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            A Message from Mystery Writers of America

          

        

      

    

    
      The stories in this collection are products of their specific time and place, namely, the USA in 1969.  Some of the writing contains dated attitudes and offensive ideas.  That certain thoughtless slurs were commonplace—and among writers, whose prime task is to inhabit the skin of all their characters—can be both troubling and cause for thought.

      We decided to publish these stories as they originally appeared, rather than sanitize the objectionable bits with a modern editorial pencil.  These stories should be seen as historical mysteries, reflective of their age.  If their lingering prejudices make us uncomfortable, well, perhaps history’s mirror is accurate, and the attitudes are not so distant as we might have hoped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Ideally, it would be Hillary Waugh who’d be writing this foreword. It was, after all, he who edited this anthology and provided the original introduction—which you’ll be able to read for yourself once I get out of the way. But Hillary, who was born in 1920, is no longer around to write it. He had a good long run before giving up the ghost in 2008.

      When I think of Hillary I always picture him in a tuxedo, because I was most apt to run into him at MWA’s annual Edgar Dinner and its after-party at Mary Higgins Clark’s apartment. For all I know he spent the rest of his time in ripped jeans and a fisherman’s sweater, but I somehow doubt it. I don’t know that Hillary was born to wear a tux, but no one so attired ever looked more at ease. He was good company, with social grace that matched his clothes. I  can’t say I knew him well, but I liked him.

      He wrote a good many books over a good many years, and has a definite claim on the title Father of the Police Procedural; his early novel, Last Seen Wearing, published in 1952, is at once a groundbreaker and a classic. MWA honored him as a Grand Master in 1989, and could as well have given him an award for faithful service, as he was always an ardent and devoted member.

      And look at the stories he contrived to round up!

      Larry Treat, for heaven’s sake. Cornell Woolrich, Bob Bloch, Ross Macdonald.  Stan Ellin, Patricia Highsmith, Ellery Queen. Al Nussbaum. Bob Fish.

      And Don Westlake. I read his story, “Domestic Intrigue,” as soon as the PDF arrived, and was astonished that it was one I’d never read before. Alas, this tells me more than I care to know about my aging memory, as the Acknowledgments page makes it clear that the story appeared in The Saint (where I surely didn’t read it) and Don’s collection, The Curious Facts Preceding My Execution (where I unarguably did). Ah well. I read it again, and enjoyed every word of it, even the partial word with which it concludes.

      The authors I listed above are all with Hillary at that big Edgar dinner in the sky. And so are most of the others. David Davis and Michael Butterworth would seem still to be with us, and Ron Goulart, God love him, is still writing, with four books published this century, the most recent in 2016.

      But the rest are gone. And in all too many cases, we’ve lost not only them but their work, especially their short fiction. Books tend to endure, and the internet now makes it possible for almost anyone to find a copy of almost anything ever printed and bound. And not a few of these authors have a book or two still in print, and the novels of still more of them have been given a new life as ebooks.

      Ah, but the short stories. Aside from a handful of scholars and collectors, nobody pays much attention to old magazines…

      So I’ll wrap this up with a bouquet of virtual flowers to everyone responsible for the program of reissuing these MWA anthologies. They give life to worthy short stories, and win readers for deserving writers.

      Enough. Now you can read what Hillary has to say, and then you can read the stories. A good couple of hours is guaranteed.

      
        
        —Lawrence Block

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      It Is not for editors to sound off in print. By their authors should ye know them. This, therefore, will be as brief as Foreword requirements permit.

      It is the annual custom of Mystery Writers of America to publish an anthology of crime short stories. It is a custom that has been going on for twenty-four years or virtually since the inception of MWA. In the beginning, the purpose of the an­thology was to earn money for the infant organization’s infant coffers. For that reason, the editors of the anthology donated their time, and the authors who appeared in it donated their stories.

      The same is true today. It is still a gratis operation, but there is a difference. Appearance in the MWA anthology is no longer merely a benefit performance on the part of the author. It has become a mark of high prestige.

      This fact makes life very easy for the editor, for authors not only donate everything willingly, they willingly donate every­thing. There is, in other words, no holding back of top stories for more profitable markets. The editor’s task, then, is not that of trying to find enough good stories to make a book, it is that of deciding which of the galaxy of fine stories he should use to obtain the kind of balance and shape and effect he desires. This is anthologizing as it should be, and as it so rarely is.

      The following collection represents the results of such an effort, and all of us who helped to produce it are pleased to let it serve as MWA’s showcase of stories for 1969. Let it not be thought, however, that these are the only fine stories that came our way, or even that they represent the finest of the fine. Limitations of space do force a cut-off point and the ways of handling that space also affects the selection of stories. This, then, is not so much a collection of “Best Stories” as it is a collection of “Some of the Best Stories.”’

      My thanks and appreciation go to Liz Lewis, the editor at Doubleday responsible for the real labor that goes into such an undertaking, and to Gloria Amoury, Executive Secretary and laborer-in-chief at MWA. They did the work and I had the fun.

      My thanks and appreciation go also to those many people whose recommendations gave me guidance and to all the writers and their agents, who sent in submissions so willingly and generously.

      It is their stories that made the job the fun it was and I hope the following sample of their work will bring to you, the reader, equal enjoyment.

      
        
        —Hillary Waugh

        April 1, 1969

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            H as in Homicide

          

          Lawrence Treat

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Larry Treat says he wrote his first police story back in 1945. That was a long time before Dragnet, and may make Larry the father of the procedural school of mystery writing. This story, for which he won an Edgar, is an example of that school at its best.

        

      

      She came through the door of the Homicide Squad’s outer office as if it were disgrace to be there, as if she didn’t like it, as if she hadn’t done anything wrong—and never could or would.

      Still, here she was. About twenty-two years old and under weight Wearing a pink, sleeveless dress. She had dark hair pulled back in a bun; her breasts were close together; and her eyes ate you up.

      Mitch Taylor had just come back from lunch and was holding down the fort all alone. He nodded at her and said, “Anything I can do?”

      “Yes. I—I—”

      Mitch put her down as a nervous stutterer and waited for her to settle down.

      “They told me to come here,” she said. “I went to the neighborhood police station, and they said they couldn’t do anything, that I had to come here.”

      “Yeah,” Mitch said. It was the old run-around, and he was willing to bet this was Pulasky’s doing, up in the Third Precinct. He never took a complaint unless the rule book said, “You, Pulasky—you got to handle this, or you’ll lose your pension.”

      So Mitch said, “Sure. What’s the trouble?”

      “I don’t like to bother you, and I hope you don’t think me silly, but—well, my friend left me. And I don’t know where, or why.”

      “Boyfriend?” Mitch said.

      She blushed a deep crimson. “Oh, no! A real friend. We were traveling together and she took the car and went, without even leaving me a note. I can’t understand it.”

      “Let’s go inside and get the details,” Mitch said.

      He brought her into the Squad Room and sat her down at a desk. She looked up shyly, sort of impressed with him. He didn’t know why, because he was only an average-looking guy, of medium height, on the cocky side, with stiff, wiry hair and a face nobody particularly remembered.

      He sat down opposite her and took out a pad and pencil. “Your name?’’ he said.

      “Prudence Gilford”

      “Address?”

      “New York City, but I gave up my apartment there.”

      “Where I come from, too. Quite a ways from home, aren’t you?”

      “I’m on my way to California—my sister lives out there. I answered an ad in the paper—just a moment, I think I still have it.”

      She fumbled in a big, canvas bag, and the strap broke off and the whole business dropped. She picked it up awkwardly, blushing again, but she kept on talking. “Bella Tansey advertised for somebody to share the driving to California. She said she’d pay all expenses. It was a wonderful chance for me... Here, I have it.”

      She took out the clipping and handed it to Mitch. It was the usual thing: woman companion to share the driving, and a phone number.

      “So you got in touch?” Mitch prodded.

      “Yes. We liked each other immediately, and arranged to go the following week.”

      She was fiddling with the strap, trying to fix it, and she finally fitted the tab over some kind of button. Mitch, watching, wondered how long that was going to last.

      Meanwhile she was still telling him about Bella Tansey. ’We got along so well,” Prudence said, “and last night we stopped at a motel—The Happy Inn, it’s called—and we went to bed. When I woke up, she was gone.”

      “Why did you stop there?” Mitch asked sharply.

      “We were tired and it had a Vacancy sign.” She drew in her breath and asked anxiously, “Is there something wrong with it?”

      ’’Not too good a reputation,” Mitch said. “Did she take all her things with her? Her overnight stuff, I mean,”

      “Yes, I think so. Or at least, she took her bag.”

      Mitch got a description of the car: a dark blue Buick; 1968 or 1969, she wasn’t sure; New York plates, but she didn’t know the number.

      “Okay,” Mitch said. “We’ll check. We’ll send out a flier and have her picked up and find out why she left in such a hurry.”

      Prudence Gilford’s eyes got big. “Yes,” she said. “And please, can you help me? I have only five dollars, and the motel is ex­pensive. I can’t stay there, and I don’t know where to go.”

      “Leave it to me,” Mitch said. “I’ll fix it up at the motel and get you a place in town for a while. You can get some money, can’t you?”

      “Oh, yes. I’ll write my sister for it.”

      “Better wire,” Mitch said. “And will you wait here a couple of minutes? I’ll be right back.”

      “Of course.”

      Lieutenant Decker had come in and was working on some­ thing in his tiny office which was jammed up with papers and stuff. Mitch reported on the Gilford business and the Lieutenant listened.

      “Pulasky should have handled it,” Mitch said, finishing up. “But what the hell—the kid’s left high and dry, so maybe we could give her a little help.”

      “What do you think’s behind this?” Decker asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mitch said. “She’s a clinger—scared of every­ thing and leans on people. Maybe the Tansey woman got sick and tired of her, or maybe this is lesbian stuff. Hard to tell.”

      “Well, go ahead with an S-4 for the Buick. It ought to be on a main highway and within a five-hundred-mile radius. Some­body’ll spot it. We’ll see what cooks.”
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      Mitch drove Prudence out to the motel and told her to get her things. While she was busy, he went into the office and spoke to Ed Hiller, who ran the joint. Hiller, a tall, stoop­ shouldered guy who’d been in and out of jams most of his life, was interested in anything from a nickel up, but chiefly up. He rented cabins by the hour, day, or week, and you could get liquor if you paid the freight; but most of his trouble came from reports of cars that had been left unlocked and rifled. The police had never been able to pin anything on him.

      He said, “Hello, Taylor. Anything wrong?”

      “Just want to know about a couple of dames that stayed here last night—Bella Tansey and Prudence Gilford. Tansey pulled out during the night.”

      “Around midnight,” Ed said. “She came into the office to make a phone call, and a little later I heard her car pull out.”

      Time for the missing girl to pack, Mitch decided. So far, everything checked out. “Who’d she call?” he asked. “What did she say?”

      Hiller shrugged. “I don’t listen in,” he said. “I saw her open the door and then I heard her go into the phone booth. I mind my own business. You know that.”

      “Yeah,” Mitch said flatly. “You heard the coins drop, didn’t you? Local call, or long distance?”

      Hiller leaned over the counter. “Local,” he said softly. “I think.”

      “Got their registration?” Mitch asked. Hiller nodded and handed Mitch the sheet, which had a record of the New York license plates.

      That was about all there was to it. Nobody picked up Bella Tansey and her Buick, Prudence Gilford was socked away in a rooming house in town, and Mitch never expected to see her again.
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      When he got home that night, Amy kissed him and asked him about things, and then after he’d horsed around with the kids a little, she showed him a letter from her sister. Her sister’s husband was on strike, and what the union paid them took care of food and rent and that was about all; but they had to keep up their payments on the car and the new dishwasher, and the TV had broken down again, and could Mitch and Amy help out for a little while—they’d get it back soon.

      So after the kids were in bed, Mitch and Amy sat down on the sofa to figure things out, which took about two seconds and came to fifty bucks out of his next paycheck. It was always like that with the two of them: they saw things the same way and never had any arguments. Not many guys were as lucky as Mitch.
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      The next morning, Decker had his usual conference with the Homicide Squad and went over all the cases they had in the shop. The only thing he said about the Gilford business was, the next time Pulasky tried to sucker them, figure it out so he had to come down here personally, and then make him sweat.

      Mitch drew a couple of minor assault cases to investigate, and he’d finished up with one and was on his way to the other when the call came in on his radio. Go out to French Woods, on East Road. They had a homicide and it looked like the missing Tansey woman.

      He found a couple of police cars and an oil truck and the usual bunch of snoopers who had stopped out of curiosity. There was a kind of rough trail going into the woods.

      A couple of hundred yards in, the Lieutenant and a few of the boys and Jub Freeman, the lab technician, were grouped around a dark blue car. It didn’t take any heavy brainwork to decide it was the Tansey Buick.

      When Mitch got to the car, he saw Bella Tansey slumped in the front seat with her head resting against the window. The right hand door was open and so was the glove compartment, and Decker was looking at the stuff he’d found there.

      He gave Mitch the main facts. “Truck driver spotted the car, went in to look, and then got in touch with us. We’ve been here about fifteen minutes, and the Medical Examiner ought to show up pretty soon. She was strangled—you can see the marks on her neck—and I’ll bet a green hat that it happened the night before last, not long after she left the motel.”

      Mitch surveyed the position of the body with a practiced eye. “She wasn’t driving, either. She was pushed in there, after she was dead.”

      “Check,” Decker said. Very carefully, so that he wouldn’t spoil any possible fingerprints, he slid the junk he’d been examining onto the front seat. He turned to Jub Freeman, who was delicately holding a handbag by the two ends and scrutinizing it for prints.

      “Find anything?” the Lieutenant asked.

      “Nothing,” Jub said. “But the initials on it are B.T.W.”

      “Bella Tansey What?” the Lieutenant said. He didn’t laugh, and neither did anybody else. He stooped to put his hands on the door sill, leaned forward, and stared at the body. Mitch, standing behind him, peered over his head.

      Bella had been around thirty and she’d been made for men. She was wearing a blue dress with a thing that Amy called a bolero top, and, except where the skirt had pulled up maybe from moving the body, her clothes were not disturbed. The door of the glove compartment and parts of the dashboard were splotched with fingerprint powder.

      Mitch pulled back and waited. After about a minute the Lieutenant stood up.

      “Doesn’t look as if there was a sex angle,” Decker said. “And this stuff—” he kicked at the dry leaves that covered the earth, “—doesn’t take footprints, If we’re lucky, we’ll find some­ body who saw the killer somewhere around here.” He made a sound with his thin, elastic lips and watched Jub.

      Jub had taken off his coat and dumped the contents of the pocketbook onto it. Mitch spotted nothing unusual—just the junk women usually carried; but he didn’t see any money. Jub was holding the purse and rummaging inside it.

      “Empty?” the Lieutenant asked sharply.

      Jub nodded. “Except for one nickel. She must have had money, so whoever went through this missed out on five cents.”

      “Couldn’t be Ed Hiller, then,” Mitch said, and the gang laughed.

      “Let’s say the motive was robbery,” Decker said. “We got something of a head start on this, but brother, it’s a bad one. Why does a woman on her way to California make a phone call and then sneak off in the middle of the night? Leaving her girl friend in the lurch, too. Doesn’t sound like robbery now, does it?”

      “Sounds like a guy,” Mitch said. “She had a late date, and the guy robbed her, instead of—”

      “We’ll talk to Ed Hiller about that later,” the Lieutenant said. “Taylor, you better get going on this. Call New York and get a line on her. Her friends, her background. If she was married. How much money she might have had with her. Her bank might help on that.”

      “Right,” Mitch said.

      “And then get hold of the Gilford dame and pump her,” Decker said.

      Mitch nodded. He glanced into the back of the car and saw the small overnight bag. “That,” he said, pointing. “She packed, so she didn’t expect to go back to the motel. But she didn’t put her bag in the trunk compartment, so she must have expected to check in somewhere else, and pretty soon.”

      “She’d want to sleep somewhere, wouldn’t she?” Decker asked.

      “That packing and unpacking doesn’t make sense,” Mitch said.

      Decker grunted. “Homicides never do,” he said grimly.
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      Mitch drove back to headquarters thinking about that over­night bag, and it kept bothering him. He didn’t know exactly why, but it was the sort of thing you kept in the back of your mind until something happened or you found something else, and then everything clicked and you got a pattern.

      But, what with organizing the questions to ask New York, he couldn’t do much doping out right now. Besides, there was a lot more information to come in.

      He got New York on the phone and they said they’d move on it right away; so he hung up and went to see Prudence. He was lucky to find her in.

      She was shocked at the news, but had nothing much to contribute. “We didn’t know each other very long,” she said, “and I was asleep when she left. I was so tired. We’d been driving all day, and I’d done most of it.”

      “Did she mention knowing anybody around—anybody in town?”

      Mitch asked. Prudence shook her head, but he put her through the wringer anyhow—it was easy for people to hear things and then forget them. You had to jog their memories a little. And besides, how could he be sure she was telling all she knew? He felt sorry for her, though—she looked kind of thin and played out, as if she hadn’t been eating much. So he said, “That five bucks of yours isn’t going to last too long, and if you need some dough—”

      “Oh, thanks!” she said, sort of glowing and making him feel that Mitch Taylor, he was okay. “Oh, thanks! It’s perfectly wonderful of you, but I have enough for a while, and I’m sure my sister will send me the money I wired her for.”
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      By that afternoon most of the basic information was in. Locally, the Medical Examiner said that Bella Tansey had been stran­gled with a towel or a handkerchief; he placed the time as not long after she’d left the motel. The Lieutenant had questioned Ed Hiller without being able to get anything. Hiller insisted he hadn’t left the motel, but his statement depended only on his own word.

      Jub had used a vacuum cleaner on the car and examined the findings with a microscope, and he’d shot enough pictures to fill a couple of albums.

      “They stopped at a United Motel the first night,” he recapitulated, “and they had dinner at a Howard Johnson place. They ate sandwiches in the car, probably for lunch, and they bought gas in Pennsylvania and Indiana, and the car ate up oil. There was a gray kitten on the rear seat sometime or other. They both drove. Bella Tansey had ear trouble, and she bought her clothes at Saks Fifth Avenue. I can tell you a lot more about her, but I’m damned if I’ve uncovered anything that will help on the homicide. No trace in that car of anybody except the two women.”

      The New York police, however, came up with a bombshell. Bella Tansey had drawn $1,8oo.00 from her bank, in cash, and she’d been married to Clyde Warhouse, and they’d been divorced two years ago. She’d used her maiden name—Tansey.

      “Warhouse!” the Lieutenant said.

      Everybody knew that name. He ran a column in the local paper—he called it “Culture Corner’’—and he covered art galleries, visiting orchestras, and egghead lecturers. Whenever he had nothing else to write about, he complained how archaic the civic architecture was.

      “That’s why she had the W on her bag,” Mitch said. “Bella Tansey Warhouse. And Ed Hiller didn’t lie about the phone call. She made it all right—to her ex-husband.”

      Decker nodded. “Let’s say she hotfooted it out to see him. Let’s say she still had a yen for him and they scrapped, that he got mad and lost his head and strangled her. But why would he take her dough? She must’ve had around seventeen hundred with her. Why would he rob her?”

      “Why not?” Mitch said. “It was there, wasn’t it?”

      “Let’s think about this,” Decker said. “Prudence says Bella unpacked. Did Bella start to go to bed, or what?”

      “Prudence doesn’t know,” Mitch said. “I went into that for all it was worth, and Prudence assumes Bella unpacked—she can’t actually remember. Says she was bushed and went right to sleep. Didn’t even wash her face.”

      “Well,” Decker said, “I guess Warhouse is wondering when we’ll get around to him. I’ll check on him while you go up there.” The Lieutenant’s jaw set firmly. “Bring him in.”

      Mitch rolled his shoulders, tugged on the lapels of his jacket, and went out The first time you hit your suspect, it could make or break the case.
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      Clyde Warhouse lived in a red brick house with tall white columns on the front. Mitch found him at home, in his study. He was a little guy with big teeth, and he didn’t really smile; he just pulled his lips back, and you could take it any way you pleased.

      Warhouse came right to the point. “You’re here about my former wife,” he said. “I just heard about it on the radio, and I wish I could give you some information, but I can’t. It’s certainly not the end I wished for her.”

      ’What kind of end were you hoping for?” Mitch asked.

      “None.” The Warhouse lips curled back, telling you how smart he was. “And certainly not one in this town.”

      “Let’s not kid around,” Mitch said. “You’re coming back with me. You know that, don’t you?”

      The guy almost went down with the first punch. “You mean—you mean I’m being arrested?”

      “What do you think?” Mitch said. “We know she phoned you and you met her. We know you saw her.”

      “But I didn’t see her,” Warhouse said, “She never showed up.”

      Mitch didn’t even blink. “How long did you wait?”

      “Almost an hour. Maybe more.”

      “Where?”

      “On the corner of Whitman and Cooper.” Warhouse gasped, then put his head in his hands and said, “Oh, God!” And that was all Mitch could get out of him until they had him in the Squad Room, with Decker leading off on the interrogation.

      The guy didn’t back down from that first admission. He knew he’d been tricked, but he stuck to his guns and wouldn’t give another inch. He said Bella had called him around midnight and said she must see him. He hadn’t known she was in town, didn’t want to see her, had no interest in her, but he couldn’t turn her down. So he went, and be waited. And waited and waited. And then went home.

      They kept hammering away at him. First, Mitch and Decker, then Bankhart and Balenky, then Mitch and Decker again.

      In between, they consulted Jub. He’d been examining Warhouse’s car for soil that might match samples from French Woods; for evidence of a struggle, of Bella’s presence—of any­ thing at all. The examination drew a blank.

      Warhouse just grinned his toothy grin and kept saying no. And late that evening they gave up on him, brought him across the courtyard to the city jail, and left him there for the night. He needed sleep—and so did the Homicide Squad.
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      At the conference the next morning, Decker was grim. “We have an ex-wife calling her ex-husband at midnight and making an appointment; we have his statement that he went and she never showed up; and we have a homicide and that’s all.”

      “The dough,” Bankhart said.

      Decker nodded “When we find that seventeen hundred, then we might have a case, We’ll get warrants and we’ll look for it, but let’s assume we draw another blank. Then what?’’

      “Let’s have another session with Ed Hiller,” Mitch said.

      They had it, and they had a longer one with Warhouse, and they were still nowhere. They’d gone into his back­ground thoroughly. He earned good money, paid his bills promptly, and got along well with his second wife. He liked women, they went for him, and he was a humdinger with them, although he was not involved in any scandal. But in Mitch’s book, he’d humdinged once too often. Still, you had to prove it.

      For a while they concentrated on The Happy Inn. But the motel guests either couldn’t be found—because they’d registered under fake names with fake license numbers—or else they said they’d been asleep and had no idea what was going on outside.

      The usual tips came in—crank stuff that had to be followed up. The killer bad been seen, somebody had heard Bella scream for help, somebody else had had a vision. Warhouse had been spotted waiting on the corner, which proved nothing except he’d arrived there first. Every tip checked out either as useless or a phony.

      The missing $1,700.00 didn’t show up. Decker ran out of jokes, and Mitch came home tired and irritable. The case was at a full stop.
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      Then Decker had this wild idea, and he told it to Jub and Mitch the next day. “My wife says I woke up last night and asked for a drink of water, and I don’t even remember it.”

      “So you were thirsty,” Mitch remarked.

      “Don’t you get it?” Decker exclaimed. “People wake up, then go back to sleep, and in the morning they don’t even know they were awake. Well, we know Bella packed her bag, and she was in that motel room with Prudence and must have made some noise and possibly even talked. I’ll bet a pair of pink panties that Prudence woke up, and then forgot all about it. She has a clue buried deep in her mind.”

      “Granted,” Jub said, “but how are you going to dig it up?”

      “I’ll hypnotize her,” Decker said with fire in his eyes. “I’ll ask a psychiatrist to get her to free-associate. Taylor, ask her to come in tomorrow morning, when my mind is fresh. And hers, too.”

      Mitch dropped in on Prudence and gave her the message, but the way he saw things, the Lieutenant was sure reaching for it—far out. Mitch told Amy about this screwy idea of Decker’s, but all she said was that tomorrow was payday and not to forget to send the fifty dollars to her sister.
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      That was why Mitch wasn’t around when Prudence showed up. He took his money over to the Post Office and there, on account he liked to jaw a little, make friends, set up contacts­ you never knew when you might need them—he got to gabbing with the postal clerk.

      His name was Cornell and he was tired. Mitch figured the guy was born that way. Besides, there was something about a Post Office that dragged at you. No fun in it, nothing ever happened. All the stamps were the same (or looked the same) and all the clerks were the same (or looked the same) and if anything unusual came up, you checked it in the regulations and did what the rules said, exactly. And if the rules didn’t tell you, then the thing couldn’t be done, so you sent the customer away and went back to selling stamps. Which people either wanted, or they didn’t, There were no sales, no bargains. A damaged stamp was never marked down—it was worth what it said on its face, or nothing. There was nothing in between.

      Still, the Post Office was a hell of a lot better than what Decker was doing over at the Homicide Squad, so Mitch handed in his fifty bucks for the money order and said, “It’s not much dough, I guess. What’s the most you ever handled?”

      The clerk came alive. “Ten thousand dollars. Six years ago.”

      “The hell with six years ago. Say this week.”

      “Oh. That dame with seventeen hundred dollars. Seventeen money orders. That was the biggest.”

      Click.

      Mitch said cautiously, “You mean Prudence Gilford?”

      “No. Patsy Grant.”

      “P.G.—same thing,” Mitch said with certainty. “Same girl. And I’ll bet she sent the dough to herself care of General Delivery, somewhere in California.”

      Cornell looked as if he thought Mitch were some kind of magician. “That’s right,” he said. “How did you know?”

      “Me?” Mitch said, seeing that it all fitted like a glove. Prudence—or whatever her name was—had strangled Bella for the dough, then packed Bella’s bag, dragged her out to the car, driven it to the woods, and left it there. And probably walked all the way back. That’s why Prudence had been so tired.

      “Me?” Mitch said again, riding on a cloud. “I know those things. That’s what makes me a cop. Ideas—I got bushels of ’em.” He thought of how the Lieutenant would go bug-eyed. Mitch Taylor, Homicide Expert.

      He walked over to the phone booth, gave his shield number to the operator so he could make the call free and save himself a dime, and got through to the Homicide Squad.

      Decker answered. “Taylor?” he said. “Come on back. The Gilford dame just confessed.”

      “She—what?”

      “Yeah, yeah, confessed. While she was in here, the strap on her bag broke and she dropped it. Everything fell out—including seventeen money orders for a hundred bucks each. We had her cold, and she confessed. She knew all about Warhouse, and planned it so we’d nail him.”

      There was a buzz on the wire and Lieutenant Decker’s voice went fuzzy. “Taylor,” he said after a couple of seconds. “Can you hear me? Are you listening?”

      “Sure,” Mitch said. “But what for?”

      And he hung up.

      Yeah, Mitch Taylor, Homicide Expert.
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        When Mike Avallone recommended this story, he wrote, “Donald Cutesy Again.” I would say, “Donald very cutesy indeed.”

        

      

      “Mrs. Carroll,” said the nasty man, “I happen to know that your husband is insanely jealous.”

      I happened to know the same thing myself, and so there was nothing for me to do but agree. Robert was insanely jealous. “However,” I added, “I fail to see where that is any of your business.”

      The nasty man smiled at me, nastily. “I’ll come to that,” he said.

      “You entered this house,” I reminded him, “under the guise of taking some sort of survey. Yet you ask me no questions at all about my television viewing habits. On the contrary, you promptly begin to make comments about my personal life. I think it more than likely that you are a fraud.”

      “Ah, madam,” he said, with that nasty smile of his, under that nasty little mustache, “of course I’m a fraud. Aren’t we all frauds, each in his—or her—own way?”

      “I think,” I said, as icily as possible, “it would be best if you were to leave. At once.”

      He made no move to get up from the sofa. In fact, he even spread out a bit more than before, acting as though at any instant he might kick off his shoes and take a nap. “If your husband,” he said lazily, “were to discover another man making love to you, there’s no doubt in my mind that Mr. Carroll would shoot the other man on the spot.”

      Once again I had no choice but to agree, since Robert had more than once said the same thing to me, waving that great big pistol of his around and shouting, “If I ever see another man so much as kiss you, I’ll blow his brains out, I swear I will!”

      Still, that was my cross to bear, and hardly a subject for idle chatter with perfect strangers who had sailed into my living room under false colors, and I said as much. “I don’t know where you got your information,” I went on, “and I don’t care. Nor do I care to discuss my private life with you. If you do not leave, I shall telephone the police at once.”

      The nasty man smiled his nasty smile and said, “I don’t think you’ll call the police, Mrs. Carroll. You aren’t a stupid woman. I think you realize by now I’m here for a reason, and I think you’d like to know what that reason is. Am I right?”

      He was right to an extent, to the extent that I had the uneasy feeling he knew even more about my private life than he’d already mentioned, possibly even more than Robert knew, but I was hardly anxious to hear him say the words that would confirm my suspicions, so I told him, “I find it unlikely that you could have anything to say to me that would interest me in the slightest.”

      “I haven’t bored you so far,” he said, with a sudden crispness in his tone, and I saw that the indolent way he had of lounging on my sofa was pure pretense, that underneath he was sharp and hard and very self-aware. But this glimpse of his interior was as brief as it was startling; he slouched at once back into that infuriating pose of idleness and said, “Your husband carries that revolver of his everywhere, doesn’t he? A Colt Cobra, isn’t it? Thirty-eight caliber. Quite a fierce little gun.”

      “My husband is in the jewelry business,” I said. “He very frequently carries on his person valuable gems or large amounts of money. He has a permit for the gun, because of the business he’s in.”

      “Yes, indeed, I know all that.” He looked around admiringly and said, “And he does very well at it, too, doesn’t he?”

      “You are beginning to bore me,” I said, and half-turned away. “I believe I’ll call the police now.”

      Quietly, the nasty man said, “Poor William.”

      I stopped. I turned around. I said, “What was that?”

      “No longer bored?” Under the miserable mustache, he smiled once again his nasty smile.

      I said, “Explain yourself!”

      “You mean, why did I say, ‘Poor William’? I was merely thinking about what would happen to William if a Colt Cobra were pointed at him, and the trigger pulled, and a thirty-eight caliber bullet were to crash through his body.”

      I suddenly felt faint. I took three steps to the left and rested my hands on the back of a chair. “What’s his last name?” I demanded, though the demand was somewhat nullified by the tremor in my voice. “William who?”

      He looked at me, and again he gave me a glimpse of the steel within. He said, “Shall I really say the name, Mrs. Carroll? Is there more than one William in your life?”

      “There are no Williams in my life,”’ I said, but despairingly, knowing now that this nasty man knew everything. But how? How?

      “Then I must say the name,” he said. “William Car—”

      “Stop!”

      He smiled. His teeth were very even and very white and very sparkly. I hated them. He said softly, “Won’t you sit down, Mrs. Carroll? You seem a bit pale.”

      I moved around the chair I’d been holding for support, and settled into it, rather heavily and gracelessly. I said, “I don’t know when my husband will be home, he could be—”

      “I do,” he said briskly. “Not before one-fifteen. He has appointments till one, and it’s at least a fifteen minute drive here from his last appointment.” He flickered back to indolence, say­ing lazily, “I come well prepared, you see, Mrs. Carroll.”

      “So I see.”

      “You are beginning,” he said, “to wonder what on Earth it is that I want. I seem to know so very much about you, and so far I have shown no interest in doing anything but talk. Isn’t that odd?”

      From the alert and mocking expression on his face, I knew he required an answer, and so I said, “I suppose you can do what you want. It’s your party.”

      “So it is. Mrs. Carroll, would you like to see your good friend William dead? Murdered? Shot down in cold blood?”

      My own blood ran cold at the thought of it. William! My love! In all this bleak and brutal world, only one touch of tenderness, of beauty, of hope do I see, and that is William. If it weren’t for those stolen moments with William, how could I go on another minute with Robert?

      If only it were William who was rich, rather than Robert. But William was poor, pitifully poor, and as he was a poet, it was unlikely he would ever be anything but poor. And as for me, I admit that I was spoiled, that the thought of giving up the comforts and luxuries which Robert’s money could bring me made me blanch just as much as the thought of giving up Wil­liam. I needed them both in equal urgency; William’s love and Robert’s money.

      The nasty man, having waited in vain for me to answer his rhetorical question, at last said, “I can see you would not like it. William is important to you.”

      “Yes,” I said, or whispered, unable to keep from confessing it. “Oh, yes, he is.”

      Until William, I had thought that all men were beasts. My mother—bless her soul—had said constantly that all men were beasts, all through my adolescence, after my father disappeared, and I had come to maturity firmly believing that she was right. I had married Robert even though I’d known he was a beast, but simply because I had believed there was no choice in the matter, that one married a beast or one didn’t marry at all. And Robert did have the advantage of being rich.

      But now I had found William, and I had found true love, and I had learned what my mother never knew; that not all men are beasts. Almost all, yes, but not entirely all. Here and there one can find the beautiful exception. Like William. But not, obviously, like this nasty man in front of me. I would have needed none of my mother’s training to know that this man was a beast. Perhaps, in his own cunning way, an even worse beast than brutal and blustering Robert. Perhaps, in his own way, even more dangerous.

      I said, “What is it you want from me?”

      “Oh, my dear lady,” he protested, “I want from you? Not a thing, I assure you. It is what you want from me.”

      I stared at him. I said, “I don’t understand. What could I possibly want from you?”

      As quickly as a striking snake, his hand slid within his jacket, slid out again with a long blank white envelope, and flipped it through the air to land in my lap. “These,” he said. “Take a look at them.”

      I opened the envelope. I took out the pictures. I looked at them, and I began to feel my face go flaming red.

      I recognized the room in the pictures, remembered that motel. The faces were clear in every one of the photographs.

      “What you’ll want,” said the nasty man, smiling triumphantly, “is the negatives.”

      I whispered, “You mean, you’ll show these to my husband?”

      “Oh, I would much rather not. Wouldn’t you like to have them for yourself? The prints and the negatives?”

      “How much?”

      ’Well, I really hadn’t thought,” he said, smiling and smiling. “I’d rather leave that up to you. How much would you say they are worth to you, Mrs. Carroll?”

      I looked at the photos again, and something seemed to go click in my mind. I said, “I believe I’m going to faint,” Then my eyes closed, and I fell off the chair onto the floor.

      He had a great deal of difficulty awaking me, patting my cheeks and chafing my hands, and when at last I opened my eyes, I saw that he was no longer smiling, but was looking very worried.

      “Mrs. Carroll,” he said. “Are you all right?”

      “My heart,” I whispered. “I have a weak heart.” It was untrue, but it seemed a lie that might prove useful.

      It did already. He looked more worried than ever, and backed away from me, looking down at me lying on the floor and saying, “Don’t excite yourself, Mrs. Carroll. Don’t get yourself all upset. We can work this out.”

      “Not now,” I whispered. “Please.” I passed a hand across my eyes. “I must rest. Call me. Telephone me, I’ll meet you some­where.”

      “Yes, of course. Of course.”

      “Call me this evening. At six.”

      “Yes.”

      “Say your name is Boris.”

      “Boris,” he repeated. “Yes, I will.” Hastily he retrieved the fallen photos. “Call at six,” he said, and dashed out of the house.

      I got to my feet, brushed off my toreadors, and went to phone William. “Darling,” I said.

      “Darling!” he cried.

      “My love.”

      “Oh, my heart, my sweet, my rapture!”

      “Darling, I must—”

      “Darling! Darling! Darling!”

      “Yes, sweetheart, thank you, that’s all very—”

      “My life, my love, my all!”

      “William!”

      There was a stunned silence, and then his voice said, faintly, “Yes, Mona?”

      There were advantages to having a poet for a lover, but there were also disadvantages, such as a certain difficulty in attracting his attention sometimes.

      But I had his attention now. I said, “William, I won’t be able to see you tonight.”

      “Ob, sweetheart!”

      “I’m sorry, William, believe me I am, but something just came up.”

      “Is it—” his voice lowered to a whisper, “—is it him?”

      He meant Robert. I said, “No, dear, not exactly. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”

      “Shall I see you tomorrow?”

      “Of course. At the Museum. At noon.”

      “Ah, my love, the hours shall have broken wings.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      With some difficulty I managed to end the conversation. I then took the other car, the Thunderbird, and drove to the shopping center. In the drugstore there I purchased a large and foul-looking cigar, and in the Mister-Master Men’s Wear Shoppe I bought a rather loud and crude necktie.

      I returned to the house, lit the cigar, and found that it tasted even worse than I had anticipated. Still, it was all in a good cause. I went upstairs, puffing away at the cigar, and draped the necktie over the doorknob of the closet door in my bedroom. I then went back to the first floor, left a conspicuous gray cone of cigar ash in the ashtray beside Robert’s favorite chair, puffed away until the room was full of cigar smoke and I felt my flesh beginning to turn green, and then tottered out to the kitchen. I doused the cigar under the cold water at the kitchen sink, stuffed it down out of sight in the rubbish bag, and went away to take two Alka-Seltzer and lie down.

      By one-fifteen, when Robert came bounding home, I was recovered and was in the kitchen thawing lunch. “My love!” roared Robert, and crushed me in his arms.

      That was the difference right there. William would have put the accent on the other word.

      I suffered his attentions, as I always did, and then he went away to read the morning paper in the living room while I finished preparing lunch.

      When he came to the table he seemed somewhat more subdued than usual. He ate lunch in silence, with the exception of one question, asked with an apparent attempt at casualness: “Umm, darling, did you have any visitors today?”

      I dropped my spoon into my soup. “Oh! Wasn’t that clumsy! What did you say, dear?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I asked you, did you have any visitors today?”

      “Visitors? Why—why, no, dear.” I gave a guilty sort of little laugh. “What makes you ask, sweetheart?”

      “Nothing,” he said, and ate his soup.

      After lunch he said, “I have time for a nap today. Wake me at three, will you?’’

      “Of course, dear.”

      I woke him at three. He said he’d be home by five-thirty, and left. I checked, and the crude necktie was no longer hanging on the doorknob in my bedroom.

      When Robert came home at five-thirty he was even quieter than before. I caught him watching me several times, and each time I gave a nervous start and a guilty little laugh and went into some other room.

      I was in the kitchen at six o’clock, when the phone rang.

      “I’ll get it, dear!” I shouted. “It’s all right, dear! I’ll get it! I’ll get it!”

      I picked up the phone and said hello and the nasty man’s voice said, “This is Boris.”

      “Yes, of course,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Yes.”

      “Isn’t your husband home?”

      “It’s all right, he’s in the living room, he can’t hear me. I want to meet you tonight, to discuss things.” I gave a heavy emphasis to that word, and put just a touch of throatiness into my voice.

      He gave his nasty laugh and said, “Whenever you say, dear lady. I take it you’re recovered from this afternoon?”

      “Oh, yes. It was just tremors. But listen, here’s how we’ll meet. You take a room at the Flyaway Motel, under the name of Clark. I’ll—”

      “Take a room?”

      “We’ll have a lot to—talk about. Don’t worry, I’ll pay for the room.”

      “Well,” he said, “in that case…”

      “I’ll try to be there,” I said, “as soon after nine as possible. Wait for me.”

      “All right, M—”

      “I must hang up,” I said hastily, before he could call me Mrs. Carroll. I broke the connection, went into the living room, and found Robert standing near the extension phone in there. I said, “Dinner will be ready soon, dear.”

      “Any time, darling,” he said. His voice seemed somewhat strangled. He seemed to be under something of a strain.

      Dinner was a silent affair, though I tried to make small­ talk without much success. Afterward, Robert sat in the living room and read the evening paper.

      I walked into the living room at five minutes to nine, wearing my suede jacket. “I have to go out for a while, dear.”

      He seemed to control himself with difficulty. “Where to, dear?”

      “The drugstore. I need nail polish remover.”

      “Oh, yes,” he said.

      I went out and got into the Thunderbird. As I drove away I saw the lights go on in my bedroom.

      If it was nail polish remover Robert was looking for, he’d have little trouble finding it. There was a nearly full bottle with my other cosmetics on the vanity table.

      I drove at moderate speeds, arriving at the Flyaway Motel at ten minutes past nine. “I’m Mrs. Clark,” I told the man at the desk “Could you tell me which unit my husband is in?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He checked his register and said, “Six.”

      “Thank you.”

      Walking across the gravel toward unit 6, I thought it all out again, as it had come to me in a flash of inspiration this afternoon just before I had had my ’faint’. The idea that I could have Robert’s money without necessarily having to have Robert along with it had never occurred to me before. But now it had, and I liked it. To have Robert’s money without having Robert meant I could have William!

      What a combination! William and Robert’s money! My step was light as I approached unit 6.

      The nasty man opened the door to my knock. He seemed somewhat nervous. “Come on in, Mrs. Carroll.”

      As I went in, I glanced back and saw an automobile just turning into the motel driveway. Was that a Lincoln? A blue Lincoln?

      The nasty man shut and locked the door, but I said, “None of that. Unlock that door.”

      “Don’t worry about me, lady,” he said, grinning nastily. “All I want from you is your money.” Nevertheless, he unlocked the door again.

      “Fine,” I said. I took off my suede jacket.

      “Now,” he said, coming across the room, rubbing his hands together, “to get to business.”

      “Of course,” I said. I took off my blouse.

      He blinked at me. He said, “Hey! What are you doing?”

      “Don’t worry about a thing,” I told him, and unzipped my toreadors.

      His eyes widened and he waved his hands at me, shouting, “Don’t do that! You got it all wrong, don’t do that!”

      “I don’t believe I have it wrong,” I said, and stepped out of the toreadors.

      With utter panic and bewilderment, the nasty man said, ’’But William said you’d—” And stopped.

      We both stopped. I stared at the nasty man in sudden compre­hension. All at once I understood how it was he had known so much about me, how it had been possible for him to take those pictures.

      So William couldn’t live on the amount I gave him willingly. Mother was right, all men are beasts.

      As I stood there, trying to get used to this new realization, the door burst open and Robert came bellowing in, waving that huge and ugly pistol of his.

      I still wasn’t recovered from my shock. To think, to think I’d been trying to save William from being killed, to think I’d been willing to sacrifice both Robert and the nasty man for William’s sake. And all the time, all the time, William had be­trayed me.

      But then I did recover from the shock, and fast, because I saw that Robert had stopped his enraged bellowing and was glaring at me. At me. And pointing that filthy pistol at me.

      At me.

      “Not me!” I cried, and pointed at the nasty man. “Him! Him!”

      The first shot buzzed past my ear and smashed the glass over the woodland painting above the bed.

      I ran left, I ran right. The nasty man cowered behind the dresser. Robert’s second shot chunked into the wall behind me.

      “You lied!” I screamed. “You lied!”

      All men are bea—
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        You know the English and their front rooms. Here is a front room that will outdo them all.

        

      

      On the last Saturday of that hot September, the brown bus put down Naomi and Bevis in the sun-faded holiday hamlet at the end of the naked stretch of new concrete road that ran parallel to the sand dunes, because this was as far as it went.

      Top End, the bus driver told them, was at the far end of the new road and a little way on. You couldn’t miss it; there was a pub and a shop, and the chalets and bungalows were up on the sand hills off the narrow road. Anyone would tell them where their place was, he said.

      There was a little clump of people at the bus stop; flowered print dresses and baggy shorts, peeled noses and pale varicosed legs. It was mostly the older folk who came to this unfashionable coast. Before the war it had teemed, and it was still cheap.

      The people got into the bus, and it rattled off round the semi-circle of wooden-fronted buildings: the chemist’s shop with the handwritten ticket about printing and developing snapshots, the picture postcard stand and the dusty piles of children’s buckets and spades, the amusement arcade with the pin tables and the pop music: past all these and back the way it came—to where the sky met the flat, raw sweep of fenland behind the sea, and crazy lanes zig-zagged the great dyked fields.

      Naomi felt suddenly forsaken. “Wouldn’t there be any chance of getting a taxi, darling?” she said, and wished she hadn’t, because it always annoyed Bevis when she seemed to take the initiative in things. Yes, the suggestion had prickled him; he breathed heavily through his nose when he looked about them. There was no sign of a garage; apart from an old red sports car parked at the end of the buildings, where the road gave way to sand, at the deep cutting through the sand hills leading to the beach, there was nothing on wheels.

      “Well, what do you think?” he snapped, and stooped to pick up their cases. “Come on, let’s get on with it.” He set off up the straight, hot road—and Naomi followed him.

      The blare of the pop music faded behind them, and they were walking in tandem in the middle of the empty road to a point up ahead, with whispering hay in the fields at either side; on their right the high dunes shielding the sea, and the endless fens on their left. And all the while she watched this man she had married that spring.

      It will be all right, she told herself. We haven’t made a good start, but it hasn’t been easy, what with both of us having to go out to work to scrape together the money for the mortgage on the house. This fortnight’s going to make all the difference. Two inexpensive weeks by the sea with just the basic joys of sunshine and idleness. Time to find ourselves again. Next year, maybe, we’ll start a family...

      Strange how thin and frail Bevis looked with his arms tautened by the weight of the cases. They had met and courted in the winter, and he had looked almost burly in winter clothes. Quite different now. She would have to fatten him up during the holiday. Only trouble was he had an appetite like a little bird, and smoked far too much. The strain of carrying the heavy cases was telling on him already; he was breathing heavily, and tendrils of his wispy, fair hair were sticking to his pale brow.

      No use offering to carry one of them, though they both knew she was basically the stronger. And that was another thing he detested.

      He dumped down the cases in the sandy grass at the road verge and lit a cigarette, avoiding her gaze. There was a frosting of sweat around his mouth, and his fingers holding the match trem­bled with fatigue.

      Naomi said: “That’s right, darling. Have a bit of a rest, there isn’t much further to go.” And she crossed to the fence and looked across a narrow field to the sand hills, where the wind from the sea was ruffling the spiky crests of the grass up there, and some of it reached her because she felt its languorous breath mold
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TERMINATION
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