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At the tail end of the day I went up to my hotel room. It was like a thousand other hotel rooms, each as barren as all the others no matter how fine the furnishings. It shared with all the others an aloofness, a loneliness, a feeling of being unoccupied even if someone were living in it.

I propped my brief case against the leg of the kneehole desk and dropped my hat and coat across the bed. I thought briefly of home; and then I sat down at the desk, opened the brief case, and got to work on the report.

It was a lengthy report and I lost track of time while I was working on it. Finished at last, I paused to light a cigarette. My eyes were gritty, my neck and back dull with fatigue.

As I leaned back in my chair, I happened to catch a glimpse of myself in the bureau mirror. I was just moody enough to study the mirrored face for a moment. I hadn’t really looked at myself in a very long time. Women know what they look like. Few men do. We shave—and see the whiskers. Few of us know honestly what we look like.

The tiredness in the face gave me a faint jolt. It wasn’t a face with greatness reflected in it, nor was it an evil face. The face of Mr. Everyman, who was five feet eleven, weight one-seventy. If there was deep tiredness in the face, there were also an open honesty and decency in the strength of jaw, chin, and forehead. A lock of black hair had fallen out of place and the gray eyes were squinted. The face was brushed with the day-end, black beard stubble.

I yawned, stretched, then turned my attention to the report again. I signed it: Steve Griffin.

I stood up, arching my back against the kink in it, and discovered that I was hungry.

It had grown dark outside while I’d worked, and with the darkness had come a fine rain, wet bits of anger against the windowpane.

I decided a shower would make for a more enjoyable dinner. While I got a fresh shirt from the bureau, I thought of Maureen and Penny and home. The three were components of a single unit in my mind. A wife, a fine little daughter, a comfortable living—I figured the loneliness and fatigue of the road work were worth while.

I was hungry for Maureen, for the warmth of her flesh and the passion I could stir in her.

And then the jangling of the telephone cut my thoughts short. I sighed, pitched my clean shirt on the bed, and walked to the small phone table at the head of the bed.

“Hello,” I said. “Steve Griffin speaking.”

“Long distance calling,” the operator said. “Just a moment, please.”

There was a pause. The operator said, “Go ahead, please.”

And Maureen’s voice came to me faintly, like the voice of a child lost in a long, dark tunnel. “Steve—I’m glad I caught you in!”

“Maureen!” I said. “This is a surprise. Wait a second. The connection seems bad. I’ll tell the operator …”

“The connection’s all right,” she said in a stronger voice.

I gripped the phone. “Are you ill?”

“No, I …”

“Then it’s Penny!”

“Penny’s all right. She’s watching some kid TV show.” I relaxed.

“The sound of your voice had me worried for a second.”

“Steve,” she faltered, “it isn’t a pleasure call.”

I sat down slowly on the edge of the bed. “If both you and Penny are okay, then it must be some other kind of trouble.”

“Yes, Steve. I want you to come home. Right away.”

“Tonight?”

“Leave this minute! Please, Steve!” Her voice moved up the scale. Then she said quietly, simply, “A man’s trying to kill me, Steve.”

She was not a woman given to hysterics or wild imaginings. There was a chilling, my-back’s-to-the-wall seriousness in her tone.

I sat a moment in shock.

“Did you hear me, Steve?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll leave here immediately.”

“Thank you, darling,” she sobbed. “He made the second attempt today. The first time might have been an accident. But not twice.”

Twice. Twice someone had tried to kill my wife while I’d been going about my business knowing nothing of it.

There wasn’t a reason in the world for anyone to want to do something like that.

“Are you certain, Maureen?” I asked, knowing that she wouldn’t have called me without being certain.

“Yes, Steve,” she said, her voice beginning to crack. “He’s trying to run me down. With a car. He’s trying to smash the life out of me, Steve!”

“Easy,” I said.

“He tried the first time two days ago. I’d been out to the plant nursery to get some shrubs for Dudley to set. The car came swinging into the intersection, tires screaming. He’d been waiting for me—in a heavy green sedan.”

We had a heavy green sedan.

“A car exactly like ours,” she said. “I jumped aside, and he missed me. It shook me—but I didn’t think it was deliberate until today, Steve, when he had his second go at me. I went to the supermarket. I parked on the street instead of using the parking lot because the lot was jammed and hard to get into and out of. When I stepped from the curb, he came from nowhere. The same car. Heavy green sedan, turned into a monstrous weapon… .” Her words ended in a choked sound.

“My God, Maureen! Why?”

“Why?” she said. And she began crying. It wasn’t like her. Maureen never cried, except over a homeless kitten or a sentimental story. It hit me suddenly that she wasn’t crying because somebody was trying to kill her. She hadn’t started crying until I’d asked that simple question, probed for the reason.

“I should have told you everything days ago, Steve,” she said. “I wanted to. I’ve resolved to tell you, countless times—but when the moment came I never could get the words out. I haven’t been very brave, Steve. I thought that time would swallow up the whole thing and I could get by without hurting you and Penny. And when you start hiding a thing, it gets harder and harder to drag it out into the light.”

“Maureen—nothing could hurt me so much as having you in serious danger.”

“Thank God for you, Steve! I’m ready to go to the police. But I want you here. I need you with me when I tell them.”

“Tell them what, Maureen?”

“That I …”

“Yes, Maureen?”

“When you get home,” she said very softly. “Hurry, darling!” The line went dead.

A hundred miles of blackness and rain. I was driving a coupe that belonged to the sales department. It was light, but I pushed it to the limit, skidding on the curves and chancing speed traps in the small towns I whipped through.

The night held an unreal quality. As unreal as our first meeting. That had happened in Korea, in the first weeks of the police action. Holding a commission in the reserves, I’d been recalled and shipped out when the Commies rolled over the 38th parallel.

Maureen was with a USO troupe, and when the Commie plane came over, a propeller-driven fighter of World War II vintage, Maureen and I had landed in the same ditch.

It was a muddy ditch, but as the strafing guns burped closer, I slammed her down and threw myself across her. Some wicked chunks of steel were sailing around in the air for a while, and a siren was wailing.

Maureen was far from relaxed, but she wasn’t trembling, either. “Pardon me,” she squeezed out, “but you’ve got your elbow in my mouth.”

“Sorry,” I said, and shifted my arms a little as the sound of the plane became a high-pitched scream.

I could hear his guns. I could sense the lacy pattern his bullets were making on the ground. I felt their hot fire stitching across my back.

It was over in seconds. The plane went away and activity returned to the ground. There was a lot of confusion. A strafing was the last thing expected in the area, and the job in Korea was still so new that a lot of people hadn’t learned that the only predictable thing about a Commie is his unpredictability.

“Hey, soldier,” Maureen tapped my shoulder, “he’s gone.”

I looked at her, a dumb grin on my face. I was grayed-out from shock.

“Get off me, you big lummox!” she said. She wriggled free of me, outraged, disgusted, and then she saw my back. “Blood,” she said, and went green.

She bounced out of the ditch and came back with two guys who had a stretcher between them. They lifted me out of the ditch. She ran alongside as we jogged toward the ambulance.

She looked small and breathless, and the breeze feathered her short, curly blond hair.

“I’ll come to the hospital to see you, soldier,” she said as they slid me into the ambulance.

“Swell,” I said, speaking through my teeth because the numbness was going away.

She was bowed and penitent as she took a last look at me before they closed the ambulance door. The attendants were going around the ambulance to get into the seat. Then I saw her face framed in the rear window. Her eyes were wide. “What’s your name?” she yelled.

The motor of the ambulance started. “Steve Griffin,” I said. I wondered if she’d got it over the surge of the motor.

She’d got it. She was at the hospital when I came out of surgery, and every day afterward as long as she was in the area. Later, I tried to remember what we’d talked about. I couldn’t. But I could remember that we were both eager to talk, interrupting and laughing.

I promised to look her up if I ever got back stateside.

My wounds were not serious in themselves. They healed quickly. But the aftermath was a muscle a bit too tight here, another slightly loose there. I felt fine and looked the same as ever, but the doctors said I’d never do any pick-and-shovel work.

The Old Man read me out of the service with a crack about needing weaker minds and stronger backs. Then he forgot his rank, shook hands, and I was booked for passage home. I’d had my war—without ever coming face to face with a Commie.

I kept my promise to look Maureen up when I got back. We were both unattached. We went around together for a while. It wasn’t a violent courtship. We were good company and enjoyed being together. We didn’t have to do a lot, or chase to a flock of expensive places, to have a good time.

We were lonely. The things we’d seen overseas had changed us. We needed something. We decided it was each other.

One night we went to a party, and when it was over neither of us wanted to go home. We drove the rest of the night, crossed a state line, and got married early the next morning.

We rented a suite in a good hotel, had breakfast sent up, and later, when I held her in my arms, her eyes were deep, her body yielding.

“Steve,” she whispered, “there’s one more vow I’d like us to make.”

“What is it?” I said.

“To work at making our marriage a success. So many people go into it nowadays expecting some kind of magic, expecting it to work automatically. A good marriage is something that has to be built.”

“You’re old-fashioned,” I said.

“I only want to be married once, Steve.”

She was at once femininely helpless and strong, scared and brave. This was the tenderest moment I’d ever experienced.

“It will work,” I said.

And it had. It was not the perfect marriage, but we tried. We were not, I suppose, in love in the strictly romantic sense; we enjoyed and liked and appreciated each other. We had companionship and understanding. We were willing to accept each other’s minor imperfections without hurt or irritation simply because neither was judging the other by the yardstick of a romantic ideal.

Our daughter Penny—four years old, blond curly hair, angels and imps in her blue eyes—cemented the marriage.

If it sounds dull, I’ve given the wrong impression. We visited and partied among a sizable group of friends. Maureen was intelligent, and quick to laugh. Her minor failing was her hatred of details, which was reflected in her housekeeping. The house was never dirty, but always a little cluttered. I didn’t mind; it was comfortable.

If Maureen had a major failing, it was her need for constant appreciation. She wasn’t catty or flirtatious, but when she entered a room she had to know that others knew she was there. The actress in her? Maybe. I was inclined to think the trait came from a sense of insecurity, never visible but never far from her.

The first lights of the city flashed by the coupe: drive-in theaters and restaurants, street lights making yellow halos in the rain.

I kept my foot heavy on the accelerator, threading my way through traffic. I hit the downtown red-light changes with luck. Office buildings and dark stores dropped behind. Streets began to be lined with trees, houses nestled in back of the shelter of lawns and hedges. I swung into the residential section where we lived—Meade Park—and my fingers were gripping the wheel so hard they ached.

It was midnight, and the rain was heavier than when I’d begun to drive. White, snug houses, some showing lights, flashed by.

I turned the corner onto our street, Tarrant Boulevard. Our house was halfway down the block. The living room was lighted and our car was parked under the carport.

I let out a long breath of relief.
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I pulled the coupe in behind our heavy green sedan and sank back in the seat. I had such a cramp in my back muscles that getting out of the car was going to be an effort, but mostly I just wanted to sit there and look at the car and the lights and snugness of the house.

I got out of the coupe and put my hands against my kidneys to relax my back after the strain of the drive. I turned up my trench-coat collar and ducked across the lawn to the front door of the house.

I opened and closed the door, expecting Maureen to rush to me.

The living room was empty.

“Maureen?”

I waited until the house had swallowed the last echoes of the word.

Still in hat and coat, I gave the downstairs a quick search.

The silence of the house began to live.

I paused at the foot of the stairs, the emptiness and deserted aching of the house closing in about me.

After that phone call she would have been watching for me. She wasn’t in the house. I knew that, even before I started up the stairs.

I went up anyway, taking the stairs two at a time. I reached the door to our bedroom, opened it, reached for the wall switch. Light flooded the room, which was empty. I turned back into the hall, breathing hard. I went to the door of Penny’s room. I touched the knob, but was too weak for a moment to turn it. Finally, the door swung open. The light in the hallway fanned into her bedroom, sweeping across the little yellow ducks in the wallpaper design, splashing across her bed.

I held to the door jamb. She was in bed, sound asleep, one arm flung over her giant panda doll. The dim light caused her to stir. Her child’s face was clean and fine in the light. She sighed, and sank back into deep sleep.

With a backward step, I closed the door on Penny’s sleeping form. My head felt tight and dizzy as I retraced my steps to the stairwell and down the stairs.

I kept telling myself the main thing to do was not to go to pieces, to think what to do. She might have stepped out for a few minutes.

To that, the rain whispered a laugh.

I lighted a cigarette, forcing myself to keep calm. As I dropped the paper match in the ash tray, I saw the cigarette butt that was there. I picked it up. The butt was still soft and moist; it hadn’t been snubbed out long. There was no lipstick on it, so Maureen hadn’t smoked the cigarette. A man might have. And I tried to keep from thinking of which man.

I found myself at the front door, wet darkness in my face. For a second it was difficult to keep from yelling her name. She might have got away from him. She might be somewhere out there.

I could see no sign of her.

My mind was frantic in its efforts to avoid the big answer. I wanted to think that anything else was true. She’d got away from him and gone to a neighbor’s house. But the surrounding houses, those close by, were all dark.

I closed the front door. I was beginning to shake.

Her phone call kept repeating itself like a very real whisper in my ear. The call that couldn’t have come from a person who couldn’t have possibly been touched by anything so fantastic as this sort of disappearance.

I found myself doing something with my hands. I looked at them. I’d taken the handkerchief from my pocket and begun wiping my palms. Already the handkerchief was sodden. I jammed it in my hip pocket and turned toward the alcove off the lower hallway. I had the average man’s reluctance to call the police, but I didn’t know what else to do.

In the small alcove, I picked up the phone and dialed. A quiet, bored voice cut short the ringing at the far end. “Police station, Precinct Five.”

“I want to report a missing person.”

“I’ll connect you with the bureau.”

A pause. I managed to light another cigarette while I waited.

A click. “Missing persons. Decoster speaking.”

“I want to report a missing person.”

“I figured as much. Your name?”

“Steve Griffin.”

“Address?”

“Six-four-two Tarrant Boulevard. Listen, it’s my wife …” Decoster sighed, as if this were an oft-repeated routine.

“Her name?”

“Maureen. She …”

“What makes you think she’s missing, Mr. Griffin?”

“She wouldn’t go out tonight …”

“Lots of folks go out in such weather.”

“But our car was here, the lights on in the house, and our little girl asleep upstairs when I got home.”

“Now look, Mr. Griffin,” he soothed. “She might have been called out by a friend, any number of things. We don’t list them as missing until they’ve been gone twenty-four hours.”

“She may be dead before then.”

“How’s that?”

“Two hours ago I was a hundred miles downstate. She phoned me. She said someone was trying to kill her and begged me to come home. When I arrived here, there was no sign of her.”

“I’ll be right over,” Decoster said.

I paced the floor until he got there, about ten minutes later. I was watching for him. I saw the police cruiser splash to a stop before the house. From the open front door I saw a tall thin man get out of the car. His raincoat flapped about his legs as he came through the rain to the house.

When he entered the living room I saw that he had loose, tired pouches beneath his eyes, and a thin, sallow face. His eyes were out of keeping with the rest of him. They were gray and sharp. He took off his hat. He was balding.

“Mr. Griffin?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Decoster.”

“I’m glad you came.”

He looked from me, around the living room, as if it could tell him the sort of people with whom he was dealing. “Give it to me,” he said.

“You got most of it over the phone. She’s not a hysterical sort of woman. She wouldn’t have imagined someone was after her.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. She said she’d tell me when I got here.”

“I see. Man or woman?”

“She said it was a man.”

“Then she knew who it was?”

“I think she did. He tried to run her down twice with a car. A heavy green sedan. Like the car we own.”

“That’s odd. Got a picture of her?”

I picked up a picture of Maureen from a corner table. As Decoster took it, I watched him.

“Pixie,” he said, “mischievous. Slanted eyes. Nice teeth. She won’t be hard to recognize.”

He moved to the front door, stood facing the night, and made a gesture with his hand. A second later the cruiser door slammed, and a young cop in uniform came up the walk.

“I think we’ve got a missing one, all right,” Decoster said. “Get a description of her on the air right away. You’ve already got the name and address.”

“Yes, sir,” the young cop said. He turned and, carrying Maureen’s picture, vanished in the direction of the cruiser.

As Decoster came from the doorway, I said, “If you’d blanket the area, you might catch him.”

The pale brows moved up.

“When I came in,” I explained, “I found a still moist cigarette butt in the ash tray. It was free of lipstick. My wife didn’t smoke it, I’m sure. He must have.”

Decoster looked at my face. “Sit down,” he suggested, “and we’ll talk.”

“Talk! Why don’t you do something?”

He touched my shoulder. “I understand your feelings—but don’t take them out on us.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“That’s all right,” he remarked. “Even if you’re correct in your guess about the cigarette, he won’t be in the open, a sitting duck waiting with her for us. He could be in any part of the city by this time. It’ll be the system that nails him, Griffin. A criminal may be smarter than an individual cop, half a dozen individual cops, but the system is the product of too many brains. It’s been tried and tested and refined too many times. The system will get him. Now,” he suggested, giving me his undivided attention as if I were the only customer he’d had in the past five years, “tell me about her.”

I sat down slowly. “What do you want to know?”

“Anything you can think of. Her habits, friends, likes, dislikes, activities. Her enemies.”

“She didn’t have any—not that kind.”

He smiled and waited, and I went cold all over. The message was in his eyes: Oh, yes, she did; she had at least one of that kind.

“I’ll kill him,” I said. “If he harms her, I’ll kill him.”

“You were going to tell me about her,” Decoster said.

“Yes,” I said. I sagged suddenly with fatigue, looking at the floor, trying to think of something to say about her. “She was a woman—like a million other women. She had her home and family. This was her world. Violence and deviltry were things that appeared only in newspaper headlines.”

I found relief in talking of her. Decoster was a good listener, his attention unwavering.

I tried to show him what she was like, her strange mixture of maturity and perpetual adolescence. Just when you were convinced that her outlook would be forever youthful and unsullied, she would reveal a knowledge of life that should have belonged to an ancient philosopher. At the moment it seemed she would shy from a puppy’s bark, she would show a flash of grit and determination sufficient to put a mastiff to flight.

With a nod, a word, a facial expression, Decoster kept me talking.

I told him how we’d met, how we lived. He learned that she’d been an actress who’d achieved only a very minor success. Her eyes still became nostalgic if talk turned to things theatrical.

“Perhaps she’s still gnawed by ambition,” Decoster said, careful to keep mention of her in the present tense.

“She was never ‘gnawed by ambition,’ as you put it. She enjoyed acting. She liked late hours and the excitement of being in the center of the stage. But she’s spoken very little of her acting since Penny was born.”

“I see. What about yourself?”

“What do you mean?”

“How do you earn your living?”

“I’m a minor partner in a plastics firm headed by Willis Burke. We became friends in Japan, during the Korean action.”

“He come from the Burke family the downtown street’s named after?”

I nodded. “His family have been prominent here for several generations.”

“I know. The history of this town has been spotted with the name Burke since the city was chartered.”

“Will used an inheritance to put up most of the money when we started the firm,” I said. “He’s the executive, the organizer, the desk man. I run things in the field.”

“Then you’re away from home a great deal?”

“Most of the time… .” I stopped speaking. We sat looking at each other. Carefully, I put my hands on the arms of the chair. “Do all cops have dirty minds?”

“Now, you just remember this”—Decoster’s face seemed longer, thinner: “There are only three possible explanations for someone being after her, Griffin. First, the man might be a nut. Second, he might have mistaken her for someone else.”

“And third?”

“Third—in your absences she’s been up to something that made somebody want to kill her.” He said it gently.

I held to the arms of the chair to keep from hitting him.
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