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      Joe Gores (1931-2011) and Bill Pronzini (1943- ) had both been active in the mystery field less than a decade or so when Tricks and Treats was published in 1976, but they were already major names. Joe had won two Edgar awards, and Bill had turned out more novels and short stories than many of us (me, for example, born the same year) would accomplish in a lifetime. While Joe is gone, Bill, recipient of the MWA Grand Master Award in 2008, is still going strong and prolific as ever.

      The theme of their anthology was McGuffins (more commonly spelled MacGuffins), a term sort of like noir, that has a very specific meaning for purists, but is generally used to mean just about anything you want it to mean. The Hitchcock anecdote in their introduction hints at without spelling out both the narrow and the broad definitions.  According to Wikipedia, the MacGuffin is “a plot device in the form of some goal, desired object, or another motivator that the protagonist pursues, often with little or no narrative explanation. The MacGuffin's importance to the plot is not the object itself, but rather its effect on the characters and their motivations.”  The Meriam-Webster definition, more inclusive if a bit vaguer: “an object, event, or character in a film or story that serves to set and keep the plot in motion despite usually lacking intrinsic importance.” It’s easiest to think of in terms of an object (sources differ on whether it should be something really important like the formula for world peace or trivial but tantalizing like the meaning of “Rosebud”) that the protagonist and other characters are after.  Some examples: the Maltese Falcon, the Ark of the Covenant in the Raiders of the Lost Arc, the NOC list of informants in the first Mission Impossible feature, the Holy Grail, military plans, weapons designs, or other vital papers.  Readers of this anthology are invited to consider in each of these stories whether there is really a MacGuffin and if so, what it is.

      Mystery Writers of America anthologies have changed since their mid-1940s launch.  Early volumes in the series consisted entirely of reprints, all donated by their authors for the good of the organization.  Recent volumes have been comprised entirely of new stories, either commissioned by the editor or selected by a panel of judges from anonymous submissions, and now contributors are paid rather well. Tricks and Treats belongs in a transitional period: the stories were still donated, but some originals were included.  Both editors of the volume offer new stories, Pronzini in collaboration with Barry N. Malzberg, along with previously unpublished work by Betty Buchanan, William E. Chambers, Elizabeth A. Lynn, and Jean L. Backus. The reprints represent Golden Age old-timers (Ellery Queen, Anthony Boucher, John Dickson Carr), stalwarts of the magazine market (Edward D. Hoch, Henry Slesar, James Holding, Jack Ritchie), novel-writing royalty (John D. MacDonald), and one surprise from the mainstream (Jessamyn West). The introductions to each story by Joe or Bill show that they were conscientious editors.  Forty plus years after its first publication, their anthology stands the test of time.

      
        
        —Jon L. Breen

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Since this anthology depends on tricks and treats, surprise endings, twists, gimmicks—in a word, McGuffins—we had best define for you, Gentle Reader, just what a McGuffin is. The best, in fact to our knowledge the only, definition was given by the Master himself, Alfred Hitchcock, during a discussion of his films. We can only paraphrase his remarks, of course, but they went something like this...

      

      
        
        It seems that an American in London got on a train which was bound for the Scottish Highlands. He found himself sharing a compartment with a grizzled British sportsman of the sort who consistently drops his “g’s”; a sportsman loaded down with huntin’ and fishin’ gear who was obviously heading north for a bit of a shoot.

        On the overhead rack, however, this gentleman had placed a rather strange-looking box. The American, unable to contain his curiosity, finally leaned forward and said, “I beg your pardon, but could you possibly tell me what that odd-looking box is?”

        The sportsman looked at the American, transferred his gaze to the box, and then fixed it again on the American.

        “That’s a McGuffin,” he said.

        “A...McGuffin? Ah...what purpose does a McGuffin serve? What is it used for?”

        “Why, a McGuffin is indispensable when one is hunting lions and tigers. Since I am going to the Scottish Highlands to hunt tigers...” He stopped there, as if he had explained sufficiently.

        After a moment, the American felt impelled to lean forward again. “I don’t know how to tell you this, sir, but there aren’t any tigers in the Scottish Highlands.”

        “You don’t say.” The grizzled sportsman stared at him for several seconds in surprise, then looked up at the box again. Contemplatively he said, “Then that can’t be a McGuffin, can it?”

        

      

      

      Now that we—and Mr. Hitchcock—have explained to you exactly what a McGuffin is, you know all about the stories in this anthology. But if some whisp of confusion lingers in your mind, let us assure you that we know a McGuffin when we see one. And all of the wonderful and talented writers who appear herein, who have donated this use of their work to Mystery Writers of America without pay or recompense, they know what a McGuffin is.

      After all, they’ve collectively written a whole book about the bloody things.

      Haven’t they?

      

      Bill Pronzini and Joe Gores

      San Francisco

      December 1975

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Donor

          

          Dan J. Marlowe

        

      

    

    
      SURPRISE!

      
        
        We chose “The Donor” to lead off this anthology because it is the very essence of the McGuffin, with an understated symmetry and a whiplash ending which leaves the reader breathless as a roller-coaster ride. Great McGuffins demand great artistry, a quality not always in evidence in the paperback original novels which are Mr. Marlowe’s chosen arena. But the growing talent he displayed in 1962 with the unforgettable The Name of the Game is Death was confirmed in 1970, when his Operation Flashpoint was awarded the Edgar. Today his Earl Drake series enjoys booming sales and reprinting in over a dozen foreign countries. So any would-be or want-to-be writers reading these words take heart: Dan Marlowe is an ex-professional gambler who didn’t write a word for money until he was pushing fifty! - J.G.
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      I went to reform school when I was twelve, prison when I was eighteen, and I’ve spent most of my life in one penitentiary or another. I’ve stolen cars, cashed bad checks, burglarized stores, and committed armed robberies. During any given ten-year period, I was seldom outside the walls of an institution for more than a few months at a time.

      Then I took a trip west to change my luck. It changed it for the worse. I took another fall, and then in prison one day I was standing alongside another con when he was knifed in the back. I was tried for his murder. It didn’t matter that for once I was innocent; the judge pronounced the mandatory death sentence. I couldn’t help thinking that it seemed to be what I had unconsciously been preparing myself for all my life.

      So, at forty-eight, with the handwriting on the wall, I made up my mind to leave life with more style than I’d lived it. When the automatic appeal had been denied, I told my court-appointed lawyer I wouldn’t need him anymore. I settled down to the death row routine of tearing pages from a calendar and waiting for the big day.

      I thought the warden would be happy to have a prisoner who wasn’t always bugging him for some privilege, but he wasn’t. For some reason my attitude seemed to concern him.

      “It’s not natural for a man in your position to show so little concern,” said Warden Raymond.

      “How would you know what’s natural, warden?” I asked. “You’re young. All you know about prison you got out of books. You’ve only had your appointment for about a year. You’ve got a lot to learn.”

      He shook his head. He looked like a tired David Niven except that his hair was reddish-brown. He had dark circles under his eyes most of the time. There was a prison joke about the dark circles. Warden Raymond had a young wife. I’d never seen her, but the men who had said she had an unconsciously sexual appeal.

      The chaplain came to see me a few times, but I always ran him off. “It’s got to be better the second time around, Pilot,” I told him. The men called him the Sky Pilot. He couldn’t cope with my theories on reincarnation, but he didn’t stop coming.

      My only other visitor was Warden Raymond. He would have himself admitted by the ever-present guard, and I’d set down the book I’d been reading. The warden made more frequent trips from his office to my cell as the big day grew closer. Each time I saw him he looked worse. It was going to be the first execution for each of us, but to look at him you’d think he was the one who was going to ride the lightning.

      “You know that the-uh-execution is only a short time away,” he said to me one day.

      “I know.”

      “Have you decided upon which-uh-which method you want us to use?”

      I stared at him. “Which method? I don’t get it.”

      “There are two approved methods of execution in this state, hanging and the firing squad.” I must have looked blank. “I thought you knew.”

      I tried to sound flippant. “Is that what happens when there’s no more cheap power? I thought it would be electrocution.”

      “You have a choice, as I indicated,” he answered. He didn’t sound happy even telling me about it.

      “It’s not going to be hanging, warden,” I said positively. “Have the firing squad oil up the rifles.”

      The warden spoke urgently. “Doesn’t this bother you at all? Don’t you feel-uh-odd, having to choose the way you’re going to die?”

      “Why, no. If I’ve got to go, and I don’t seem to have much say about that, what’s so hard about selecting the method?”

      He grimaced and left the cell.

      During the next couple of weeks I ate well and got plenty of rest. I gained five pounds and the warden lost ten. He obviously spent more time thinking about my execution than I did. The man had too much empathy for his own good. He even tried to get the governor to commute my sentence to life imprisonment. He came to my cell almost in tears when he failed. He was really getting on my nerves a little bit, although it’s difficult to dislike a man because he doesn’t want to kill you.
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      The warden showed up in front of my cell with a stranger when the execution was a week away. His usual uneasiness seemed to have been replaced by embarrassment. “This is Dr. Sansom,” he said to me. “He’d like to talk to you.”

      I looked Dr. Sansom over. He had to have some kind of clout. Not every doctor makes it onto death row. The guard came over and unlocked the cell door, but only the doctor came inside.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Warden Raymond said quickly, and hurried away.

      “Come to see if I’m healthy enough to kill, Doc?” I asked as he sat down. His mouth smiled, but his eyes didn’t. He was young, but he had the coldest-looking eyes I’d ever seen on a human being.

      “You don’t want to mind him,” I went on, nodding in the direction of the warden’s departure. “He’s taking all this pretty hard.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “That’s right.”

      “That’s what they told me, and that’s why I’m here.” He crossed his legs leisurely. “I’m chief of neurosurgery at Mercy Hospital in town. I want you to donate your body to science. Specifically, I want you to donate it to me.”

      There was certainly nothing bashful about the doctor. Just like that, he wanted my body. “How come, Doc?”

      “You’ve read about the organ transplants performed recently—kidneys, livers, hearts?”

      “I can read the big print in the newspapers.”

      Irony was wasted on him. He was all business. “Techniques have been developed that would have seemed miraculous a short time ago. You might be able to save several lives.”

      “Several?” I had a mental picture of myself being cut and dealt like a deck of cards. I wanted to discourage him. “Look, I’m not a kid any longer. I’m pushing fifty. I always thought you people wanted young meat. Besides, when the bullets get through with me, my ticker won’t be any good to me or to anyone else.”

      But Dr. Sansom had an answer for everything. “The prison physician tells me you’re in remarkable condition for a man your age. He attributes this to your being sheltered so often and so long from the vices prevalent outside prison. I’m sure your organs are just what I want. As for the wasteful method of execution you’ve chosen, though, I wish you’d reconsider.”

      “Not a chance, Doc.”

      “Well, what about your body?”

      I still didn’t care for the idea of being used for spare parts, but with the new image I’d been building for myself it proved hard to be ungracious. “I’m not about to change my mind about the firing squad,” I told him, “but you’re welcome to what’s left.”

      “I’ll make do with that,” he said, and rose to his feet. He pulled a large envelope from his inside breast pocket and handed me a crackling legal paper to sign. He was taking no chances on my changing my mind. I signed the paper, and Dr. Sansom departed.

      After that I was glad the execution date was so near. It had been difficult enough on some days to seem unconcerned, and the doctor had added a mental burden. When I had thought of myself as dead, I had always pictured myself sleeping peacefully with my hands folded across my chest. Now I didn’t care to dwell upon the final scene.
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      On the morning of the execution, though, Warden Raymond was still far more disturbed about it than I was. He looked as though he’d been up all night, and his whiskey breath made no secret about how he’d spent his time. I followed him out into the prison yard with the chaplain by my side. The prison guards I’d come to know waved or nodded as I passed. A few murmured reassurances. The ones who weren’t following on my heels, that is, to make sure I didn’t change my mind about going peaceably.

      The prison yard was cool. The first rays of the sun were striking the wall. A heavy wooden chair with leather straps attached to it sat facing a small wood-and-canvas structure fifty yards away. I knew the firing squad was already inside the structure, concealed from view by the canvas awning. When the time came, the awning would be raised, and—BOOM!

      A large, white tractor-trailer was parked twenty yards to the left of the chair. Dr. Sansom stood beside it with a number of other men. They were all wearing light-green hospital gowns. The only sound in the prison yard was the hum of a diesel generator mounted on top of the trailer. I figured out finally that it was needed to keep my organs from spoiling during the run into town.

      I went directly to the chair and sat down. I could hear the collective sigh of relief from the guards, happy that they didn’t have to wrestle me into it. The warden read a paper—mumbled would be more accurate—to the official observers, and then a pair of guards fastened my arms and legs with the leather straps. The prison physician pinned a target to the front of my shirt, and then a hood was dropped over my head.

      In the dead silence that followed nothing happened for a few seconds. I was trying to think of something clever to say when I felt as though I’d been struck in the chest by a sledgehammer.

      Immediately after that I heard the roar of the rifles. The echo rebounded from the stone walls. Blood gushed into my throat, and I remember thinking that Dr. Sansom wouldn’t be able to use my lungs, either.

      Then I couldn’t think anything…
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      I could see light and movement when I opened my eyes, but I had difficulty in focusing upon it. I felt weaker than I had ever felt in my life.

      “Call Dr. Sansom in here at once!” a female voice said urgently.

      “He’s regained consciousness again, and this time he seems rational!” There was a flurry of activity around me. Shadowy figures gradually became more distinct. Then I was looking up at Dr. Sansom. There was a flicker of something other than the usual impassivity in his cold-eyed stare. Excitement? The situation became clear to me at once. Dr. Sansom had taken me from the firing squad chair and given me a new heart. I raised a trembling hand as I tried to complain to him, but all I could utter was gibberish.

      Then I saw freckles on the back of my hand.

      My hand?

      I’d never had a freckle in my life!

      I sank back upon the pillow, exhausted. Dr. Sansom. that diabolical surgical magician, hadn’t given me a new heart. He had implanted my brain in someone else’s head. I wondered where the rest of me was. God only knew into how many parts I’d been divided.

      “Don’t try to talk yet, Tom,” Dr. Sansom said soothingly. “You’ve been in a coma for a long time. Relax and get your bearings.” I became conscious of bandages on my face. “You’re making a fine recovery. We’ll have you up and moving around in a few days now. When we remove the bandages, you’ll look almost the same as you did before you tried to mix drinking and driving and went through the window of your car. Most of the scars will be hidden by your hair.”

      Not so much as by the flicker of an eyelash did he indicate—and no one could know more surely—that I wasn’t “Tom.”

      I hadn’t noticed previously, but there were tubes connected to my other arm and my side. Dr. Sansom directed the nurses as they disconnected them, and my own life cycle took over the function of keeping me breathing. My own? I closed my eyes and stopped thinking about it. They took away all the machinery that had kept me alive while I was in the coma.

      Tom’s wife was allowed to visit me for five minutes a day. She was a tall, buxom girl with an anxious expression that in ensuing days changed to one of hope. She sat and held my hand and stared at my bandaged face with tear-stained eyes. “I thought I’d lost you,” she said repeatedly.

      Another complication, I thought wearily.

      But life takes over. I worked at gaining control of my new body in the days that followed. Speech was the most difficult. At first I had to concentrate hard to form each word, but soon I was speaking simple sentences. Dr. Sansom permitted me to get out of bed and move carefully around the hospital room. He watched me with a gleam in his eye. I found that it was like trying to drive a car after a long prison stretch. I had to develop judgment and a new depth perception.

      I gained strength every day. That was when I first became aware that my new body was a young body. I felt better than I had for years. I felt a chill, though, when Dr. Sansom said something one day about getting me back on the job. Surely he realized there was no job to which I could return? I was still a middle-aged convict who’d spent more than thirty years behind bars. I had no skills, no training, no education that hadn’t come from reading two or three books a week no matter what prison I happened to be calling home. The only thing prison had prepared me for was more prison.

      The more I saw of Tom’s wife the more I wished I could really be him, but there was no possible way. I didn’t know what Tom’s job had been, but whether it was lawyer, engineer, architect, or street cleaner, I didn’t try to fool myself into thinking I could step into it as easily as I had taken over his body.

      Then Dr. Sansom appeared in my room one day with an armful of clothing. “Get dressed,” he said. “We’re going to take a ride to your office.” I tried to protest, but he ignored me. “It will be just a short visit. When we get back, we’ll take your bandages off.”

      One of the nurses drove the car. I sat in the middle with Dr. Sansom beside me. I stared at the dashboard, trying to keep the blur of rapidly passing scenery from confusing me further. Then the car stopped, and I looked up. I drew a long, unbelieving breath.

      They helped me out of the car. The concrete walk was lined with people. Smiling people. All the way to my office I accepted greetings from uniformed guards, many of whom I knew well. Very well.

      “Welcome back, Warden Raymond,” they said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Pill Problem

          

          Pauline C. Smith

        

      

    

    
      “ARSENIC AND OLD LACE”

      
        
        The one word which perhaps best describes Joseph Kesselring’s classic 1940s farce, Arsenic and Old Lace, is “romp”—and the same word applies to Pauline C. Smith’s “The Pill Problem.” Like the play, this story has a dizzying, quietly mad plot, a good deal of rather macabre humor, and a memorable and wacky cast of characters; and it is a dandy McGuffin in the bargain. Mrs. Smith, a gentle lady who lives in Southern California, has to her credit an impressive list of sometimes bloodthirsty, uniformly excellent short stories, one of which was nominated for an Edgar in 1972 and several of which have been included in the annual Best Detective Stories of the Year. - B.P.
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      Phyllis Crenshaw was a slob. In an ordinary dining chair, her fat lopped over the seat and puffed against the back. However, Phyllis no longer sat in a dining chair, up to a table; not since the doctor had told her in no uncertain terms and with a concerned click of his tongue, “Mrs. Crenshaw, you are in terrible shape.”

      That was obvious. She knew her shape was terrible.

      Then the doctor added not only a word of advice, but an awful prognostication: “If you don’t take off some of that weight, you are going to drop dead.”

      A brutal statement, but effective.

      Phyllis went on an immediate diet, not the high-protein, low-carbohydrate diet the doctor had ordered and carefully written out, but one she herself devised, solidly liquid and sweetly noncaloric, consisting of tea loaded with saccharin. She drank this diet all day long, sometimes even at night when she awakened famished.

      Horace Crenshaw, Phyllis’ husband, was toothpick thin and nervous as a cat. He leaped at sudden sounds and breathed fast when he walked more than ten steps. He looked miserable.

      The doctor told him so. “Mr. Crenshaw,” he said, “you’ve got to take care of yourself,” and wrote out a prescription for nitroglycerin tablets, explaining how, at the first sign of tightness in his chest, Horace was to pop one of those tablets under his tongue.

      The doctor’s diagnosis in each case was absolutely correct. Phyllis was appallingly obese and Horace’s heart posed a fluttering problem. His diagnoses, however, had embraced only the effect and not the cause of the Crenshaws’ condition, which had begun twenty-five years before when Phyllis, slim as a reed, married Horace, sturdy as an oak.

      They were a handsome couple then, not too young and not too old for marriage, so everything might have been fine when they set up housekeeping in the Crenshaw family home except that they began to get on each other’s nerves.

      Phyllis turned out to be coy beyond Horace’s belief, and Horace came up as a fuddy-dud, which was really too bad because they had everything going for them—the Crenshaw Lumber Company, the palatial house and the very first seven-inch television set in town that Phyllis named “Rover.”

      She named things: the car, the rosebushes and the fireside chairs. She bounced and ducked her head when she chattered. She squealed and giggled. Horace took unsmiling refuge behind his cold pipe, beginning to hate her.

      Early in their marriage, Phyllis shed her cutesy ways and settled down to a total involvement with food. She spent half her time in the kitchen turning out souffles, dumplings, chocolate chiffon pies, noodles, and sponge cake, and the other half eating what she had prepared. Every time she opened her mouth to stuff something into it, Horace’s heart murmured.

      She ate through the next twenty years, growing so fat that Gertrude, who used to come two days a week to do the heavy cleaning, finally was needed six days a week to do everything, and Horace retired from the business (being only a figurehead anyway) to rest his jumping heart in his Morris chair in the den.

      From then on, Horace emerged only occasionally at a slow walk to see if Phyllis might be in her usual place, overflowing the big fanback chair in the back parlor. She generally was—with a food tray fitted across the arms. He then walked slowly back to the den to sink down in the Morris chair and feel his heart hammer out an uneven hostility.

      With Horace forever home, Phyllis chewed him up with her steaks and swallowed him with barbecue sauce.

      Even Gertrude, somewhat slow-witted, noticed that this was a house divided against itself, and discussed it with her equally slow-witted husband in the evenings.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Don’t know what?” he asked.

      “About them!”

      “What about them?” he coaxed. “They sure are funny.”
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      It was after the doctor’s visit that Phyllis took her last waddle up the stairs to her bedroom to instruct Gertrude to cart down all her bedroom furniture and put it into the back parlor and cart all the back parlor furniture up to her bedroom (all except the fanback chair), then she went downstairs and stayed there.

      Gertrude was still gasping from her labors when Horace decided that he too must never again tax his heart by climbing the stairs, and instructed her to exchange his bedroom furniture for that in the den (leaving the Morris chair where it was, of course).

      “I never,” breathed Gertrude to her husband that night.

      ‘‘You never what?” he asked.

      “I never seen the like. All that hauling and pulling. They must think I’m a horse.”

      “What hauling and pulling?”

      “The furniture. Upstairs and downstairs.”

      “How come?’’

      “She wants to sleep downstairs now—in the back parlor. He wants to sleep downstairs too—in the den.”

      “Maybe they want to be close to each other.”

      “YOU kidding?”
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      The grocery store delivered a case of tea and the drugstore delivered a bottle of 1000 quarter-grain tablets of soluble saccharin, and Phyllis took off on her diet, immediately establishing a pattern of twenty to twenty-five cups of tea a day, each loaded with so much sweetener that the drugstore made an automatic once-a-week delivery, packing the orders so that the prescription bottle of nitroglycerin tablets and the bottle of saccharin tablets could be sent on the same day.

      “You wouldn’t believe it,” Gertrude told her husband.

      “I wouldn’t believe what?” he asked.

      ‘‘Now they keep their pills in little saucers.”

      “Who?”

      “Both her and him. She has me dump ’em out of the bottle into this saucer and has the saucer right there in the back parlor so she can grab a handful for her tea. She says it’s easier. He does the same thing. He’s got a saucerful of his right next to him in the den all the time. He says that way he don’t have to unscrew the cap while he’s maybe having a heart attack and he might be dead before he gets it unscrewed.”

      Phyllis’ diet told on her almost immediately, not that there was much noticeable difference in her weight, the puffy fat simply changing to droopy fat—but it was her strength that lessened, her only exercise being a weak totter from the back parlor to the downstairs bathroom at the end of the hall, a trip she was forced to make frequently because of all the tea she consumed.

      Now and then she met Horace in the hallway, usually on his way to the dining room for a fulsome low-fat meal. At these times, she glared in resentful envy and he glared back with contemptuous hatred. It was after one of these silent glare-filled meetings that Phyllis, on her way to the bathroom, thought of killing Horace, and he, on his way to the dining room, thought how nice it would be if Phyllis were dead.
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      “They look just alike,” Gertrude said to her husband when she got home.

      “Who?” he asked.

      “The pills.”

      “You mean her and him?”

      “No. The pills they take. Hers for her tea and his for his heart. One of the bottles is littler than the other, but I always forget which is which because the pills look exactly the same. So I stop and look while I’m still out in the hall to see whose name is on what bottle, and then I put his little bottle in my left hand and her bigger bottle in my right hand so they’ll be all ready for when I go into the back parlor and empty hers out in her saucer and then on into the den to empty his out in his saucer.”

      It was Gertrude’s weekly anxiety that she would, somehow, get those pills mixed. She soothed herself, however, with the comforting knowledge that should she confuse them and her employers found out, she could quickly correct her mistake by using the spares, since Mr. Crenshaw had two extra bottles of nitroglycerin tablets in his desk drawer in the den and Mrs. Crenshaw had two extra bottles of saccharin tablets in her dresser drawer in the back parlor.

      Phyllis did not realize that the shape, size and weight of her saccharin tablets were identical to Horace’s nitroglycerin tablets until one delivery day when she happened to be tottering up the hall from the bathroom at the same time the doorbell rang. She opened the door, accepted the two bottles, closed the door and leaned against it, her eyes widening in the droopy folds of her cheeks.

      “They look just alike,” she told Gertrude who appeared in the hall to answer the doorbell.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gertrude said, then she added, to indicate her astute alertness, “but one bottle is bigger than the other,” and hoped Mrs. Crenshaw would not ask her which bottle was which. “And they got your names on each one, see.”

      The quarter-grain saccharin tablets in the larger bottle were about one-tenth the size of an aspirin and probably two-thirds the thickness. Phyllis held both bottles close to her eyes and studied their contents. The 0.6 mg 1/100 grain nitroglycerin tablets in the smaller bottle were exactly the same size, shape, and thickness as the saccharin tablets. The pills could be switched, Phyllis decided, and she would not know the difference outside the bottle, so if she would not know the difference, neither would Horace, and certainly not dumb Gertrude.

      She handed Gertrude the smaller bottle with a warning, “You be careful now,” and tottered off to the back parlor with her bottle of saccharin tablets to think things over.
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      “Now I’m worried,” Gertrude confessed to her husband.

      “What are you worried about?” he asked.

      “She’s got me so nervous about the pills I almost forget, even before I get to the back parlor, which one’s in my left hand and which one’s in my right, and which one is the big one and which is the little one. Even reading the names, the writing gets so blurred with my nervousness I’m not sure which is Mr. and which is Mrs.”

      “Maybe if they look all that much alike, it don’t make any difference,” soothed Gertrude’s husband, who wasn’t very smart.

      “Maybe it don’t,” answered Gertrude, a little on the dull side herself. Then she added later, after profound contemplation, “But I think maybe it does.”

      She continued to worry, particularly after Mr. Crenshaw answered the doorbell on a pill delivery day while she was out in the back yard hanging up clothes, and greeted her with essentially the same expression of dawning inspiration on his face as had been on his wife’s, and the same cautionary tone in his voice she had used. “Gertrude,” he said, “the pills in these bottles look exactly the same. I want you to be careful.”

      “I know, sir. I will, sir,” she answered, trembling, and pointed out the difference in bottle size and the individual names on the bottles, to which he did not appear to be listening. Instead, as he walked toward the den with his smaller bottle of nitroglycerin tablets, he seemed to be greatly absorbed in his own thoughts.
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      “I just hope,” Gertrude said to her husband, “that I don’t get rushed when I have to dump out those pills someday.”

      “What would rush you?” her husband asked.

      “Well, I don’t know,” she said, distracted. Then, calmer and after due reflection, “Nothing, I guess.”

      But something did.

      The drugstore always delivered the Crenshaw order late in the morning or during the early afternoon; but on a damp spring day with half the town down with the flu, including one of the pharmacists and the store’s only delivery boy, the Crenshaw order was necessarily late. So late, in fact, that Gertrude, anxious to be off and home before the brewing storm set in, leaped timidly in startled recollection of her fearsome duty when the doorbell rang, almost dropping the coffee service she was carrying into the dining room to Mr. Crenshaw.

      She set down the tray, streaked up the hall just as Mrs. Crenshaw tottered down it toward the bathroom, opened the front door, snatched the two bottles and stood in the twilight-shadowed hallway in an agony of indecision, the Mr. and Mrs. labels of identification a blur before her nervous eyes.

      Coming to a sudden, irresolute compromise, she switched the small bottle to her right hand, clutched the larger one in her left, scurried into the back parlor, dumped the nitroglycerin tablets into Mrs. Crenshaw’s saucer, scampered across the hall to dump the saccharin tablets into Mr. Crenshaw’s saucer and was back in the kitchen before Mr. Crenshaw had barely sipped at his first cup of after-dinner coffee in the dining room.

      Phyllis tottered from the bathroom, feeling the immediate need of a sweet cup of tea. Remembering the ring of the doorbell, she glanced through into the dining room, glared at Horace’s back as he sat at the table polishing off a satisfying meal, gnashed her teeth, tottered to the back parlor, whisked up the saucerful of fresh nitroglycerin tablets placed there through Gertrude’s error, tottered to the den, switched the saucers, thus mistakenly correcting Gertrude’s error, tottered to the bathroom, flushed the saccharin tablets from Horace’s bedside down the toilet and emerged with the empty saucer clasped to her drooping bosom.

      Phyllis then tottered to the back parlor, emptied a spare bottleful of saccharin tablets from her dresser drawer into the den saucer, poured a steaming cupful of tea, laced it liberally with saccharin, and enjoyed the sweetness of her labors.

      Gertrude tidied up the kitchen, called a good night to Mr. Crenshaw, who was still at the table, called nothing to Mrs. Crenshaw, supposing her to be in the bathroom, and gave no further thought to the pills until after she had plowed through the rain and reached home.

      “My gracious!” she exclaimed to her husband.

      “My gracious what?” he asked.

      “I was in such a hurry when they came.”

      “Her and him?”

      “Their pills. I think I got it all straight, though.”

      “Got what straight?”

      “The pills. The ones that go to her and the ones that go to him.” She pondered, attempting to recapture her thoughts and actions during those crucial moments with the pill bottles in her hands after they were delivered.

      “At least I think I got it straight,” she qualified.
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      Phyllis lay back, warmed and energized by her over-sweetened tea, allowing pleasant pictures to flicker through her mind...all of Horace. As soon as all the coffee had begun to swell the food in his stomach, tightening up his chest, he would push from the table, stagger to the den and reach in desperation for a pill from his saucer, place it under his tongue and get no relief. She pictured his panic, his passionate and futile snatch at pill after pill, reaching out for his ebbing life as he gagged and clutched at his heart.

      The pictures were as sweetly bitter as the taste of saccharin still on her tongue, and she drifted into dreamless sleep as they faded out.
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      “But what if I didn’t?” Gertrude worried later that evening.

      “What if you didn’t what?” asked her husband.

      “What if I didn’t get those pills straight? What if I gave her his and him hers?”

      “If they look alike,” he explained, “they probably taste alike. So it’ll be all right.”

      Gertrude was not sure; but, then, Gertrude was unsure about everything.
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      Restless, unable to sleep, Horace was acutely aware of Phyllis’ heavy breathing. It resounded from the back parlor, beat against the walls of the hall and entered the den in an explosion of cacophonous sound that triggered his fingers for the saucer and the correct pill, since Phyllis mistakenly had corrected Gertrude’s error. As the nitroglycerin tablet dissolved under his tongue, easing his erratic heart to a slow and steady hammer of hatred, Horace remembered his inspirational thought the day he discovered his heart-steadying tablets to be identical to those that Phyllis packed in her teacup—in size, shape, and weight.

      The snore thundered as Horace rose with determination and, shuffling on bare feet, carefully picked up his saucer-filled nitroglycerin just-alike pills. It was raining and dark, the hall patterned with small far-apart circles of night lights marking a path for his slim, white, groping feet.

      The back parlor was a well of darkness filled with sound. He made his way around the fanback chair and the bed, holding his elbows close to his pajama’d sides, cupping the saucer in two hands as if it were the Holy Grail—or a Borgia cup.

      The snoring intake of breath in the darkness and the whistling outpour, sent his heart to a crescendo accompaniment. He paused, felt in the saucer with delicate thumb and forefinger, lifted a tiny pill and popped it under his tongue, smiled in the dark, and reached for the saucer by the side of the sleeper.

      He set down his own saucer and picked up the other. The snoring halted, quivered on the air, and resumed a fine, rich obbligato.

      Almost youthfully, nearly healthfully, Horace left the room nimbly and on his toes. He walked the faint light-circled hallway quickly, entered the bathroom and flushed the saccharin pills that Phyllis had so carefully supplied from her dresser drawer bottle, down the toilet. Then he returned to the den, opened his desk drawer, plucked out one of his spare bottles of nitroglycerin, filled the saucer, and lay down slowly to think about Phyllis.

      Immediately upon waking she would, he knew, reach for the teakettle, put it on the hot plate and pour herself a cup of tea, tossing in a handful of death. He curled in a fetal position, hugging his chest and his knees, his heart steady and strong against his arms as he thought of what would happen then.

      First, her fat face and padded neck would flush, she would feel the heat like fire. Then would come the headache, during which she would probably cry out…to no one, for he would be asleep and would not hear. She would flounce and flounder, attempting to rise, to reach the hall—and him, which would do her no good—or the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, which would do her no good either. Dizziness would then send her reeling back to the bed or crashing to the floor in a faint—and no one would hear the crash, for he would sleep soundly, and Gertrude would not yet have arrived. The pupils of her eyes would dilate finally—blue eyes staring black just before cyanosis, collapse, and death.

      Horace slept, a smile on his face.
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      Gertrude poked her husband in the darkness just before dawn. “Huh?” He half woke, dazed.

      “I’ve been thinking. I woke up thinking,” Gertrude said.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m pretty sure I got them mixed.”

      Her husband pulled himself forth. “Who?” he asked. “Him and her?”

      “Their pills. I remember now.” Her voice reached a high note of guilty hysteria. “I put the little bottle in my right hand and the big bottle in my left hand. But the little bottle was supposed to be in my left hand and the big bottle was supposed to be in my right.” She leaped from the bed.

      Gertrude’s husband sat up in an attempt to sort out such an intricate statement.
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      Damp light streaked the sky as Gertrude, her raincoat crackling with movement, scampered through the alley, up the back walk and nervously fitted the key in the Crenshaw back door.

      She dropped her raincoat on the kitchen floor and stood, frozen, listening to what was either a two-hour-earlier silence in the house or a several-hours-later death caused by her.

      She began to whimper and crept from the kitchen through the shadowed dining room. Her frightened eyes took in the coffee service on the table, the coffee cup stained darkly, the chair pushed back… So Mr. Crenshaw lived through his coffee at least…

      She had reached the hall when she heard the first sound. She jerked to attention. A familiar sound, the sound of the teakettle dragged from the hot plate in the back parlor.

      She ran, and reached the room just as Mrs. Crenshaw scooped up a handful of nitroglycerin tablets placed there by Horace in the night.

      Mrs. Crenshaw dropped the pills into the cup.

      “Mrs. Crenshaw!” cried Gertrude.

      She looked fine, just as unhealthily fat and diet-drooped as usual, still sleepy, ready for her first cup of tea.

      “Mrs. Crenshaw?”

      Gertrude shrank in the doorway in a torment of perplexity—how in the world could she get those little white pellets of death away from her employer without letting her know that she had committed an awful error? Her hands fluttered, tears sprang to her eyes as she watched Mrs. Crenshaw stir the tea, holding the string of the teabag from tangling.

      Phyllis looked up in surprise at Gertrude’s dawn-early appearance, then in astonishment at her agitatedly twitching nose and the fingers that danced a perturbed tremolo—what in the name of heaven was the matter with that fool girl? Then she dropped the teabag string and clattered her spoon in her cup, remembering slowly, coming awake gradually after her fine deep sleep following her switch of the pills which she fondly hoped would give only sweet conclusion, not remedy, to Horace’s ailing heart.

      “Mr. Crenshaw?” she cried and rolled from the bed with fantastic agility. “He’s dead?” she caroled with optimism, and tottered energetically past Gertrude, who had flattened herself against the wall.

      Gertrude pounced. She dumped the pills into her apron pocket, those very nitroglycerin tablets Horace had so quietly deposited in the night which had reversed Phyllis’ mistaken correction of Gertrude’s original error. She yanked open the dresser drawer, took out the remaining bottle of saccharin tablets, dumped them into the saucer, and flew from the room, forgetting entirely the dissolved danger in the tea, and bumped into Mrs. Crenshaw in the hall.

      “He isn’t dead,” Mrs. Crenshaw gritted through her teeth; then in awe, “He’s just as alive as you and me,” and finally in wonder, “What in the world went wrong?” and flounced, tottering, into the back parlor and reached for her teacup.

      Gertrude, her mind still on the pills in her pocket, scurried down the hall to the bathroom and flushed them down the toilet, her corrective mission now half accomplished. Then she thought of Mrs. Crenshaw’s remark, not why she had made it, but that it had been made, and selected the one phrase that gave her comfort—Mr. Crenshaw was still alive, so she had not killed him. She rushed for the den to keep him alive and found him in a state.

      ‘‘Mr. Crenshaw,” she cried just as he popped a pill under his tongue. ‘‘Mr. Crenshaw,” as he muttered an incredible something about the “constitution of an ox,” and a garbled query of bewilderment as to what in hell went wrong? “Mr. Crenshaw,” as he pushed past her and shambled rapidly down the hall.

      The bathroom door slammed, and a muffled crash sounded from the back parlor.

      Gertrude raced across the den for the saucer pills she supposed to be the saccharin tablets she had so stupidly dumped there the day before, but which were, instead, the nitroglycerin tablets from Horace’s desk drawer that he had replaced for the nitroglycerin tablets Phyllis had exchanged for the saccharin tablets Gertrude had so stupidly dumped there in the beginning. Gertrude dumped the nitroglycerin tablets from the saucer into her apron pocket, yanked open the desk drawer and took out the remaining bottle of nitroglycerin tablets, dumped them into the now empty saucer, heard Mrs. Crenshaw’s plaintive call following the crash, closed the drawer, smoothed her apron, took several long, righteous breaths of rectification and marched down the hall to the back parlor.
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      It had been a long day for Gertrude. She described it to her husband that night.

      “It was a real long day,” she said.

      “Sure,” he agreed. “It started early.”

      “But I got them all fixed up.”

      “Him and her?”

      “Their pills. It was a good thing I went so early. She was fixing a cup of tea when I got there. With the pills in it. The wrong pills.”

      “You mean his pills in her saucer?”

      “I was lucky. As soon as she saw me, she got up to go to the den to look at him. She’s never done that before, but maybe she does it early in the morning before I get there. And this morning I got there early enough so I saw her do it. But while she was gone, I got rid of those wrong pills in her saucer, put them into my apron pocket and dumped in some right pills from a bottle in her dresser drawer. Then I went to the bathroom and flushed the wrong pills from my pocket down the toilet.

      “I went to the den after that to see if he was alive and he was. I was lucky again, because he went charging off to the bathroom. He seemed to be mad about something. Anyway, while he was gone, I put his wrong pills from his saucer into my pocket and got his extra bottle of right pills out of the desk drawer to put in his saucer. Then I went back to the back parlor…” Gertrude paused to breathe heavily.

      “Was she dead yet?” her husband asked.

      “Was who dead?”

      “Her. She had that cup of tea with the wrong pills in it. That’s what you said. You said you dumped out the wrong saucer pills. But you didn’t say anything about dumping out the wrong cup pills, see?”

      Gertrude stared at her husband blankly. Then she clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes horrified. “My goodness!” she mumbled behind her hand, remembering at last how, in her eagerness to dispose of the killing saucer pills, she had completely forgotten the lethal cup of tea.

      She jerked up from her chair, thinking she should go back to the Crenshaws and do something about that cup of tea, her mind pinpointed, caught at dawn as she realized her one sin of omission during the rectification of her original error. Then she sank back, slowly and limply, further remembering how it had been.

      “She broke it,” she said with sudden thanksgiving, not knowing, until now, that she had this extra blessing to be thankful for.

      “The pills?” asked her husband.

      “The cup. The cup with the wrong pills in it. She broke it. That was the crash, and that’s why she called me. It was all over the floor in pieces, the cup and the tea with the pills in it. She was nervous—her hands were shaking about as bad as mine…” Gertrude held out her quivering hands and began to laugh, a laugh that quivered along with her hands. “She broke it with the pills in it, the wrong pills.”

      “Well, now you can start all over,” said Gertrude’s husband. “And I’m sure not going to mix up those pills again. I’m going to keep everything straight from now on.”

      “Sure you will.”

      Gertrude heaved a sigh and hauled herself up out of her chair. “Shall I heat up some coffee?” she suggested, feeling the need of strength after her day-long ordeal and her just-realized, freshly-escaped burden.

      “Sure thing,” said her husband.

      She started for the kitchen.

      “You flushed all them pills down the toilet all right?” asked her husband. “So her and him won’t get hold of the wrong ones?”

      Gertrude paused and ground her brain into action. “Yes,” she said, thinking back. Then she felt the bulge in her apron pocket. “Oh, no,” she cried out contritely. “Oh, no. I forgot the last bunch. They were those wrong ones of Mr. Crenshaw’s. He was in the bathroom, and I went to clean up her broken cup with her wrong ones in it. I forgot—and here they are.”

      “Which ones are those?”

      “They’re the ones I got out of his saucer. The mixed-up ones. The ones that should have gone to her and went to him.” She looked critically at her husband, then patted her own ample hips. “We’re both putting on a little weight. What do you say we use these in our coffee, instead of sugar?”

      “You’re sure they’re all right?” questioned her husband. “You sure they’re the right ones?”

      “Of course I’m sure,” Gertrude said. “These are Mr. Crenshaw’s that were supposed to be Mrs. Crenshaw’s. Didn’t I tell you I’m never going to get mixed up again?”

      Gertrude and her husband sat down to drink their coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I Always Get the Cuties

          

          John D. MacDonald

        

      

    

    
      THE “HOWDUNIT”

      
        
        Back about the time that Monsignor Ronald Knox was laying down impossible rules for the detective story to follow, the “whodunit” was the rage. This was followed by the “howdunit” and the currently popular “whydunit”—each merely a shorthand term to indicate whether a story turned on plot, method of murder, or character. “I Always Get the Cuties” depends as much on character as on methodology, but it still is vitally concerned with numerous “hows” both spoken and unspoken. After sixty novels and five hundred published short stories, John D. MacDonald is finally achieving the recognition his work so richly deserves. Two years ago, MWA made him a Grand Master; and last year his Travis McGee caper titled The Dreadful Lemon Sky, a heady mixture of non-stop action and trenchant comment on American mores, topped the bestseller charts for several months. - J.G.
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      Keegan came into my apartment, frosted with winter, topcoat open, hat jammed on the back of his hard skull, bringing a noisy smell of the dark city night. He stood in front of my birch fire, his great legs planted, clapping and rubbing hard palms in the heat.

      He grinned at me and winked one narrow gray eye. “I’m off duty, Doc. I wrapped up a package. A pretty package.”

      “Will bourbon do?”

      “If you haven’t got any of that brandy left. This is a brandy night.”

      When I came back with the bottle and the glasses, he had stripped off his topcoat and
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