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INTRODUCTION

Fifty years is a lot of stories.

When I first started to think about assembling an anthology to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, I looked across my desk at the wall that holds all the issues of the magazine since December 1956 and thought, Oh, brother. I decided to get some help in determining which stories represented the best of the magazine’s illustrious history.

I appealed to our readers in a notice in the magazine, asking them to write in and tell us their favorite stories. The response was wonderful. Some correspondents named a single story that had lingered in their minds for years. Some named a favorite author (“Anything by Stephen Wasylyk”). Others sent us on a series of treasure hunts with the words, “I don’t remember the title or author, but …” Often these correspondents could describe a story in such detail that we were actually able to identify it.

These letters were yet further proof to us that AHMM is blessed with faithful readers who have continued to subscribe to the magazine for years, or even generations; in many ways they feel the magazine “belongs” to them. The letters also reminded us of the power of the short story. These stories may have been published in a small monthly magazine, but they are much more than ephemeral entertainment. Their plots and characters, their ironies and emotional impact possess an enduring resonance. They stay with us for years, often long after the issue of the magazine has disappeared.

There is no doubt the early popularity of the magazine was aided by its clear association with Alfred Hitchcock. The magazine was founded in the mid-fifties by Richard E. Decker and H.S.D. Publications, at the time, the publishers of Manhunt. They made the agreement with the famous director to lend his name to the magazine.

Soon the producers of the popular half-hour television program Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1955–61) were mining the young magazine for published stories that they could turn into teleplays. Borden Deal’s “A Bottle of Wine,” from the very first issue of AHMM, was quickly selected for the show. Subsequently, stories by AHMM authors Henry Slesar, Talmage Powell, James Holding, Jack Ritchie, Ed Lacy, and Robert Bloch, to name a few, were turned into teleplays and filmed for Alfred Hitchcock Presents or its later incarnation, The Alfred Hitchcock Hour (1962–65).

Since the early days, the magazine has welcomed both seasoned pros as well as young writers still carving a niche for themselves in the mystery world. During the 1960s, AHMM published early stories by writers who today are Grand Masters of the field, including Donald E. Westlake and Hillary Waugh.

In 1975 Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine was purchased by Davis Publications, which also published Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. While other fiction digests were disappearing, AHMM became even more solidly established in the seventies under the stewardship of editor Eleanor Sullivan, who regularly published such talented writers as Lawrence Block and Bill Pronzini.

Cathleen Jordan came on board as editor in 1981 and quickly broadened the magazine’s appeal to reach thousands of short story readers across the country. She also continued AHMM’s tradition of being receptive to unpublished or unknown writers. Doug Allyn, Rob Kantner, Martin Limón, and I. J. Parker are a handful of the many writers who got their start in the pages of AHMM.

With the help of our readers, I have chosen a representative sampling of AHMM stories from the past five decades. They are all engaging, finely crafted stories, and they exemplify the range and variety AHMM has offered over the years. Whether you are coming to them for the first time or reading them again, you can be assured of entertainment. If you are a student of writing, the stories are worth studying for their craftsmanship. As a collection, the stories show the stylistic evolution of the popular short story. In this collection you will find writers you recognize and writers that deserve more attention.

Even though fifty years may not seem like that much time, American culture has evolved in ways both subtle and dramatic, and those shifts are reflected in the stories. The Civil Rights movement, the sexual revolution and women’s rights, the Vietnam war, the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the increasingly multicultural nature of our society are just some of the changes that inform these stories, giving them a relevance beyond their primary mandate, to entertain.

For their part in making this anthology come to fruition, I would like to thank Pegasus Books founder and editor, Claiborne Hancock; Dell Magazines marketing and subrights manager, Abby Browning; my assistants Nicole K. Sia and Jonas Eno-Van Fleet; and all of the readers who submitted their superb suggestions.

Linda Landrigan

April 2006, New York



JIM THOMPSON

THE FRIGHTENING FRAMMIS  

February 1957

NOW RECOGNIZED as one of the great masters of noir, Jim Thompson supported himself with a variety of jobs ranging from oil worker and professional gambler to journalist. He published twenty-six novels, including The Killer Inside Me, After Dark, My Sweet, and The Grifters. Thompson appeared in the very first issue of AHMM, and in that story he introduced hustler Mitch Allison, who returns in this story as well.
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For perhaps the hundredth time that day, Mitch Allison squared his shoulders, wreathed his face with an engaging grin, and swung his thumb in a gesture as old as hitchhiking. And for perhaps the hundredth time his appeal was rudely ignored. The oncoming car roared down on him and past him, wiping the forced grin from his face with the nauseous blast of its exhausts.

Mitch cursed it hideously as he continued walking, damning the car’s manufacturer, its owner, and finally, and most fulsomely, himself.

“Just couldn’t be satisfied, could you?” he grumbled bitterly. “Sitting right up on top of the world, and it wasn’t good enough for you. Well, how do you like this, you stupid dull-witted moronic blankety-blank-blank!”

Mitch Allison was not the crying kind. He had grown up in a world where tears were more apt to inspire annoyance than sympathy, and a sob was likely to get you a punch in the throat. Still, he was very close to weeping now. If there had been any tears in him, he would have bawled with sheer shame and self-exasperation.

Less than a day ago, he had possessed almost twenty thousand dollars, the proceeds from robbing his wife, swindling the madam of a parlor house and pulling an intricate double double-cross on several “business” associates. Moreover, since it had been imperative for him to clear out of Los Angeles, his home town, he had had a deluxe stateroom on the eastbound Super Chief. Then …

Well, there was this elderly couple. Retired farmers, ostensibly, who had just sold their orange grove for a five-figure sum. So Mitch had tied into them, as the con man’s saying is, suggesting a friendly little card game. What happened then was figuratively murder.

The nice old couple had taken him like Grant took Richmond. Their apparently palsied hands had made the cards perform in a manner which even Mitch, with all his years of suckering chumps, would have declared impossible. He couldn’t believe his own eyes, his own senses. His twenty grand was gone and the supposed suckers were giving him the merry ha-ha in a matter of two hours.

Mitch had threatened to beat them into hamburger if they didn’t return his dough. And that, of course, was a mistake, the compounding of one serious error with another. For the elderly couple—far more practiced in the con than he—had impeccable references and identification, while Mitch’s were both scanty and lousy.

He couldn’t establish legitimate ownership to twenty cents, let alone twenty grand. Certainly, he was in no position to explain how he had come by that twenty grand. His attempts to do so, when the old couple summoned the conductor, had led him into one palpable lie after another. In the end, he had had to jump the train, sans baggage and ceremony, to avoid arrest.

So now, here he was. Broke, disgusted, footsore, hungry, hitch-hiking his way back to Los Angeles, where he probably would get killed as soon as he was spotted. Even if no one else cared to murder him, his wife, Bette, would be itching to do so. Still, a guy had to go some place, didn’t he? And having softened up Bette before, perhaps he could do it again. It was a chance—his only chance.

A hustling man needs a good front. Right now, Mitch looked like the king of the tramps.

Brushing the sweat from his eyes, he paused to stare at a sign attached to a roadside tree: Los Angeles—125 Miles. He looked past the sign, into the inviting shade of the trees beyond it. The ocean would be over there somewhere, not too far from the highway. If he could wash up a little, rinse out his shirt and underwear …

He sighed, shook his head, and walked on. It wasn’t worth the trouble, he decided. It wasn’t safe. The way his luck was running, he’d probably wade into a school of sharks.

In the distance, he heard another car approaching. Wearily, knowing he had to try, Mitch turned and swung his thumb.

It was a Cadillac, a big black convertible. As it began to slow down, Mitch had a feeling that no woman had ever given him such a going over and seemed to like so well what she saw as the one sitting next to the Cad’s driver.

The car came on, slower and slower. It came even with him, and the woman asked, “How far to El Ciudad?”

“El Ciudad?—” the car was creeping past him; Mitch had to trot along at its side to answer the question. “You mean, the resort? About fifty miles, I think.”

“I see.” The woman stared at him searchingly. “Would you like a ride?” she asked.

“Would I!”

She winked at Mitch, spoke over her shoulder to the man behind the wheel. “All right, stupid. Stop. We’re giving this guy a ride.”

The man grunted a dispirited curse. The car stopped, then spurted forward savagely as Mitch clambered into the back seat.

“What a jerk!” The woman stared disgustedly at her companion. “Can’t even give a guy a ride without trying to break his neck!”

“Dry up,” the man said wearily. “Drop dead.”

“So damned tight you squeak! If I’d only known what you were like before I married you!”

“Ditto. Double you in spades.”

The woman took a pint of whiskey from the glove compartment, drank from it, and casually handed it back to Mitch. He took a long, thirsty drink and started to pass the bottle back. But she had turned away again, become engrossed in nagging at her husband.

Mitch was just a little embarrassed by the quarrel, but only a little. Mitch Allison was not a guy to be easily or seriously embarrassed. He took another drink, then another. Gratefully, he settled down into the deeply upholstered seat, listening disinterestedly to the woman’s brittle voice and her husband’s retorts.

“Jerk! Stingy! Selfish …,” she was saying.

“Aw, Babe, lay off, will you? It’s our honeymoon, and I’m taking you to one of the nicest places in the country.”

“Oh, sure! Taking me there during the off-season! Because you’re just too cheap and jealous to live it up a little. Because you don’t want anyone to see me!”

“Now, that isn’t so, Babe. I just want to be alone with you, that’s all.”

“Well, I don’t want to be alone with you! One week in a lifetime is enough for me …”

Mitch wondered what kind of chump he could be to take that sort of guff from a dame. In his own case, if Bette had ever talked that way to him—pow! She’d be spitting out teeth for the next year.

The woman’s voice grew louder, sharper. The slump to her husband’s shoulders became more pronounced. Incuriously, Mitch tried to determine what he looked like without those outsize sun-glasses and the pulled-low motoring cap. But he didn’t figure long. The guy straightened suddenly, swerved the car off into a grass-grown trail, and slammed on the brakes.

Mitch was almost thrown from the seat. The husband leapt from the car and went stomping off into the trees. She called after him angrily—profanely. Without turning, he disappeared from view.

The woman shrugged and looked humorously at Mitch. “Some fun, huh, mister? Guess I rode hubby a little too hard.”

“Yeah,” said Mitch. “Seems that you did.”

“Well, he’ll be back in a few minutes. Just has to sulk a little first.”

She was red-haired, beautiful in a somewhat hard-faced way. But there was nothing hard-looking about her figure. She had the kind of shape a guy dreams about, but seldom sees.

Mitch’s eyes lingered on her. She noticed his gaze.

“Like me, mister?” she said softly. “Like to stay with me?”

“Huh?” Mitch licked his lips. “Now, look, lady—”

“Like to have this car? Like to have half of fifty thousand dollars?”

Mitch always had been a fast guy on the uptake, but this babe was pitching right past him.

“Now, look,” he repeated shakily. “I—I—”

“You look,” she said. “Take a good look.”

There was a briefcase on the front seat. She opened it and handed it back to Mitch. And Mitch looked. He reached inside, took out a handful of its contents.

The briefcase was filled, or at least half filled, with traveler’s checks of one-hundred-dollar denominations. Filled, practically speaking, with one hundred dollar bills. They would have to be countersigned, of course, but that was—

“—a cinch,” the woman said intently. “Look at the signature. No curlycues, no fancy stuff. All you have to do is sign the name, Martin Lonsdale—just sign it plain and simple—and we’re in.”

“But—” Mitch shook his head. “But I’m not—”

“But you could be Martin Lonsdale—you could be my husband. If you were dressed up, if you had his identification.” Her voice faded at the look Mitch gave her, then resumed again, sulkily.

“Why not, anyway? I’ve got a few rights, haven’t I? He promised me the world with a ring around it if I’d marry him, and now I can’t get a nickel out of him. I can’t even tap his wallet, because he keeps all of his dough out of my hands with tricks like this.”

“Tough,” said Mitch. “That’s really tough, that is.”

He returned the checks to the briefcase, snapped the lock on it, and tossed it back into the front seat. “How could I use his identification unless he was dead? Think he’d just go to sleep somewhere until I cashed the checks and made a getaway?”

The girl flounced around in the seat. Then she shrugged and got out. “Well,” she said, “as long as that’s the way you feel …”

“We’ll get hubby, right?” Mitch also got out of the car. “Sure, we will—you and me together. We’ll see that he gets back safe and sound, won’t we?”

She whirled angrily and stomped off ahead of him. Grinning, Mitch followed her through the trees and underbrush. There was an enticing roll to her hips—a deliberately exaggerated roll. She drew her skirt up a little, on the pretext of quickening her stride, and her long perfectly shaped legs gleamed alluringly in the shade-dappled sunlight. Mitch admired the display dispassionately. Admired it, without being in the least tempted by it.

She was throwing everything she had at him, and what she had was plenty. And he, Mitch Allison, would be the first guy to admit that she had it. Still, she was a bum, a hundred and ten pounds of pure poison. Mitch grimaced distastefully. He wished she would back-talk him a little, give him some reason to put the slug on her, and he knew she was too smart to do it.

They emerged from the trees, came out on the face of a cliff overlooking the ocean. The man’s trail clearly led here, but he was nowhere in sight. Mitch shot an inquiring glance at the girl. She shrugged, but her face had paled. Mitch stepped cautiously to the edge of the cliff and looked down.

Far below—a good one hundred feet at least—was the ocean, roiled, oily looking, surging thunderously with the great foam-flecked waves of the incoming tide. It was an almost straight up-and-down drop to the water. About halfway down, snagged on a bush that sprouted from the cliff face, was a man’s motoring cap.

Mitch’s stomach turned sickishly. Then he jumped and whirled as a wild scream rent the air.

It was the girl. She was kneeling, sobbing hysterically, at the base of a tree. Her husband’s coat was there, suspended from a broken-off branch, and she was holding a slip of paper in her hands.

“I didn’t mean it!” she wept. “I wouldn’t have done it! I was just sore, and—”

Mitch told her curtly to shut up. He took the note from her and read it, his lips pursed with a mixture of disdain and regret.

It was too bad, certainly. Death was always regrettable, whether brought on by one’s own hand or another’s. Still, a guy who would end his life over a dame like this one—well, the world hadn’t lost much by the action and neither had he.

Mitch wadded the note and tossed it over the cliff. He frisked the coat and tossed it after the note. Then, briskly, he examined the wallet and personal papers of the late Martin Lonsdale.

There was a telegram, confirming reservations at El Ciudad hotel and Country Club. There was a registration certificate—proof of ownership—on the Cadillac. There was a driver’s license and a photostat of Martin Lonsdale’s discharge from the army. Mitch examined the last two items with particular care.

Brown hair, gray eyes—yep, that was all right; that matched the description of his own eyes and hair. Weight one hundred and eighty—right on the nose again. Complexion fair—okay, also. Height six feet one inch …

Mitch frowned slightly. Lonsdale hadn’t looked to be over five eight or nine, so—So? So nothing. Lonsdale’s shoulders had been slumped; he, Mitch, had only seen the man on his feet for a few seconds. At any rate, the height on the papers matched his own and that was all that mattered.

The girl was still on her knees, weeping. Mitch told her to knock it off, for God’s sake, and when she persisted he kicked her lightly in the stomach. That stopped the tears, but it pulled the stopper on some of the dirtiest language he had ever heard.

Mitch listened to it for a moment, then gave her a stinging slap on the jaw. “You’ve just passed the first plateau,” he advised her pleasantly. “From now on, you won’t get less than a handful of knuckles. Like to try for it, or will you settle for what you have?”

“You dirty, lousy, two-bit tinhorn.” She glared at him, “I just lost my husband, and—”

“Which was just what you wanted,” Mitch nodded, “so cut the fake sob stuff. You wanted him dead. Okay, you got your wish, and with no help from me. So now let’s see if we can’t do a little business together.”

“Why the hell should I do business with you? I’m his widow. I’ve got a legal claim on the car and dough.”

“Uh-huh,” Mitch nodded judiciously. “And maybe you can collect, too, if you care to wait long enough—and if there aren’t any other claims against the estate. And if, of course, you’re still alive.”

“Alive? What do you—?”

“I mean you might be executed. For murder, you know. A certain tall and handsome young man might tell the cops you pushed Martin off of that cliff.”

He grinned at her. The girl’s eyes blazed, then dulled in surrender.

“All right,” she mumbled. “All right. But do you have to be so—so nasty, so cold-blooded? Can’t you act like—uh—”

Mitch hesitated. He had less than no use for her, and it was difficult to conceal the fact. Still, when you had to do business with a person, it was best to maintain the appearance of friendliness.

“We’ll get along all right, Babe.” He smiled boyishly, giving her a wink. “This El Ciudad place. Is Martin known there?”

“He was never even in California before.”

“Swell. That strengthens my identification. Gives us a highclass base of operations while we’re cashing the checks. There’s one more thing, though”—Mitch looked down at the telegram. “This only confirms a reservation for Martin Lonsdale.”

“Well? It wouldn’t necessarily have to mention his wife, would it? They have plenty of room at this time of the year.”

Mitch nodded. “Now, about the clothes. Maybe I’m wrong, but Marty looked quite a bit smaller than—”

“They’ll fit you,” the girl said firmly. “Marty bought his clothes a little large. Thought they wore longer that way, you know.”

She proved to be right. Except for his shoes, the dead man’s clothes fitted Mitch perfectly.

Mitch retained only his own shoes and socks and threw his other clothes into the ocean. Redressed in clean underwear, an expensive white shirt and tie, and a conservative-looking blue serge suit, he climbed behind the wheel of the car. The girl, Babe, snuggled close to him. He backed out onto the highway and headed for El Ciudad.

“Mmmm …” Babe laid her head against his shoulder. “This is nice, isn’t it, honey? And it’s going to be a lot nicer, isn’t it, when we get to the hotel?”

She shivered deliciously. Mitch suppressed a shudder.

“We’ll cash the checks,” she murmured, “and split the dough. And we’ll sell the car, and split on that. We’ll divide everything, even-stephen, won’t we, honey?… Well, won’t we?”

“Oh, sure. Naturally,” Mitch said hastily. “You just bet we will!”

And he added silently: Like hell!

2.

EL CIUDAD IS just a few miles beyond the outer outskirts of Los Angeles. A truly magnificent establishment during the tourist season, it was now, in mid-summer, anything but. The great lawns were brown, tinder-dry. The long rows of palm trees were as unappetizing as banana stalks. The tennis courts were half hidden by weeds. Emptied of water, and drifted almost full of dried leaves and rubble, the swimming pool looked like some mammoth compost pit. The only spots of brightness were the red-and-white mailbox at the head of the driveway and a green telephone booth at the first tee of the golf course.

Briefly, the exterior of the place was a depressing mess, and inside it was even less prepossessing. The furniture was draped with dust covers. Painter’s drop cloths, lumber, and sacks of plaster were strewn about the marble floor. Scaffolds reared toward the ceiling, and ladders were propped along the walls.

There was only a skeleton staff on duty; they were as dejected-looking as the establishment itself. The manager, also doubling as clerk, was unshaven and obviously suffering from a hangover. He apologized curtly for the disarray, explaining that the workmen who were refurbishing the place had gone on strike.

“Not that it makes much difference,” he added. “Of course, we regret the inconvenience to you”—he didn’t appear to regret it—“but you’re our only guests.”

He cashed one of the hundred-dollar checks for Mitch, his fingers lingering hungrily over the money. A bellboy in a baggy uniform showed “Mr. and Mrs. Lonsdale” to their suite. It consisted of two rooms and a connecting bath. Mitch looked it over, dismissed the bellboy with a dollar tip, and dropped into a chair in front of the air-conditioning vent.

“You know,” he told Babe, “I’m beginning to understand your irritation with Marty. If this is a sample of his behavior, going to a winter resort in the middle of summer—”

“A double-distilled jerk,” Babe agreed. “Scared to death that someone might make a play for me.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Mitch frowned thoughtfully. “You’re sure that was his only reason? No matter how scared he was of competition, this deal just doesn’t seem to make sense.”

“Well—” the girl hesitated. “Of course, he probably didn’t know it would be this bad.”

The kitchens and dining room of El Ciudad were not in operation, but the bellboy made and served them soggy sand-wiches and muddy coffee. He also supplied them with a bottle of whiskey at double the retail price. They had a few drinks and ate. Then, with another drink before him, Mitch sat down at the desk and began practicing the signature of Martin Lonsdale.

For the one check—the one cashed by the manager—he had done all right. There was only a hundred dollars involved, and the manager had no reason to suspect the signature. But it would be a different story tomorrow when he began hitting the banks. Then he would be cashing the checks in wholesale lots, cashing them with people whose business it was to be suspicious. His forgeries would have to be perfect, or else.

So he practiced and continued to practice, pausing occasionally to massage his hand or to exchange a word with the girl. When, finally, he achieved perfection, he started to work on the checks. Babe stopped him, immediately wary and alarmed.

“Why are you doing that? Aren’t they supposed to be countersigned where they’re cashed?”

Mitch shrugged. “Not necessarily. I can write my name in front of the person who does the cashing. Just establish, you know, that my signature is the same as the one on the checks.”

“Yes, but why—”

“To save time, dammit! This is a forgery job, remember? We hold all the cards, but it is forgery. Which means we have to hit and get—cash in and disappear. Because sooner or later, there’s going to be a rumble. Now, if you’re afraid I’m going to lam out with these things—”

“Oh, now, of course I’m not, honey.” But she stuck right with him until he had finished countersigning the checks. She was quite prepared, in fact, to spend the rest of the night. Mitch didn’t want that. He shoved the checks back into the briefcase, locked it, and thrust it into her hands.

“Keep it,” he said. “Put it under your pillow. And now get out of here so I can get some sleep.”

He began to undress. The girl looked at him, poutingly.

“But, honey. I thought we were going to—uh—”

“We’re both worn out,” Mitch pointed out, “and there’s another night coming.”

He climbed into bed and turned on his side. Babe left, reluctantly. She took the briefcase with her, and she locked the connecting door on her side of the bathroom.

Mitch rolled over on his back. Wide-eyed, staring up into the darkness, he pondered the problem of giving Babe a welldeserved rooking. It was simple enough in a way—that is, the preliminary steps were simple enough. After—and if—he successfully cashed the checks tomorrow, he had only to catch her off guard and put her on ice for the night. Bind and gag her, and lock her up in one of the clothes closets. From that point on, however, he wasn’t sure what to do. Or, rather, he knew what to do, but he didn’t know how the hell he was going to do it.

He couldn’t scram in the Cad. A wagon like that would leave a trail a blind man could follow. For similar reasons, he couldn’t zoom away in a taxi—if, that is, it was possible to get taxi service this far from the city.

How was he going to do it, then? Equally important, where would he hide out if he was able to do it? For he would sure as hell have to hide out fast after this caper. Babe would squawk bloody murder. It wouldn’t make her anything, but she’d sure squawk. Her body was soft and lush, but one look at that cast-iron mug of hers, and you knew she would.

So …?

Mitch scowled in the darkness. Now, Bette, his wife, had a nondescript car. She could get him away from here, and she could hide him out indefinitely. She could—but it was preposterous to think that she would. Not after that last stunt he’d pulled on her.

Yes, he’d planned on pleading for forgiveness before his meeting with Martin and Babe Lonsdale. But the situation had been different then. There wasn’t any fifty grand at stake. There wasn’t the risk of a long prison stretch. If he appealed to Bette, he’d have to give her the full pitch on this deal. Which meant, naturally, that he’d be completely at her mercy. And if she wasn’t feeling merciful, if he couldn’t fast-talk her into giving him a break, well, that would be the end of the sleigh ride.

Enter the cops. Exit Mitch Allison and fifty grand.

I’m going to have to stop crooking everyone, Mitch thought. From now on I’m going to be honest, with at least one person.

He fell asleep on this pious thought. Almost immediately, it seemed, it was morning and Babe was shaking him awake.

They headed into Los Angeles, stopping at a roadside diner for breakfast. As they ate, Mitch consulted the classified telephone directory, organizing an itinerary for the day’s operations. Because of the time factor, his targets—the banks—had to be in the same general area. On the other hand, they had to be separated by a discreet distance, lest he be spotted in going from one to another. Needless to say, it was also essential that he tackle only independent banks. The branch banks, with their central refer system, would nail a paper pusher on his second try.

Babe watched Mitch work, admiration in her eyes—and increasing caution. Here is one sharp cookie, she thought. As sharp as he was tough. A lot sharper than she’d ever be. Being the kind of dame she was, she’d contemplated throwing a curve to win. Now she knew that wouldn’t do it; she’d have to put the blocks to him before he could do it to her.

She was lingering in the background when he approached the teller’s cage at the first bank. She was never more than a few feet away from him throughout the day, one of the most nerve-wracking in Mitch Allison’s career.

He began by pushing ten of the traveler’s checks, a thousand bucks, at a time. A lead-pipe cinch was his appearance and identification. Usually a teller would do it on his own, or, if not, an executive’s okay was a mere formality. Unfortunately, as Mitch soon realized, these thousand-dollar strikes couldn’t get the job done. He was too short on time. He’d run out of banks before he ran out of checks. So he upped the ante to two grand, and finally to three, and things really tightened up.

Tellers automatically referred him to executives. The executives passed him up the line to their superiors. He was questioned, quizzed, studied narrowly. Again and again, his credentials were examined—the description on them checked off, item by item, with his own appearance. By ten minutes of three, when he disposed of the last check, his nerves were in knots.

He and Babe drove to a nearby bar, where he tossed down a few quick ones. Considerably calmer then, he headed the car toward El Ciudad.

“Look, honey,” Babe turned suddenly in the seat and faced him. “Why are we going back to that joint, anyway? We’ve got the dough. Why not just dump this car for a price and beat it?”

“Just go off and leave our baggage? Start a lot of inquiries?” Mitch shook his head firmly.

“Well, no, I guess that wouldn’t be so good, would it? But you said we ought to disappear fast. When are we going to do it?”

Mitch slanted a glance at her, deliberating over his reply. “I can get a guy here in LA to shoot me a come-quick telegram. It’ll give us a legitimate excuse for pulling out tomorrow morning.”

Babe nodded dubiously. She suggested that Mitch phone his friend now, instead of calling through El Ciudad’s switchboard. Mitch said that he couldn’t.

“The guy works late, see? He wouldn’t be home yet. I’ll call him from that phone booth out on the golf course. That’ll keep anyone from listening in.”

“I see,” Babe repeated. “You think of everything, don’t you, darling?”

They had dinner at a highway drive-in. Around dusk, Mitch brought the car to a stop on El Ciudad’s parking lot. Babe reached hesitantly for the briefcase. Mitch told her to go right ahead and take it with her.

“Just don’t forget, sweetheart. I can see both entrances to the joint, and I’ve got the keys to this buggy.”

“Now, don’t you worry one bit,” Babe smiled at him brightly. “I’ll be right inside waiting for you.”

She headed for the hotel, waving to him gayly as she passed through the entrance. Mitch sauntered out to the phone booth and placed a call to Bette. Rather, since she hung up on him the first two times, he placed three calls.

At last she stayed on the wire and he was able to give her the pitch. The result was anything but reassuring. She said she’d be seeing him—she’d be out just as fast as she could make it. And he could depend on it. But there was an ominous quality to her voice, a distinctly unwifely tone. Before he could say anything more, she slammed the receiver for the third and last time.

Considerably disturbed, Mitch walked back across the dead and dying grass and entered the hotel. The manager-clerk’s eyes shied away from him. The elevator-bellboy was similarly furtive. Absorbed in his worry over Bette, Mitch didn’t notice. He got off at his floor and started down the hall, ducking around scaffolding, wending his way through a littered jungle of paint cans, plaster, and wallpaper.

He came to the door of his room. He turned the knob and entered.

And something crashed down on his head.

3.

IT WAS DARK when Mitch regained consciousness. He sat up, massaging his aching head, staring dizzily at the shattered glass on the floor—remains of a broken whiskey bottle. Then he remembered; realization came to him. Ripping out a curse, he ran to the window.

The Cad was still there on the parking lot. Yes, and the keys were still in his pocket. Mitch whirled, ran through the bath, and kicked open the door to the other room.

It was empty, in immaculate order, sans Babe and sans baggage. There was nothing to indicate that it ever had been tenanted. Mitch tottered back into his own room, and there was a knock on the door and he flung it open.

A man walked in and closed it behind him. He looked at Mitch. He looked down at the broken bottle. He shook his head in mild disapproval.

“So you are supposedly a sick man, Marty,” he said gutturally. “So you have a great deal of money—my money. So drunk you should not get.”

“H-huh? W-what?” Mitch said. “Who the hell are you?”

“So I am The Pig,” the man said. “Who else?”

The name suited him. Place a pecan on top of a hen’s egg and you’ve got a good idea of his appearance. He was perhaps five feet tall, and he probably weighed three hundred pounds. His arms were short almost to the point of deformity. He had a size six head and a size sixty waistline.

Mitch stared at him blankly, silently. The Pig apparently misunderstood his attitude.

“So you are not sure of me,” he said. “So I will take it from the top and give you proof. So you are The Man’s good and faithful servant through all his difficulties. So The Man passes the word that you are to pay me fifty thousand dollars for services rendered. So you are a very sick man anyway and have little to lose if detected while on the errand—”

“Wait a minute!” Mitch said. “I—I’m not—”

“So you are to transport the money in small traveler’s checks. So you cannot be robbed. So they can be easily cashed without attracting unwanted attention. So you have had a day to cash them. So”—the Pig concluded firmly—“you will give me the fifty thousand.”

Mitch’s mouth was very dry. Slowly, the various pieces of a puzzle were beginning to add up. And what they added up to was curtains—for him. He’d really stepped into something this time: a Grade-A jam, an honest-to-Hannah, double-distilled frammis. The Pig’s next words were proof of the fact.

“So you know how I earned the fifty G’s, Marty. So you would not like me to give you a demonstration. It is better to die a natural death.”

“N-now—now, listen!” Mitch stammered. “You’ve got the wrong guy, I’m not Martin Lonsdale. I’m—I’m … Look, I’ll show you.” He started to reach for his wallet. And groaned silently, remembering. He had thrown it away. There was a risk of being caught with two sets of identification, so—

“So?” The Pigs said.

“I—Look! Call this Man, whoever he is. Let me talk to him. He can tell you I’m not—”

“So,” The Pig grunted, “who can call Alcatraz? So—” he added, “I will have the money, Marty.”

“I don’t have it! My wife—I mean the dame I registered in with—has it. She had the room next to mine, and—”

“So, but no. So I checked the registry myself. So there has been no woman with you.”

“I tell you there was! These people here—they’re hungry as hell, see, and she had plenty of dough to bribe them …” He broke off, realizing how true his words were. He resumed again, desperately: “Let me give you the whole pitch, tell you just what happened right from the beginning! I was trying to thumb a ride, see, and this big Cadillac stopped for me. And …”

Mitch told him the tale.

The Pig was completely unimpressed.

“So that is a fifty-grand story? So a better one I could buy for a nickel.”

“But it’s true! Would I make up a yarn like that? Would I come here, knowing that you’d show up to collect?”

“So people do stupid things.” The Pig shrugged. “So, also, I am a day early.”

“But, dammit!—” There was a discreet rap on the door. Then, it opened and Bette came in.

This Bette was a honey, a little skimpy in the chin department, perhaps, but she had plenty everywhere else. A burlesque house stripteaser, her mannerisms and dress sometimes caused her to be mistaken for a member of a far older profession.

Mitch greeted her with almost hysterical gladness. “Tell this guy, honey! For God’s sake, tell him who I am!”

“Tell him …?” Bette hesitated, her eyes flickering. “Why, you’re Martin Lonsdale, I guess. If this is your room. Didn’t you send for me to—”

“N-nno!” Mitch burbled. “Don’t do this to me, honey! Tell him who I really am. Please!—”

One of The Pig’s fat arms moved casually. The fist at the end of it smashed into Mitch’s face. It was like being slugged with a brick. Mitch stumbled and fell flat across the bed. Dully, as from a distance, he heard a murmur of conversation …

“… had a date with him, a hundred-dollar date. And I came all the way out here from Los Angeles …”

“So Marty has another date. So I will pay the hundred dollars myself …”

There was a crisp rustle, then a dulcet, “Oh, aren’t you nice!” Then the door opened and closed, and Bette was gone. And The Pig slowly approached the bed. He had a hand in his pocket. There was a much bigger bulge in his pocket than a hand should make.

Mitch feigned unconsciousness until The Pig’s hand started coming out of his pocket. Then Mitch’s legs whipped up in a blur of motion. He went over backwards in a full somersault, landed on the other side of the bed, gripped and jerked it upward.

Speed simply wasn’t The Pig’s forte. He just wasn’t built for it. He tried to get out of the way and succeeded only in tripping over his own feet. The bed came down on him, pinning him to the floor. Mitch sent him to sleep with a vicious kick in the head.

Mitch realized he had been moving in a blur. But now his mind was crystal clear, sharper than it ever had been.

Where was Babe? Simple. Since she couldn’t have ridden away from the place, she must have walked. And Mitch was positive he knew where she had walked to.

What to do with The Pig? Also simple. The materials for taking care of him were readily at hand.

Mitch turned on the water in the bathtub. He went out into the hall and returned with two sacks full of quick-drying plaster …

He left The Pig very well taken care of, sitting in plaster up to his chin. Then, guessing that it would be faster, he ran down the stairs and out to the Cadillac. Wheels spinning, he whipped it down the horseshoe driveway and out onto the highway.

He slowed down after a mile or two, peering off to his right at the weed-grown fields that lay opposite the ocean. Suddenly, he jerked the car onto the shoulder and braked it to a stop. He got out; his eyes narrowed with grim satisfaction.

He was approximately parallel now with the place where he had assumed the identity of Martin Lonsdale. The place where Martin Lonsdale had supposedly committed suicide. And out there in this fallow field was an abandoned produce shed.

From the highway, it appeared to be utterly dark, deserted. But as Mitch leaped the ditch and approached it, he caught a faint flicker of light. He came up on the building silently. He peered through a crack in the sagging door.

There was a small stack of groceries in one corner of the room, also a large desert-type water bag. Blankets were spread out in another corner. Well back from the door, a can of beans was warming over a Sterno stove. A man stood over it, looking impatiently down at the food.

Mitch knew who he was, even without the sunglasses and cap. He also knew who he was not—for this man was bald and well under six feet tall.

Mitch kicked open the door and went in. The guy let out a startled “Gah!” as he flung himself forward, swinging.

He shouldn’t have done it, of course. Mitch was sore enough at him, as it was. A full uppercut, and the guy soared toward the roof. He came down, horizontal, landing amidst the groceries.

Mitch snatched him to his feet and slapped him back into consciousness. “All right. Let’s have the story. All of it and straight, get me? And don’t ask me what story or I’ll—”

“I w-won’t—I mean, I’ll tell you!” the man babbled frantically.

“We—tied into Lonsdale at a motor court. Figured he was carrying heavy, so Babe pulled the tears for a ride. We was just going to hold him up, you know. Honest to Gawd, that’s all! But—but—”

“But he put up a fight and you had to bump him.”

“Naw! No!” the man protested. “He dropped dead on us! I swear he did! I’d just pulled a knife on him—hadn’t touched him at all—when he keeled over! Went out like a light. I guess maybe he must have had a bad ticker or something, but anyway …”

Mitch nodded judiciously. The Pig had indicated that Lonsdale was in bad health. “So okay. Keep singing.”

“W-well, he didn’t have hardly any dough in cash like we thought he would. Just that mess of checks. But we’d pumped him for a lot of info, and we figured if we could find the right kind of chump—excuse me, Mister—I mean, a guy that could pass for Lonsdale—”

“So you did a little riding up and down the highway until you found him. And you just damned near got him killed!”

He gave the guy an irritated shake. The man whimpered apologetically. “We didn’t mean to, Mister. We really figured we was doing you a favor. Giving you a chance to make a piece of change.”

“I’ll bet. But skip it. Where’s Babe?”

“At the hotel.”

“Nuts!” Mitch slapped him. “You were going to hole up here until the heat was off! Now, where the hell is she?”

The man began to babble again. Babe hadn’t known how soon she could scram. There’d been no set time for joining him here. She had to be at the hotel. If she wasn’t, he didn’t know where she was.

“Maybe run out on me,” he added bitterly. “Never could trust her around the corner. I don’t see how she could get away, but—”

Mitch jerked a fist swiftly upward.

When the guy came to, he was naked and the room had been stripped of its food, water, and other supplies. His clothes and everything else were bundled into one of the blankets, which Mitch was just lugging out the door.

“Wait!” The man looked at him, fearfully. “What are you going to do?”

“The question,” said Mitch, “is what are you going to do.”

He departed. A mile or so back up the road, he threw the stuff into the ditch. He arrived at the hotel, parked, and indulged in some very deep thinking.

Babe had to be inside the joint. This money-hungry outfit was hiding her for a price. But exactly where she might be—in which of its numerous rooms, the countless nooks and crannies, cellars and sub-cellars that a place like this had—there was no way of telling. Or finding out. The employees would know nothing. They’d simply hide themselves if they saw him coming. And naturally he couldn’t search the place from top to bottom. It would take too long. Delivery men—possibly other guests—would be showing up. And there was The Pig to contend with. Someone must have driven him out here, and he would not have planned to stay later than morning. So someone would be calling for him, and—

Well, never mind. He had to find Babe. He had to do it fast. And since he had no way of learning her hiding place, there was only one thing to do. Force her out of it.

Leaving the hotel, Mitch walked around to the rear and located a rubbish pile. With no great difficulty, he found a five-gallon lard can and a quantity of rags. He returned to the parking lot. He shoved the can under the car’s gas tank and opened the petcock. While it was filling, he knotted the rags into a rope. Then, having shut off the flow of gasoline, he went to the telephone booth and called the hotel’s switchboard.

The clerk-manager answered. He advised Mitch to beat it before he called the cops. “I know you’re not Lonsdale, understand? I know you’re a crook. And if you’re not gone from the premises in five minutes—”

“Look who’s talking!” Mitch jeered. “Go ahead and call the cops! I’d like to see you do it, you liver-lipped, yellow-bellied—”

The manager hung up on him. Mitch called him back.

“Now, get this,” he said harshly. “You said I was a crook. All right, I am one and I’m dangerous. I’m a crib man, an explosives expert. I’ve got plenty of stuff to work with. So send that dame out here and do it fast, or I’ll blow your damned shack apart!”

“Really? My, my!” The man laughed sneeringly, but somewhat shakily. “Just think of that!”

“I’m telling you,” Mitch said, “And this is the last time I’ll tell you. Get that dame out of the woodwork, or there won’t be any left.”

“You wouldn’t dare! If you think you can bluff—”

“In exactly five minutes,” Mitch cut in, “the first charge will be set off, outside. If the dame doesn’t come out, your building goes up.”

He replaced the receiver, went back to the car. He picked up the rags and gasoline, moved down the walk to the red-and-white mailbox. It stood in the deep shadows of the porte cochere and he was not observed. Also, the hotel employees apparently were keeping far back from the entrance.

Mitch soaked the rag rope in the gasoline and tucked a length of it down inside the mailbox. Then he lifted the can and trickled its entire contents through the letter slot. It practically filled the box to the brim. The fluid oozed through its seams and dripped down upon the ground.

Mitch carefully scrubbed his hands with his handkerchief. Then he ignited a book of matches, dropped them on the end of the rope. And ran.

His flight was unnecessary, as it turned out. Virtually unnecessary. For the “bomb” was an almost embarrassing failure. There was a weak rumble, a kind of growl—a hungry man’s stomach, Mitch thought bitterly, would make a louder one. A few blasts of smoke, and the box jiggled a bit on its moorings. But that was the size of it. That was the “explosion.” It wouldn’t have startled a nervous baby. As for scaring those rats inside the joint, hell, they were probably laughing themselves sick.

Oh, sure, the box burned; it practically melted. And that would give them some trouble. But that didn’t help Mitch Allison any.

From far down the lawn, he looked dejectedly at the dying flames, wondering what to do now; he gasped, his eyes widening suddenly as two women burst through the entrance of El Ciudad.

One—the one in front—was Babe, barelegged, barefooted; dressed only in her bra and panties. She screamed as she ran, slapping and clawing wildly at her posterior. And it was easy to see why. For the woman chasing her was Bette, and Bette was clutching a blazing blow-torch.

She was holding it in front of her, its long blue flame aimed straight at the brassy blonde’s flanks. Babe increased her speed. But Bette stayed right with her.

They came racing down the lawn toward him. Then Bette tripped and stumbled, the torch flying from her hands. And at practically the same instant, Babe collided head-on with the steel flagpole. The impact knocked her senseless. Leaving her to listen to the birdies. Mitch sat down by Bette and drew her onto his lap. Bette threw her arms around him, hugging him frantically.

“You’re all right, honey? I was so worried about you! You didn’t really think I meant the way I acted, did you?”

“I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had,” Mitch said.

“Well, I didn’t. Of course, I was awfully mad at you, but you are my husband. I feel like murdering you myself lots of times, but I’m certainly not going to let anyone else do it!”

“That’s my girl.” Mitch kissed her fondly. “But—”

“I thought it was the best thing to do, honey. Just play dumb, and then go get some help. Well—”

“Just a minute,” Mitch interrupted. “Where’s your car?”

“Over by the ocean.” Bette pointed, continued. “Like I was saying, I found her listening out in the hall. I mean, she ducked away real fast, but I knew she had been listening. So I figured you’d probably be all right for a little while, and I’d better see about her.”

“Right,” Mitch nodded. “You did exactly right, honey.”

“Well, she had a room just a few doors away, Mitch. I guess they had to move her nearby because they didn’t have much time. Anyway, she went in and I went right in with her …”

She had asked Babe the score. Babe had told her to go jump, and Bette had gone to work on her, ripping off her clothes in the process. Babe had spilled, after a time. Bette had learned, consequently, that there would be no help for Mitch unless she provided it.

“So I locked her in and went back to your room. But you were gone, and I guessed you must be all right from the looks of things. That guy in the bathtub, I mean.” Bette burst into giggles, remembering. “He looked so funny, Mitch! How in the world do you ever think of those stunts?”

“Just comes natural, I guess,” Mitch murmured modestly. “Go on, precious.”

“Well, I went back to her room, and the clerk called and said you were threatening to blow up the place. But she wouldn’t go for it. She said she was going to stay right there, no matter what, and anyway you were just bluffing. Well, I was pretty sure you were, too, but I knew you wanted to get her outside. So I went out in the hall again and dug up that big cigar lighter—”

Mitch chuckled, and kissed her again. “You did fine, baby. I’m really proud of you. You gave her a good frisk, I suppose? Searched her baggage?”

Bette nodded, biting her lip. “Yes, Mitch. She doesn’t have the money.”

“Don’t look so down about it—” he gave her a little pat. “I didn’t figure she’d keep it with her. She’s ditched it outside somewhere.”

“But, Mitch, you don’t understand. I talked to her, and—”

“I know. She’s a very stubborn girl.” Mitch got to his feet. “But I’ll fix that.”

“But, Mitch—she told me where she put the money. When I was chasing her with the torch.”

“Told you! Why didn’t you say so? Where is it, for Pete’s sake?”

“It isn’t,” Bette said miserably. “But it was.” She pointed toward the hotel. “It was up there.”

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

“She … she mailed it to herself.”

4.

SICK WITH SELF-DISGUST, Mitch climbed behind the wheel of Bette’s car and turned it onto the highway. Bette studied his dark face. She patted him comfortingly on the knee.

“Now, don’t take it so hard, honey. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Whose was it, then? How a guy can be so stupid and live so long! Fifty grand, and I do myself out of it! To do it to myself, that’s what kills me!”

“But you can’t expect to be perfect, Mitch. No one can be smart all the time.”

“Nuts!” Mitch grunted bitterly. “When was I ever smart?”

Bette declared stoutly that he had been smart lots of times. Lots and lots of times. “You know you have, honey! Just look at all the capers you’ve pulled! Just think of all the people who are trying to find you! I guess they wouldn’t be, would they, if you hadn’t outsmarted them.”

“Well …” Mitch’s shoulders straightened a little.

Bette increased her praise.

“Why, I’ll bet you’re the best hustler that ever was! I’ll bet you could steal the socks off a guy with sore feet, without taking off his shoes!”

“You—uh—you really mean that, honey?”

“I most certainly do!” Bette nodded vigorously. “They just don’t make ’em any sneakier than my Mitch. Why—why, I’ll bet you’re the biggest heel in the world!”

Mitch sighed on a note of contentment. Bette snuggled close to him. They rode on through the night, moving, inappropriately enough, toward the City of Angels.



HENRY SLESAR

THE DAY OF THE EXECUTION  

June 1957

A PROLIFIC WRITER of short stories and television screenplays, Henry Slesar was a mainstay of the early years of AHMM. He was also one of a limited number of writers who moved between the magazine and the television show Alfred Hitchcock Presents. This story was actually adapted for Alfred Hitchcock Presents, where it aired as “Night of the Execution.” Slesar wrote more than five hundred short stories in his career, including the popular Inspector Cross series; he also won the Edgar Award for Best First Novel in 1960 for The Gray Flannel Shroud.

[image: image]



When the jury foreman stood up and read the verdict, Warren Selvey, the prosecuting attorney, listened to the pronouncement of guilt as if the words were a personal citation of merit. He heard in the foreman’s somber tones, not a condemnation of the accused man who shriveled like a burnt match on the courtroom chair, but a tribute to Selvey’s own brilliance. “Guilty as charged …” No, Warren Selvey thought triumphantly, guilty as I’ve proved …

For a moment, the judge’s melancholy eye caught Selvey’s and the old man on the bench showed shock at the light of rejoicing that he saw there. But Selvey couldn’t conceal his flush of happiness, his satisfaction with his own efforts, with his first major conviction.

He gathered up his documents briskly, fighting to keep his mouth appropriately grim, though it ached to smile all over his thin, brown face. He put his briefcase beneath his arm, and when he turned, faced the buzzing spectators. “Excuse me,” he said soberly, and pushed his way through to the exit doors, thinking now only of Doreen.

He tried to visualize her face, tried to see the red mouth that could be hard or meltingly soft, depending on which one of her many moods happened to be dominant. He tried to imagine how she would look when she heard his good news, how her warm body would feel against his, how her arms would encompass him.

But this imagined foretaste of Doreen’s delights was interrupted. There were men’s eyes seeking his now, and men’s hands reaching toward him to grip his hand in congratulation. Garson, the district attorney, smiling heavily and nodding his lion’s head in approval of his cub’s behavior. Vance, the assistant DA, grinning with half a mouth, not altogether pleased to see his junior in the spotlight. Reporters, too, and photographers, asking for statements, requesting poses.

Once, all this would have been enough for Warren Selvey. This moment, and these admiring men. But now there was Doreen, too, and the thought of her made him eager to leave the arena of his victory for a quieter, more satisfying reward.

But he didn’t make good his escape. Garson caught his arm and steered him into the gray car that waited at the curb.

“How’s it feel?” Garson grinned, thumping Selvey’s knee as they drove off.

“Feels pretty good,” Selvey said mildly, trying for the appearance of modesty. “But, hell, I can’t take all the glory, Gar. Your boys made the conviction.”

“You don’t really mean that.” Garson’s eyes twinkled. “I watched you through the trial, Warren. You were tasting blood. You were an avenging sword. You put him on the waiting list for the chair, not me.”

“Don’t say that!” Selvey said sharply. “He was guilty as sin, and you know it. Why, the evidence was clear-cut. The jury did the only thing it could.”

“That’s right. The way you handled things, they did the only thing they could. But let’s face it, Warren. With another prosecutor, maybe they would have done something else. Credit where credit’s due, Warren.”

Selvey couldn’t hold back the smile any longer. It illumined his long, sharp-chinned face, and he felt the relief of having it relax his features. He leaned back against the thick cushion of the car.

“Maybe so,” he said. “But I thought he was guilty, and I tried to convince everybody else. It’s not just A-B-C evidence that counts, Gar. That’s law school sophistry, you know that. Sometimes you just feel …”

“Sure.” The DA looked out of the window. “How’s the bride, Warren?”

“Oh, Doreen’s fine.”

“Glad to hear it. Lovely woman, Doreen.”

SHE WAS LYING on the couch when he entered the apartment. He hadn’t imagined this detail of his triumphant homecoming.

He came over to her and shifted slightly on the couch to let his arms surround her.

He said: “Did you hear, Doreen? Did you hear what happened?”

“I heard it on the radio.”

“Well? Don’t you know what it means? I’ve got my conviction. My first conviction, and a big one. I’m no junior anymore, Doreen.”

“What will they do to that man?”

He blinked at her, tried to determine what her mood might be. “I asked for the death penalty,” he said. “He killed his wife in cold blood. Why should he get anything else?”

“I just asked, Warren.” She put her cheek against his shoulder.

“Death is part of the job,” he said. “You know that as well as I do, Doreen. You’re not holding that against me?”

She pushed him away for a moment, appeared to be deciding whether to be angry or not. Then she drew him quickly to her, her breath hot and rapid in his ear.

They embarked on a week of celebration. Quiet, intimate celebration, in dim supper clubs and with close acquaintances. It wouldn’t do for Selvey to appear publicly gay under the circumstances.

On the evening of the day the convicted Murray Rodman was sentenced to death, they stayed at home and drank hand-warmed brandy from big glasses. Doreen got drunk and playfully passionate, and Selvey thought he could never be happier. He had parlayed a mediocre law school record and an appointment as a third-class member of the state legal department into a position of importance and respect. He had married a beautiful, pampered woman and could make her whimper in his arms. He was proud of himself. He was grateful for the opportunity Murray Rodman had given him.

It was on the day of Rodman’s scheduled execution that Selvey was approached by the stooped, gray-haired man with the grease-spotted hat.

He stepped out of the doorway of a drug store, his hands shoved into the pockets of his dirty tweed overcoat, his hat low over his eyes. He had white stubble on his face.

“Please,” he said, “Can I talk to you a minute?”

Selvey looked him over and put a hand in his pocket for change.

“No,” the man said quickly. “I don’t want a handout. I just want to talk to you, Mr. Selvey.”

“You know who I am?”

“Yeah, sure, Mr. Selvey. I read all about you.”

Selvey’s hard glance softened. “Well, I’m kind of rushed right now. Got an appointment.”

“This is important, Mr. Selvey. Honest to God. Can’t we go someplace? Have coffee maybe? Five minutes is all.”

“Why don’t you drop me a letter, or come down to the office? We’re on Chambers Street—”

“It’s about that man, Mr. Selvey. The one they’re executing tonight.”

The attorney examined the man’s eyes. He saw how intent and penetrating they were.

“All right,” he said. “There’s a coffee shop down the street. But only five minutes, mind you.”

It was almost two-thirty; the lunchtime rush at the coffee shop was over. They found a booth in the rear and sat silently while a waiter cleared the remnants of a hasty meal from the table.

Finally, the old man leaned forward and said: “My name’s Arlington, Phil Arlington. I’ve been out of town, in Florida, else I wouldn’t have let things go this far. I didn’t see a paper, hear a radio, nothing like that.”

“I don’t get you, Mr. Arlington. Are you talking about the Rodman trial?”

“Yeah, the Rodman business. When I came back and heard what happened, I didn’t know what to do. You can see that, can’t you? It hurt me, hurt me bad to read what was happening to that poor man. But I was afraid. You can understand that. I was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

The man talked to his coffee. “I had an awful time with myself, trying to decide what to do. But then I figured—hell, this Rodman is a young man. What is he, thirty-eight? I’m sixty-four, Mr. Selvey. Which is better?”

“Better for what?” Selvey was getting annoyed; he shot a look at his watch. “Talk sense, Mr. Arlington. I’m a busy man.”

“I thought I’d ask your advice.” The gray-haired man licked his lips. “I was afraid to go to the police right off, I thought I should ask you. Should I tell them what I did, Mr. Selvey? Should I tell them I killed that woman? Tell me. Should I?”

The world suddenly shifted on its axis. Warren Selvey’s hands grew cold around the coffee cup. He stared at the man across from him.

“What are you talking about?” he said. “Rodman killed his wife. We proved that.”

“No, no, that’s the point. I was hitchhiking east. I got a lift into Wilford. I was walking around town, trying to figure out where to get food, a job, anything. I knocked on this door. This nice lady answered. She didn’t have no job, but she gave me a sandwich. It was a ham sandwich.”

“What house? How do you know it was Mrs. Rodman’s house?”

“I know it was. I seen her picture, in the newspapers. She was a nice lady. If she hadn’t walked into that kitchen after, it would have been okay.”

“What, what?” Selvey snapped.

“I shouldn’t have done it. I mean, she was real nice to me, but I was so broke. I was looking around the jars in the cupboard. You know how women are; they’re always hiding dough in the jars, house money they call it. She caught me at it and got mad. She didn’t yell or anything, but I could see she meant trouble. That’s when I did it, Mr. Selvey. I went off my head.”

“I don’t believe you,” Selvey said. “Nobody saw any—anybody in the neighborhood. Rodman and his wife quarreled all the time—”

The gray-haired man shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about that, Mr. Selvey. I don’t know anything about those people. But that’s what happened, and that’s why I want your advice.” He rubbed his forehead. “I mean, if I confess now, what would they do to me?”

“Burn you,” Selvey said coldly. “Burn you instead of Rodman. Is that what you want?”

Arlington paled. “No. Prison, okay. But not that.”

“Then just forget about it. Understand me, Mr. Arlington? I think you dreamed the whole thing, don’t you? Just think of it that way. A bad dream. Now get back on the road and forget it.”

“But that man. They’re killing him tonight—”

“Because he’s guilty.” Selvey’s palm hit the table. “I proved him guilty. Understand?”

The man’s lip trembled.

“Yes sir,” he said.

Selvey got up and tossed a five on the table.

“Pay the bill,” he said curtly. “Keep the change.”

THAT NIGHT, DOREEN asked him the hour for the fourth time.

“Eleven,” he said sullenly.

“Just another hour.” She sank deep into the sofa cushions. “I wonder how he feels right now …”

“Cut it out!”

“My, we’re jumpy tonight.”

“My part’s done with, Doreen. I told you that again and again. Now the state’s doing its job.”

She held the tip of her pink tongue between her teeth, thoughtfully. “But you put him where he is, Warren. You can’t deny that.”

“The jury put him there!”

“You don’t have to shout at me, attorney.”

“Oh, Doreen …” He leaned across to make some apologetic gesture, but the telephone rang.

He picked it up angrily.

“Mr. Selvey? This is Arlington.”

All over Selvey’s body, a pulse throbbed.

“What do you want?”

“Mr. Selvey, I been thinking it over. What you told me today. Only I don’t think it would be right, just forgetting about it. I mean—”

“Arlington, listen to me. I’d like to see you at my apartment. I’d like to see you right now.”

From the sofa, Doreen said: “Hey!”

“Did you hear me, Arlington? Before you do anything rash, I want to talk to you, tell you where you stand legally. I think you owe that to yourself.”

There was a pause at the other end.

“Guess maybe you’re right, Mr. Selvey. Only I’m way downtown, and by the time I get there—”

“You can make it. Take the IRT subway, it’s quickest. Get off at 86th Street.”

When he hung up, Doreen was standing.

“Doreen, wait. I’m sorry about this. This man is—an important witness in a case I’m handling. The only time I can see him is now.”

“Have fun,” she said airily and went to the bedroom.

“Doreen—”

The door closed behind her. For a moment, there was silence. Then she clicked the lock.

Selvey cursed his wife’s moods beneath his breath and stalked over to the bar.

By the time Arlington sounded the door chimes, Selvey had downed six inches of bourbon.

Arlington’s grease-spotted hat and dirty coat looked worse than ever in the plush apartment. He took them off and looked around timidly.

“We’ve only got three-quarters of an hour,” he said. “I’ve just got to do something, Mr. Selvey.”

“I know what you can do,” the attorney smiled. “You can have a drink and talk things over.”

“I don’t think I should—” But the man’s eyes were already fixed on the bottle in Selvey’s hands. The lawyer’s smile widened.

By eleven-thirty, Arlington’s voice was thick and blurred, his eyes no longer so intense, his concern over Rodman no longer so compelling.

Selvey kept his visitor’s glass filled.

The old man began to mutter. He muttered about his childhood, about some past respectability, and inveighed a string of strangers who had done him dirt. After a while, his shaggy head began to roll on his shoulders, and his heavy-lidded eyes began to close.

He was jarred out of his doze by the mantel clock’s chiming.

“Whazzat?”

“Only the clock,” Selvey grinned.

“Clock? What time? What time?”

“Twelve, Mr. Arlington. Your worries are over. Mr. Rodman’s already paid for his crime.”

“No!” The old man stood up, circling wildly. “No, that’s not true. I killed that woman. Not him! They can’t kill him for something he—”

“Relax, Mr. Arlington. Nothing you can do about it now.”

“Yes, yes! Must tell them—the police—”

“But why? Rodman’s been executed. As soon as that clock struck, he was dead. What good can you do him now?”

“Have to!” the old man sobbed. “Don’t you see? Couldn’t live with myself, Mr. Selvey. Please—”

He tottered over to the telephone. Swiftly, the attorney put his hand on the receiver.

“Don’t,” he said.

Their hands fought for the instrument, and the younger man’s won easily.

“You won’t stop me, Mr. Selvey. I’ll go down there myself. I’ll tell them all about it. And I’ll tell them about you—”

He staggered toward the door. Selvey’s arm went out and spun him around.

“You crazy old tramp! You’re just asking for trouble. Rodman’s dead—”

“I don’t care!”

Selvey’s arm lashed out and his hand cracked across the sagging, white-whiskered face. The old man sobbed at the blow, but persisted in his attempt to reach the door. Selvey’s anger increased and he struck out again, and after the blow, his hands dropped to the old man’s scrawny neck. The next idea came naturally. There wasn’t much life throbbing in the old throat. A little pressure, and Selvey could stop the frantic breathing, the hoarse, scratchy voice, the damning words …

Selvey squeezed, harder and harder.

And then his hands let him go. The old man swayed and slid against Selvey’s body to the floor.

In the doorway, rigid, icy-eyed: Doreen.

“Doreen, listen—”

“You choked him,” she said.

“Self-defense!” Selvey shouted. “He broke in here, tried to rob the apartment.”

She slammed the door shut, twisted the inside lock. Selvey raced across the carpet and pounded desperately on the door. He rattled the knob and called her name, but there was no answer. Then he heard the sound of a spinning telephone dial.

IT WAS BAD enough, without having Vance in the crowd that jammed the apartment. Vance, the assistant DA, who hated his guts anyway. Vance, who was smart enough to break down his burglar story without any trouble, who had learned that Selvey’s visitor had been expected. Vance, who would delight in his predicament.

But Vance didn’t seem delighted. He looked puzzled. He stared down at the dead body on the floor of Selvey’s apartment and said: “I don’t get it, Warren. I just don’t get it. What did you want to kill a harmless old guy like that for?”

“Harmless? Harmless?”

“Sure. Harmless. That’s old Arlington, I’d know him any place.”

“You know him?” Selvey was stunned.

“Sure, I met up with him when I was working out of Bellaire County. Crazy old guy goes around confessing to murders. But why kill him, Warren? What for?”
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I was doing about eighty, but the long flat road made it feel only that fast.

The redheaded kid’s eyes were bright and a little wild as he listened to the car radio. When the news bulletin was over, he turned down the volume.

He wiped the side of his mouth with his hand. “So far they found seven of his victims.”

I nodded. “I was listening.” I took one hand off the wheel and rubbed the back of my neck, trying to work out some of the tightness.

He watched me and his grin was half sly. “You nervous about something?”

My eyes flicked in his direction. “No. Why should I be?”

The kid kept smiling. “The police got all the roads blocked for fifty miles around Edmonton.”

“I heard that too.”

The kid almost giggled. “He’s too smart for them.”

I glanced at the zipper bag he held on his lap. “Going far?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

The kid was a little shorter than average and he had a slight build. He looked about seventeen, but he was the baby-face type and could have been five years older.

He rubbed his palms on his slacks. “Did you ever wonder what made him do it?”

I kept my eyes on the road. “No.”

He licked his lips. “Maybe he got pushed too far. All his life somebody always pushed him. Somebody was always there to tell him what to do and what not to do. He got pushed once too often.”

The kid stared ahead. “He exploded. A guy can take just so much. Then something’s got to give.”

I eased my foot on the accelerator.

He looked at me. “What are you slowing down for?”

“Low on gas,” I said. “The station ahead is the first I’ve seen in the last forty miles. It might be another forty before I see another.”

I turned off the road and pulled to a stop next to the three pumps. An elderly man came around to the driver’s side of the car.

“Fill the tank,” I said. “And check the oil.”

The kid studied the gas station. It was a small building, the only structure in the ocean of wheat fields. The windows were grimy with dust.

I could just make out a wall phone inside.

The kid jiggled one foot. “That old man takes a long time, I don’t like waiting.” He watched him lift the hood to check the oil. “Why does anybody that old want to live? He’d be better off dead.”

I lit a cigarette. “He wouldn’t agree with you.”

The kid’s eyes went back to the filling station. He grinned. “There’s a phone in there. You want to call anybody?”

I exhaled a puff of cigarette smoke. “No.”

When the old man came back with my change, the kid leaned toward the window. “You got a radio, mister?”

The old man shook his head. “No, I like things quiet.”

The kid grinned. “You got the right idea, mister. When things are quiet you live longer.”

Out on the road, I brought the speed back up to eighty.

The kid was quiet for a while, and then he said, “It took guts to kill seven people. Did you ever hold a gun in your hand?”

“I guess almost everybody has.”

His teeth showed through twitching lips. “Did you ever point it at anybody?”

I glanced at him.

His eyes were bright. “It’s good to have people afraid of you,” he said. “You’re not short anymore when you got a gun.”

“No,” I said. “You’re not a runt anymore.”

He flushed slightly.

“You’re the tallest man in the world,” I said. “As long as nobody else has a gun too.”

“It takes a lot of guts to kill,” the kid said again. “Most people don’t know that.”

“One of those killed was a boy of five,” I said. “You got anything to say about that?”

He licked his lips. “It could have been an accident.”

I shook my head. “Nobody’s going to think that.”

His eyes seemed uncertain for a moment. “Why do you think he’d kill a kid?”

I shrugged. “That would be hard to say. He killed one person and then another and then another. Maybe after a while it didn’t make any difference to him what they were. Men, women, or children. They were all the same.”

The kid nodded. “You can develop a taste for killing. It’s not too hard. After the first few, it doesn’t matter. You get to like it.”

He was silent for another five minutes. “They’ll never get him. He’s too smart for that.”

I took my eyes off the road for a few moments. “How do you figure that? The whole country’s looking for him. Everybody knows what he looks like.”

The kid lifted both his thin shoulders. “Maybe he doesn’t care. He did what he had to do. People will know he’s a big man now.”

We covered a mile without a word and then he shifted in his seat. “You heard his description over the radio?”

“Sure,” I said. “For the last week.”

He looked at me curiously. “And you weren’t afraid to pick me up?”

“No.”

His smile was still sly. “You got nerves of steel?”

I shook my head. “No. I can be scared when I have to, all right.”

He kept his eyes on me. “I fit the description perfectly.”

“That’s right.”

The road stretched ahead of us and on both sides there was nothing but the flat plain. Not a house. Not a tree.

The kid giggled. “I look just just like the killer. Everybody’s scared of me. I like that.”

“I hope you had fun,” I said.

“I been picked up by the cops three times on this road in the last two days. I get as much publicity as the killer.”

“I know,” I said, “And I think you’ll get more. I thought I’d find you somewhere on this highway.”

I slowed down the car. “How about me? Don’t I fit the description too?”

The kid almost sneered. “No. You got brown hair. His is red. Like mine.”

I smiled. “But I could have dyed it.”

The kid’s eyes got wide when he knew what was going to happen.

He was going to be number eight.
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He hated the manager most.

Last night he had come to that realization. This morning, as he entered the department store with the Luger tucked into the waistband of his trousers, he allowed his hatred for the manager to swell up blackly until it smothered all the other hatreds he felt. The manager knew; of that he was certain. And it was his knowledge, this smirking, sneering, patronizing, knowledge that fed the hatred, nurtured it, caused it to rise like dark yeast, bubbling, boiling.

The Luger was a firm metal reassurance against his belly.

The gun had been given to him in the good days, in Vienna, by an admirer. In the good days, there had been many admirers, and many gifts. He could remember the good days. The good days would sometimes come back to him with fiercely sweet nostalgia, engulfing him in waves and waves of painful memories. He could remember the lights, and the applause, and …

“Good morning, Nick.”

The voice, the hated voice.

He stopped abruptly. “Good morning, Mr. Atkins,” he said.

Atkins was smiling. The smile was a thin curl on his narrow face, a thin bloodless curl beneath the ridiculously tenuous mustache on the cleaving edge of the hatchet face. The manager’s hair was black, artfully combed to conceal a balding patch. He wore a gray pinstripe suit. Like a caricature of all store managers everywhere, he wore a carnation in his buttonhole. He continued smiling. The smile was infuriating.

“Ready for the last act?” he asked.

“Yes, Mr. Atkins.”

“It is the last act, isn’t it, Nick?” Atkins asked, smiling. “Final curtain comes down today, doesn’t it? All over after today. Everything reverts back to normal after today.”

“Yes, Mr. Atkins,” he said. “Today is the last act.”

“But no curtain calls, eh, Nick?”

His name was not Nick. His name was Randolph Blair, a name that had blazed across the theatre marquees of four continents. Atkins knew this, and had probably known it the day he’d hired him. He knew it, and so the “Nick” was an additional barb, a reminder of his current status, a sledgehammer subtlety that shouted, “Lo, how the mighty have fallen!”

“My name is not Nick,” he said flatly.

Atkins snapped his fingers. “That’s right, isn’t it? I keep forgetting. What is it again? Randolph Something? Clair? Flair? Shmair? What is your name, Nick?”

“My name is Randolph Blair,” he said. He fancied he said it with great dignity. He fancied he said it the way Hamlet would have announced that he was Prince of Denmark. He could remember the good days when the name Randolph Blair was the magic key to a thousand cities. He could remember hotel clerks with fluttering hands, maitre d’s hovering, young girls pulling at his clothing, even telephone operators suddenly growing respectful when they heard the name. Randolph Blair. In his mind, the name was spelled in lights. Randolph Blair. The lights suddenly flickered, and then dimmed. He felt the steel outline of the Luger against his belly. He smiled thinly.

“You know my name, don’t you, Mr. Atkins?”

“Yes,” Atkins said. “I know your name. I hear it sometimes.”

His interest was suddenly piqued. “Do you?” he asked.

“Yes. I hear people ask, every now and then, ‘Say, whatever happened to Randolph Blair?’ I know your name.”

He felt Atkins’s dart pierce his throat, felt the poison spread into his bloodstream. Whatever happened to Randolph Blair? A comedian had used the line on television not two weeks before, bringing down the house. Randolph Blair, the ever-popular Randolph Blair. A nothing now, a nobody, a joke for a television comic. A forgotten name, a forgotten face. But Atkins would remember. For eternity he would remember Randolph Blair’s name and the face and terrible power.

“Don’t …” he started, and then stopped abruptly.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t … don’t push me too far, Mr. Atkins.”

“Push you, Nick?” Atkins asked innocently.

“Stop that ‘Nick’ business!”

“Excuse me, Mr. Blair,” Atkins said. “Excuse me. I forgot who I was talking to. I thought I was talking to an old drunk who’d managed to land himself a temporary job …”

“Stop it!”

“… for a few weeks. I forgot I was talking to Randolph Blair, the Randolph Blair, the biggest lush in …”

“I’m not a drunk!” he shouted.

“You’re a drunk, all right,” Atkins said. “Don’t tell me about drunks. My father was one. A falling-down drunk. A screaming, hysterical drunk. I grew up with it, Nick. I watched the old man fight his imaginary monsters, killing my mother inch by inch. So don’t tell me about drunks. Even if the newspapers hadn’t announced your drunkenness to the world, I’d have spotted you as being a lush.”

“Why’d you hire me?” he asked.

“There was a job to be filled, and I thought you could fill it.”

“You hired me so you could needle me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Atkins said.

“You made a mistake. You’re needling the wrong person.”

“Am I?” Atkins asked blandly. “Are you one of these tough drunks? Aggressive? My father was a tough drunk in the beginning. He could lick any man in the house. The only thing he couldn’t lick was the bottle. When things began crawling out of the walls, he wasn’t so tough. He was a screaming, crying baby then, running to my mother’s arms. Are you a tough drunk, Nick? Are you?”

“I’m not a drunk!” he said. “I haven’t touched a drop since I got this job. You know that!”

“Why? Afraid it would hurt your performance?” Atkins laughed harshly. “That never seemed to bother you in the old days.”

“Things are different,” he said. “I want … I want to make a comeback. I … I took this job because … I wanted the feel again, the feel of working. You shouldn’t needle me. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Me? Needle you? Now, Nick, Nick, don’t be silly. I gave you the job, didn’t I? Out of all the other applicants, I chose you. So why should I needle you? That’s silly, Nick.”

“I’ve done a good job,” he said, hoping Atkins would say the right thing, the right word, wanting him to say the words that would crush the hatred. “You know I’ve done a good job.”

“Have you?” Atkins asked. “I think you’ve done a lousy job, Nick. As a matter of fact, I think you always did a lousy job. I think you were one of the worst actors who ever crossed a stage.”

And in that moment, Atkins signed his own death warrant.

ALL THAT DAY, as he listened to stupid requests and questions, as he sat in his chair and the countless faces pressed toward him, he thought of killing Atkins. He did his job automatically, presenting his smiling face to the public, but his mind was concerned only with the mechanics of killing Atkins.

It was something like learning a part.

Over and over again, he rehearsed each step in his mind. The store would close at five tonight. The employees would be anxious to get home to their families. This had been a trying, harrowing few weeks, and tonight it would be over, and the employees would rush into the streets and into the subways and home to waiting loved ones. A desperate wave of rushing self-pity flooded over him. Who are my loved ones? he asked silently. Who is waiting for me tonight?

Someone was talking to him. He looked down, nodding.

“Yes, yes,” he said mechanically. “And what else?”

The person kept talking. He half listened, nodding all the while, smiling, smiling.

There had been many loved ones in the good days. Women, more women than he could count. Rich women, and young women, and jaded women, and fresh young girls. Where had he been ten years ago at this time? California? Yes, of course, the picture deal. How strange it had seemed to be in a land of sunshine at that time of the year. And he had blown the picture. He had not wanted to, he had not wanted to at all. But he’d been hopelessly drunk for … how many days? And you can’t shoot a picture when the star doesn’t come to the set.

The star.

Randolph Blair.

Tonight, he would be a star again. Tonight, he would accomplish the murder of Atkins with style and grace. When they closed the doors of the store, when the shoppers left, when the endless questions, the endless requests stopped, he would go to Atkins’s office. He would not even change his clothes. He would go straight to Atkins’s office and he would collect his pay envelope and he would shoot him. He would run into the streets then. In the streets he would be safe. In the streets Randolph Blair—the man whose face was once known to millions—would be anonymously safe. The concept was ironical. It appealed to a vestige of humor somewhere deep within him. Randolph Blair would tonight play the most important role of his career, and he would play it anonymously.

Smiling, chuckling, he listened to the requests.

The crowd began thinning out at about four thirty. He was exhausted by that time. The only thing that kept him going was the knowledge that he would soon kill Mr. Atkins.

At four forty-five, he answered his last request. Sitting alone then, a corpulent unsmiling man, he watched the clock on the wall. Four fifty. Four fifty-two, fifty-seven. Four fifty-nine.

He got off the chair and waddled to the elevator banks. The other employees were tallying the cash register receipts, anxious to get out of the store. He buzzed for the elevator and waited.

The doors slid open. The elevator operator smiled automatically.

“All over, huh?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s all over,” Blair said.

“Going to pick up your envelope? Cashier’s office?”

“Mr. Atkins pays me personally,” he said.

“Yeah? How come?”

“He wanted it that way,” he answered.

“Maybe he’s hoping you’ll be good to him, huh?” the operator said, and he burst out laughing.

He did not laugh with the operator. He knew very well why Atkins paid him personally. He did it so that he would have the pleasure each week of handing Randolph Blair—a man who had once earned five thousand dollars in a single week—a pay envelope containing forty-nine dollars and thirty-two cents.

“Ground floor then?” the operator asked.

“Yes. Ground floor.”

When the elevator stopped, he got out of it quickly. He walked directly to Atkins’s office. The secretary-receptionist was already gone. He smiled grimly, went to Atkins’s door, and knocked on it.

“Who is it?” Atkins asked.

“Me,” he said. “Blair.”

“Oh, Nick. Come in, come in,” Atkins said.

He opened the door and entered the office.

“Come for your pay?” Atkins asked.

“Yes.”

He wanted to pull the Luger now and begin firing. He waited. Tensely, he waited.

“Little drink first, Nick?” Atkins asked.

“No,” he said.

“Come on, come on. Little drink never hurt anybody.”

“I don’t drink,” he said.

“My father used to say that.”

“I’m not your father.”

“I know,” Atkins said. “Come on, have a drink. It won’t hurt you. Your job’s over now. Your performance is over.” He underlined the word smirkingly. “You can have a drink. Everyone’ll be taking a little drink tonight.”

“No.”

“Why not? I’m trying to be friendly. I’m trying to …”

Atkins stopped. His eyes widened slightly. The Luger had come out from beneath Blair’s coat with considerable ease. He stared at the gun. “Wh … what’s that?” he said.

“It’s a gun,” Blair answered coldly. “Give me my pay.”

Atkins opened the drawer quickly. “Certainly. Certainly. You didn’t think I was … was going to cheat you, did you? You …”

“Give me my pay.”

Atkins put the envelope on the desk. Blair picked it up.

“And here’s yours,” he said, and he fired three times, watching Atkins collapse on the desk.

The enormity of the act rattled him. The door. The door. He had to get to it. The wastepaper basket tripped him up, sent him lunging forward, but his flailing arms gave him a measure of balance and kept him from going down.

He checked his flight before he had gone very far into the store. Poise, he told himself. Control. Remember you’re Randolph Blair.

The counters were already protectively concealed by dust sheets.

They reminded him of a body, covered, dead. Atkins.

Though he bolted again, he had enough presence of mind this time to duck into a restroom.

He was unaware of how long he had remained there, but when he emerged it was evident he had completely collected himself. His walk suggested the regal, or the confident calm of an actor sure of his part. And as he walked, he upbraided himself for having behaved like a juvenile suddenly overwhelmed by stage fright.

Randolph Blair pushed through the revolving doors. There was a sharp bite to the air, the promise of snow. He took a deep breath, calmly surveyed the people hurrying along, their arms loaded with packages.

And suddenly he heard laughter, a child’s thin, piercing laugh. It cut into him like a knife. He turned and saw the laughing boy, tethered by one hand to the woman beside him, the boy’s pale face, his arm and forefinger pointing upward, pointing derisively.

More laughter arose. The laughter of men, of women. A festive carousel, in the show window to one side of him, started up. Its music blared. It joined in the laughter, underscoring, counter-pointing the laughter.

Blair felt caught in a punishing whirlpool. There seemed no way he could stop the sound, movement, everything that conspired to batter him.

Then the sight of policemen coming out of the store was completely unnerving. They appeared to be advancing toward him. And as he pulled the Luger on them, and even as he was over-powered and disarmed, a part of his mind felt that this was all unreal, all part of a dramatic role that he was playing.

But it was not a proper part for one wearing the red coat and trousers, the black belt and boots of a department store Santa Claus, the same clothes three thousand other men in the city were wearing. To blend into their anonymity, he lacked only a white beard, and he had lost his in the frantic exit he had made from Atkins’s office.

And of course to a child—and even to some adults—a Santa Claus minus a beard might be a laughing matter.
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On the surface, the situation is quite mad, and yet there appears to be an irrefutable logic in the chain of incidents leading to my predicament. There it floats, bobbing, just beyond my grasp, and I have to believe that if I don’t snag it with my fingers this time, I certainly shall on the next or the next stroke … and I must keep swimming, keep trying. There isn’t much else I can do!

Where did the old alectryomancer come from in the first place? I didn’t see or hear him approach on the soft sand. I looked up from the sea and there he was, waiting patiently for me to recognize him. The blue denim rags covering his thin hips and shanks were clean. His dusky skin was the shade of wet No. 2 sandpaper, and he held a shredded-brimmed straw hat in his right hand. Once he had my attention, he nodded his head amiably and smiled, exposing toothless gums the color of a rotten mango.

“What do you want?” I said rudely. One of my chief reasons for renting a cottage on the island of Bequia was the private beach.

“Please excuse my intrusion, Mr. Waxman,” the native said politely, “but when I heard that the author of Cockfighting in the Zone of Interior had rented a cottage on Princess Margaret Beach, I wanted to congratulate him in person.”

I was mollified, and at the same time, taken aback. Of course, I had written Cockfighting in the Zone of Interior, but it was a thin pamphlet, privately printed, issued in a limited edition of five hundred copies. The pamphlet had been written at the request of two well-to-do Florida cockfighters who hoped to gain support for the sport from an eastern syndicate, and I had been well paid. But it certainly wasn’t the type of booklet to wind up in the hands of a Bequian native in the British West Indies.

“Where did you get a copy of that?” I said, getting to my feet and brushing the damp sand off my swimming trunks.

“Gamecocks are my source of livelihood,” he replied simply. “And I read everything I can concerning gamefowl. Your pamphlet, sir, was excellent.”

“Thank you, but my information was excellent. I didn’t know you fought gamecocks on Bequia, however. According to an English mandate passed in 1857, cockfighting was forbidden throughout the empire.”

“I don’t fight gamecocks, Mr. Waxman.” He smiled again and held up a hand. “My interest in gamefowl lies in a parallel art: alectryomancy.”

I laughed, but I was interested. I had gone to Bequia because it was a peaceful little island in the Grenadines, and I had hoped to finish a novel. But in three months time I hadn’t written a line. Bored, and with little to do but stare sullenly at the sea, I found myself enjoying this curious encounter.

“That’s a parallel art,” I agreed, “but I didn’t know there were any practitioners of alectryomancy left in the Atomic Age.”

“My rooster has made some fascinating predictions concerning the atom, Mr. Waxman,” the alectryomancer confided. “If you would care to visit me sometime, we could discuss his findings. Or possibly, you might be more interested in obtaining a personal reading—”

“I don’t need a gamecock to make predictions for me,” I said truthfully. “If I don’t get some work done on my book soon, I’ll run out of money and be forced to return to the States and look for work.”

“Isn’t your writing going well?”

“It isn’t going at all.”

“Then there must be a reason. And only through alectryomancy—”

I cut the interview short and returned to my cottage. After fixing a cup of coffee and thinking about the odd meeting for a few minutes, I came to the conclusion that there might possibly be an article in it. Three or four thousand words on the old fellow’s occupation might conceivably find a market in the U.S., and I wasn’t getting anywhere with my novel. Of course, alectryomancy is usually considered as a false science, on a par with astrology. A circle is described on the bare ground; the alphabet is then written around the outer edge of the circle, and a grain of corn is placed on each letter. A rooster is tethered to a stake in the center by his left leg, and then as he pecks a grain of corn from the various letters, the letters are written down, in order, and a message of—the science is crazy, really! For one thing, before there could be any validity to the message, the rooster would have to be able to understand a language. And a chicken’s brain is about the size of a BB. Still, an article about a practicing alectryomancer would be of interest to a great many people, and I needed the money.

I didn’t look the alectryomancer up immediately; things are not done so speedily in the West Indies. I prepared myself for the impending interview by thinking about it for a couple of days, and then made my way to the seer’s shack on Mt. Pleasant. Bequia is a small island, and it wasn’t difficult to learn where he lived.

“Where,” I asked my maid, “does the old man with the rooster live?”

It is to the woman’s credit that she knew to whom I referred, because every resident on the island owns a few chickens and at least one rooster. She gave directions I could understand, and even went so far as to draw a crude map with her finger on the sandy beach in front of the cottage.

Mt. Pleasant isn’t a high mountain, but the path was crooked and steep and the walk of forty minutes had winded me by the time I reached the old man’s shack at the peak. He greeted me warmly and invited me to enjoy the loveliness of his view. Nine miles away, the volcanic, verdant mass of St. Vincent loomed above the sea, and behind us toward the southwest, the smaller islands of the Grenadines glimmered like emeralds.

“Your view is beautiful,” I said, when I was breathing normally again.

“We like it,” the old native nodded his head.

“We?”

“My rooster and me.”

“Oh, yes,” I said casually, snapping my fingers. “I’d like to take a look at him.”

A low whistle from the alectryomancer and the rooster marched sedately out of the shack he shared with his master and joined us in the clearing. He was a large whitish bird of about six pounds, with brown and red feathers splashing his wings and chest. His comb was unclipped, and his dark red wattles dangled almost to his breast. He eyed me suspiciously for a moment, cocking his head alertly to one side, and crowed deep in his throat before turning away to scratch listlessly in the dirt.

“Looks like a Whitehackle cross.”

“Correct, Mr. Waxman,” the alectryomancer said respectfully. “His mother was a purebred Wild Jungle Fowl.”

“I suspected as much. Only purebred gamecocks can be utilized in alectryomancy, as you must know,” I added pedantically.

“Of course.”

For a few moments we sat quietly on the ground watching the rooster, and then I cleared my throat. “As long as I’m here, I may as well have a reading.”

“I’ll change my clothes.” The old man smiled, exposing his raw gums for my inspection, before hobbling painfully into his shack. The shack itself was an unusual structure, built of five-gallon oil tins, smashed flat, and topped by a mauve-colored fifty-gallon oil drum, which held, I presumed, rain water. Forming an even square around the clearing were several dozen additional five-gallon tins, each containing a potted arrowroot plant. I don’t suppose an alectryomancer does too much business on a small island, and the arrowroot plants probably supplemented the old man’s income.

I was unprepared for the change in attire and started slightly when the alectryomancer reappeared. A dirty white cotton turban had been wrapped around his bald head, and he wore a long-sleeved blue work shirt buttoned to the neck. Tiny red felt hearts, clubs, spades, and diamonds had been sewn in thick profusion on the shirt, and larger hearts, clubs, spades, and diamonds had been sewn on the pair of faded khaki trousers he now wore instead of the ragged blue denim shorts. His feet were still bare, however, which rather spoiled the effect.

“That’s a unique costume, Mr.—?”

“Wainscoting. Two Moons Wainscoting. Thank you, sir.”

“Is Two Moons your given name, Mr. Wainscoting?”

“You might say that. It was given to me when I was a small boy. My father took me across the channel to St. Vincent when I was eleven years old. When I returned, my friends asked me what I had seen over there. ‘St. Vincent has a moon, too,’ I told them. And I’ve been called Two Moons ever since.”

“It’s a perfect name for an alectryomancer.”

“I’ve always regarded it highly. And now …” Two Moons tethered the Whitehackle cross to a stake in the clearing with a piece of brown twine, and proceeded to draw a large circle around him with a pointed stick.

“The ancient Greeks,” I said, to reveal to the man that I knew a few things about alectryomancy, “always described the circle on the ground prior to tethering the gamecock in the center.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “But that isn’t the way we do it in the West Indies. Every island race has its own peculiarities. Of course, I can see some merit in describing the circle first, but on the other hand, it is possible that a portion of the circle will be rubbed out inadvertently when reentering it to tether the cock. I have tried both methods, and in all probability I shall use the Greek method again some time in the future. But the system employed doesn’t affect the reading, or so I have learned through experience.”

“You could get into an argument on that statement.”

“You can have an argument on anything pertaining to alectryomancy,” Two Moons said cheerfully, and he began to draw the letters of the alphabet in a clockwise direction about the outer perimeter of the circle. He apparently took considerable pride in his work, drawing large capital letters with a pointed stick, rubbing them out again when they didn’t come up to his high standards, and doing them over again. He measured the distances between each letter, using his stick as a ruler, and found it necessary to redraw the S and T because they were too close together.

“Now,” he said when he was finished, “the hard part is over. What is your birth date, Mr. Waxman?”

“January 2, 1919.”

“You’ll have to speak a trifle louder, Mr. Waxman,” Two Moons said apologetically. “My old rooster’s getting deaf, and I don’t believe he heard you.”

I repeated my birthday loudly, enunciating carefully for the rooster’s benefit.

Two Moons walked counterclockwise about the circle, dropping a grain of corn in the exact center of each letter, and then sat down beside me. He signaled the gamecock with his pointed stick, and the bird crowed, wheeled about, and pecked up the grain of corn on the letter M. Two Moons wrote M on the ground, and followed it with the O, R, and T as the chicken pecked up each grain. After eating the fourth grain of corn, the rooster returned to the center of the circle, leaned wearily against the stake, and hung his head down to the ground. We waited, but it was evident from the apathy of the chicken that he was through.

“Maybe he isn’t hungry?”

“We’ll soon find out.” Two Moons Wainscoting untied the cord from the rooster’s left leg and carried him out of the circle. He scattered a few grains of corn, released the cock, and the bird scratched and gobbled down the food as if it were famished.

“He was hungry, all right, Mr. Waxman. Your reading is complete. M.O.R.T.” Two Moons muttered, savoring each letter with half-closed eyes. “Mort. Is your middle name Mort, by any chance?”

“Harry Waxman, only. I dropped my middle name when I became a writer, but it wasn’t Mort.”
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