and I was without a plan. But I was positive I wouldn’t get another chance. I hurried after her. “Excuse me,” I said. “But do you happen to have a car here at the beach?”

Again she turned and gave me the same blank look. But her eyes betrayed her. They flicked to the green Cadillac. “Your car?” I asked.

She gave me the merest nod.

“I’m in a silly jam,” I hurried on. “I have a car of my own, but this morning I discovered I’m out of gas. I wonder if I could trouble you to give me a lift to the nearest gas station? They could give me a couple of gallons and then …” It was the only thing I could think of. It was foolish because I was really in no mood to play games. On the other hand, there was something frantic inside me that demanded action — some kind of intrigue that would free me from thinking, thinking. And this girl was so unlike Bev, she and the Florida setting, so unlike the past.

The amber-flecked eyes looked trapped. I rushed into the silence. “Excuse me again. My name is Burt Keating. I think we live just a few doors from each other.”

“How do you do,” she said coldly without offering her own name. “I wish I had time to chat with you but I’m on my way to … I’m in quite a hurry.” It was a smoothly modulated voice containing overtones of annoyance. She was taking keys from her purse and walking briskly away. For the first time her heels struck sharply on the terrazzo floor.

I fell in beside her. “I won’t even take you out of your way,” I said. “You can just drop me off at the nearest gas station on your route and I’ll get the attendant to drive me back.”

Her silence was at least not a point blank refusal. I walked with her to the sleek, new convertible, noticing the Florida plates. When she slid behind the wheel, I climbed in beside her. The Cadillac was parked in a space diagonal to the curb, surrounded by others. She backed out easily and we purred away along the beach road. I sat back against the red leather seat and relaxed. It was somewhat out of character for me to be so aggressive, but I liked being out of character and, for the first time, I was beginning to enjoy myself. At least the dreary pattern of thought and inaction was changing.

“I see by your plates that you’re a native.”

“Yes … Well … uh, no. I bought the car here.”

She sounded distracted. Far removed. The long, sandy beach with its people at winter play, the pale green, bathtub-warm ocean, dotted with costly yachts and fishing boats, the expensive white faces of the tourist traps, glared in the sun and slid by. And for the first time, I didn’t think of Bev or myself.

“Then you’re a tourist like myself.”

“In a way.”

“I come from around Buffalo. It’s like going from the deep freeze into the fiery furnace.” I thought a little information might disarm her. “I manage a loan company branch — Inter-State Loan. But I’m on an indefinite leave of absence.” And when she didn’t say anything still, I put myself to the test. “You see, I … I lost my wife in … in …” I swallowed. “In an accident. I’m in the process of trying to forget a little — if you ever can.” I told her this not because of any communal feeling (she was nothing but a curiosity to me then), but because I wanted to try my wings. It was the first time I had been able to speak of Bev at all since the funeral. I felt it would be a sort of return to normalcy.

She turned and looked at me for the first time as a person. “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry.” It was the first human sound that had come out of her. “Why do you tell me?”

“Well,” I said, “I suppose I just wanted to see if I could tell anyone. As a matter of fact, I haven’t spoken a word to anyone except our host since I’ve been here. About ten days. In a way, you can keep a thing from being real until you say it.”

“I see. Well, I’m sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter. Nobody can be sorry enough — except me. What’s your name?”

She looked at me again, a quick appraisal before she returned her eyes to the road. “Alicia,” she said. “Alicia Shafton.”

“Shafton your married name?”

“I think there’s a gas station down this block,” she parried. There was. She stopped in front of it. I got out. “Thank you, Alicia. See you again, I hope.”

She turned that blank, far away look on me and without a word she was gone.

As soon as she was out of sight I began to walk. I walked all the way back. And enjoyed it. I didn’t think of anything. I watched the surf and the swimmers, listened to the rustle of palm fronds and let the sun work at drying up the soggy self-pity and bitterness I carried always with me.

Later I waited in my apartment and watched from my window for her return. I had an idea she wouldn’t come back empty-handed. You didn’t hole up in an apartment for days at a time without food. And I was right. She came back loaded with groceries.

I just happened to be coming downstairs when she was struggling up with one of three stuffed boxes. I took the box from her before she could object and carried it to her apartment. She opened the door and took the box from me, laying it inside. She closed the door again and I walked down with her for the rest of it in silence. At the car she suddenly turned. “Look,” she said. “You probably don’t mean any harm and I’m sorry about your wife. But will you, for God’s sake, just leave me alone! I don’t need any help and if I need company I’ll send for you.”

“Don’t do me any favors,” I said. “If I want company I can walk out on the beach and find it any time. Now, do you want me to carry your goddam packages or don’t you?” I couldn’t help it. She was killing my first attempt to climb out of myself.

She looked startled but she lost very little composure. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You have your problems, I have mine. I would like some help with the packages.”

This time she actually let me in the apartment and allowed me to carry her stuff to the kitchen. It was probably one of the most expensive layouts in the building. There was a living room three times the size of my living-bedroom combined. There was a dining area and the kitchen was large and beautifully equipped. Through an open door I caught sight of a spacious bedroom. They had spared no expense with furnishings or decor and every room overlooked the sea. The place must be costing her two-fifty a week. And it didn’t look like she was in any hurry to leave. Naturally, I wondered where she got that kind of money.

At the door she actually smiled. “Thanks a lot,” she said. “You’ve been a big help.”

“Listen,” I said. “You probably need a change from cooking your own meals and so do I. Why don’t you let me take you to dinner at the hotel across the way tonight?”

“Oh … I … I don’t know.” I could see she was dying to go out and that she had decided whatever she was afraid of had nothing to do with me.

“Come on,” I said. “Do you good.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’d like to, but I’m expecting a call. I can’t leave.”

“Too bad. Some other time maybe.”

“No,” she said. “I’m afraid not.” I was about to go, when she said suddenly, “But if you want to catch pot luck with me, drop over around seven.”

I was so surprised it took me a moment to get out, “At seven. I’ll be here. And many thanks!”

As I turned to go, my eyes dropped to a blond end table by a massive chair near the door. On it was a handsome leather brief case. It looked empty. But it bore the initials G. M. When I looked into her face I could tell that she knew I had seen it and was wondering how you get G. M. out of Alicia Shafton.

Her face had returned to its emptiness. There was a cold, brittle challenge in her eyes. From her expression, I gathered that if she could gracefully do so, she would immediately cancel our dinner date. I didn’t give her a chance. “At seven,” I said and closed the door, taking with me the image of her still standing there, blank-faced and motionless.





CHAPTER TWO

BACK IN MY TINY APARTMENT, I undid the sofa-bed and propped myself up so I could look out to sea. A freighter on the distant horizon steamed toy-like along the coast, trailing puffs of smoke. Inshore two kids water-tobogganed on rubber mattresses. The lucid water lay like a jade-green carpet unfurling to the beach. It was just after noon.

I lighted a cigarette and began an article about atomic submarines. I put it down after a moment when I found I had read the same paragraph three times. Well, after all, there was really nothing very mysterious about a brief case engraved with G. M. instead of A. S. It could belong to her boss. Would she have one? She looked her own boss. Or it could belong to a friend or relative. Or G. M. could stand for her real name, Alicia Shafton a phony. But then, most women didn’t carry brief cases. I gave up.

The point was that I would not have been more than mildly curious about the initials if her eyes, her whole manner, had not made such an issue of the matter. It’s always interesting to note how we accuse ourselves so much more than others do — if we’re hiding something. It’s a rare one who can be perfectly natural in the concealment of himself. It takes a peculiar type of imagination and acting ability. People give themselves, their whole character away in the most casual conversation to an acute observer. And then there is an aura about them that tells more than words. It’s a label they carry to the grave.

I marked Alicia as basically a good sort, but subject to many temptations. I imagined she could be swayed by impulses. And there was a certain willfulness about her. Willful people with unusual needs drive on to the end, reckless of consequences. They’ll pay an outlandish price, and I don’t necessarily mean money, for what they want. Will is the driving force of destruction. Alicia had that kind of will. There was, I sensed, this element of destruction in it. I wondered how far down the road she had traveled. There was one thing I was pretty sure of. She had traveled to a point of trouble. I was also pretty sure that I was going to travel with her. For a ways. She had something I needed. There was a startling excitement about her that made it next to impossible to mope around with morbid retrospection and introspection in her presence. And if she was reckless of consequences, so was I in my own way. At the moment I didn’t care how I lived or whether I lived at all!

After, awhile I took up the article again. This time I made it all the way through. I got lost in several other articles and began a novel. Then my phone rang. It was sometime after three. There was a switchboard down in the cubbyhole office of the building with an operator on duty from early morning to midnight. I had noticed that Alicia had an additional phone — a direct outside line, another clue that she was going to be around quite a while. I imagined this was she calling to cancel our dinner arrangement. It wasn’t. It was long distance — Art Caldwell on the wire from Buffalo. Art is my assistant and he was in charge in my absence.

“Art! What a surprise. How did you locate me?”

“Don’t you remember? You sent me a card from Ft. Lauderdale.”

“So I did. I’m in kind of a fog these days.”

“Sure. I can well understand that.”

“What’s on your mind? Have I still got a job?”

“At least you’re joking. That’s a sign of recovery. Nothing on my mind. Just called to see how you were getting along.”

“Only fair, Art. Just fair. I don’t need to go into details.”

“Not a word.”

“Any problems at the office?”

“Always. Nothing I can’t handle. That’s something you shouldn’t be thinking about.”

“Believe me, I’m not. Just making talk.”

“As a matter of fact, Burt, someone called asking for you today and that kind of reminded me I should get in touch.”

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t know?”

“Some woman. Sounded young. Wouldn’t give her name. She said she was an old friend of your wife’s and she just heard — you know … and she wanted to call and say how sorry, and all. Maybe I did the wrong thing, but I told her where you were.”

“That’s all right. But I can’t imagine who …”

“I’m not sure, Burt, but I had an idea she was calling long distance. The operator came on first and verified the number. It was a good, clear connection but it — I don’t know — had a long distance feel to it. Oh well, what’s the difference?”

“A lot of difference. Now I’m interested. What kind of voice?”

“Well, as I said, young. But mature. A nice voice, refined and all that. Very formal, a little cool.”

“Uh-huh. I think I get the picture. Thanks, Art.”

“Anything I can do for you, Burt?”

“Not a thing. Just keep the mill grinding.”

“You’re sure, old man? You know how I feel … Anything at all.”

“Thanks, Art. Just time, that’s all. I need lots of time. And listen. I forgot. Thanks for the note and the flowers.”

“The very least.”

“Right. See you then, Art. The best.” “Soak up the sun. So long.”

I hung up, glad that he had signed off. I wanted to get busy acting on that call. Bev had no friends out of town. Only older relatives. And they had all checked in. I had a few old girl friends in New York City, but they were not acquainted with Bev. And anyone we know would have given their name. Besides, I had this hunch. I had mentioned to Alicia where I worked. And she was the kind that somehow would want to know about anyone she associated with.

Down in the office, I looked up her number in the directory. Then, from a phone booth I called long distance and asked for the charge operator. I said I was speaking for Miss Shafton and wanted to know the charges on a call to Buffalo, New York, placed a short time ago. She said she’d call me back but I said I’d hang on. After an age, she located the tab and gave me the charges. Quite satisfied, I went back to my apartment.

In the bathroom I undressed leisurely. There was a small scale next to a clothes hamper. The management had thought of everything. I climbed onto it naked. The dial spun and stopped at 190 pounds. Pleased, I stepped off. A month ago I had weighed two hundred and twelve. Grief beats any diet for losing weight. And, for my age and height, six feet two inches, and my large bone structure, 190 was just about right.

I inspected myself carefully. The pot was gone. My belly was hard and flat. I looked in the mirror. Even the slight puffiness had gone out of my face. I wondered why I cared at all — and at the same moment knew that I was speculating on my attraction for a beauty like Alicia.

A few days before she died, Bev had pleaded with me to go on a diet. “Honestly, Burt,” she said one night as I was undressing for bed, “You’re the best looking man I think I’ve ever seen, short of the pretty boy type I can’t stand. You’re big and tall, you’ve got a full head of hair with just a nice touch of grey, features all in the right place but sort of rugged too, a six inch smile that won’t quit and pretty legs. But, you’re fat!”

“Pretty legs!” I said. “Cut it out. Men don’t have pretty legs. They just have hairy extensions to walk on.”

“Yes they do have pretty legs. No they don’t either. But you do. Listen, big pal. Lover. Why don’t you take off about twenty pounds? You’d look five or ten years younger, you’d feel better and live longer and I’d have to carry a baseball bat to beat back the fatal females of America.”

“Listen! I don’t do so bad now. And don’t forget it.”

“I know. But how about it? Twenty pounds?”

Well, I did start on the diet. And Bev, bless her heart, will never know how she helped me finish it.

Putting on my bathing suit, I decided that she was right. I did look five or ten years younger than my age. And maybe sometime I would know if I felt better. I hurried down to the beach and plunged into the waves. It was while I was floating on my back puzzling Alicia, that I made up my mind not to say anything to her about the call to my office.

• • •

She was her best, smiling self when she came to the door. Apparently she was quite satisfied with my credentials as an ordinary guy. And this was the way I wanted it. Only if she was off guard would I have a chance of finding out what she was all about.

She wore some sort of white organdy cocktail dress with a splash here and there of purple flowers. It was without neck or strap and seemed to hold its own without aid from anything but the high, full shelf of her breasts.

“My God,” I said. “Maybe I should have worn a dinner jacket instead of a sport coat.”

“Come in,” she said with a chuckle. “This is a sort of occasion. My first date in this never-never land.”

Never-never what? I wanted to say. And wondered if she always wore white as a badge of her purity. “Don’t think I’m complaining. I’m crazy about the dress. And this is an occasion for me too.”

Dinner was steak and asparagus and a sort of potato and cheese souffle, topped with strawberry shortcake. It was the first meal I managed to finish all the way. We ate it on the patio. One of those huge, orange-neon moons of Florida vintage was abroad over the water. Every star was an etching in silver, and the pale glow of fluorescent lights that shone from the buildings on palms and flowers, gave the whole thing a fairyland atmosphere. It was delightful and for the first time she chatted like an excited little girl. But withal she managed skillfully to circumnavigate every important detail of her life. I decided she was not one you could press. And I waited.

Later we pulled back the rug and danced to the radio. When I suggested there were some full orchestras nearby, she changed the subject so quickly that I didn’t bring it up again. At the moment. I had forgotten about the phone call she was expecting, and oddly, so had she because she didn’t use it as an excuse. I began to think there wasn’t going to be any phone call.

She mixed a plentiful round of Manhattans and later highballs. Toward midnight, I was feeling little pain and she was feeling none at all. Apparently she was not an experienced drinker, and this was, as she said, an occasion. It was an occasion for her to anesthetize long stored-up tensions. And these were not ordinary tensions that at times gave her laughter an hysterical sound, like something screaming for relief. These were not only tensions, but welling fears — just this side of terror.

It was while we were dancing in the semi-darkness in that state of alcoholic unreality where music, sound, light and shadow impression, and body sensation fuse into one sensually hynotic mood, that I kissed her. Her body fastened against mine with such desperation that she might have been trying to escape into my being. Her lips pressed so tightly that it was almost pain and I felt the warm shock of her tongue searching my mouth. It was like pushing straight up into a stall and then nosing over into a long dive, spinning out of control.

And when we did come out of it we were on the sofa and I was pushing down on the rim of her dress and she was helping me until with startling clarity, even in the gloom, she was naked to the waist. For a moment I sat in awe, staring at the swollen, white perfection of her breasts, gently sloping and sharply rising, blatantly exposed, aching to be touched as in some tantalizing dream. And then I buried my head in all that warmth and softness, finding more than a physical need. All the pent up wretchedness welled moistly to my eyes.

“Oh, Bev, Bev! Forgive me,” I sobbed incoherently. “It’s too much to stand.”

And all the time Alicia was holding me against her and saying, “I don’t care. I don’t care what you think of me. I want you. I need you. My God, how I need you!” And in our own way, we were both lost — and found.

I took her to bed then and we said and did things lovers do, not knowing or caring if we loved. And when we were consumed in body we held each other and talked and talked and found another relief. I told for the first time of my agony of loss and she told me she was, “Scared, Burt. Scared, scared. Scared all the time.” But never why.

It was after two A.M., and dressed, we were having coffee in the kitchen, stretching and yawning in animal comfort. And then the phone rang, a strident jangle in the tropic whisper of the morning.

I watched her, expecting the reaction of one who is expecting a call. She was lifting the cup to her lips and let it drop with a clatter to the saucer. Her jaw unhinged, her eyes widened toward the sound and the color slowly sneaked out of her face.

“It’s only the phone,” I said. “Aren’t you expecting a call?”

“No,” she said. “I … No! No!” It was almost a scream.

“Do you want me to get it? Probably a wrong number,” I said lamely. I was dumbfounded.

She didn’t answer me. In a slow, sleepy motion, she ran a hand through her hair and walked trance-like into the living room. The ring had sounded perhaps a dozen times and seemed to grow in intensity. She picked up the receiver. “Hel-hel-hello?” Her voice had a timid, uncertain tone, little girl in the dark. “Hel-hello? … Hello! Hello!” She listened intently. “For god’s sake, who is it! … Answer me. An — swer meeee!” This time it was a scream.

I thought she was losing her mind. She stayed there listening a full minute. She never moved. Then, slowly she hung up. She came back and slumped into her chair.

“What the hell,” I said. “What’re you so excited about?”

Her eyes came up to mine slowly. They were glazed — yet she was cold sober. “There was someone … There was someone … but they wouldn’t answer.”

“Some character playing a joke,” I said.

“No one,” she said flatly. “Absolutely no one has this number.”

I thought how wrong she was. I had it. “It’s in the book,” I said.

She seemed now to be under some cold and desperate control. “Yes,” she said. “In the book. But not under my real name.”

“What is your real name?” I said stupidly.

“You don’t know what this could mean,” she said. “You couldn’t possibly know.”

“Well, I realize that. But if it’s some pest bothering you, maybe I can help.”

“Pest!” she said. And the word was full of scorn. “Pest. If only it was a simple thing like that.” Then she put out the kitchen light and led me by the hand to the patio. It was washed with moonlight. She stood with me by the rail and looked carefully around the building, then up and down the road. “Listen,” she said, “the terrible part is that I can’t tell you anything. And yet I’ve got to have help. Never mind. You go back to your place. This is far, far over your head.” I could feel her trembling against me. “You mustn’t get involved at any cost. That phone call might be a prank. But I don’t think so. Not with what I know. It’s more like someone checking to see if I’m here. Go now, before I weaken and change my mind. Oh, God, just get out of here!”

The way she said it made something crawl up my spine and prick my scalp. “Listen, I’m no hero, but there isn’t much else that could happen to me. I’m past caring very much. In fact you’re the only thing that’s happened to me to give me any life at all. I’m going to stick with you awhile anyway.”

“I couldn’t be that selfish,” she moaned. “And I can’t tell you anything.”

“Never mind. You’re in trouble. You’re expecting someone to follow up that call. Someone dangerous?”

“Yes.”

“I guess I can handle one angry man.”

“Maybe not just one.”

“My God!”

“You see?”

“No. But I’ll take you to my apartment. You can spend the night with me there.”
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