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 PREFACE

The short-short
story is both a difficult and an atrophying literary form. One fact
may explain the other: because it isn't easy to concoct a story of
two thousand words or less that has a credible plot, deft
characterization, suspense, and a strong climactic effect, many
writers tend to steer clear of that length. Many editors,
too—though in the few remaining markets for short genre fiction,
good vignettes are still welcome.

Personally, I've always admired the
short-short. I find conceiving and writing them to be pleasurable,
challenging, stimulating. They're over and done with quickly, too.
Novels take months to write. You can turn out a finished
short-short—the first draft of one, anyhow—in an hour or two.
Immediate sense of accomplishment, instant gratification.

I've published close to a hundred vignettes
in the past twenty years, in a variety of categories—about the same
number (though not, alas, of the same uniform quality) as the
master of the category short-short, Fredric Brown. Most of mine,
unlike most of Brown's, happen to be in the mystery/suspense field.
And that is what led me to the idea for this book.

So far as I know there are only five other
single-author collections composed mostly or entirely of popular
short-shorts at least some of which are criminous. All fifty-three
entries in Octavus Roy Cohen's Cameos (1931) are
vignettes—mainly of the slice-of-life, slick-magazine variety—but
less than a score ideal with mystery themes. William MacHarg's 1940
collection, The Affairs of O'Malley (reprinted in paperback
as Smart Guy), contains thirty-three detective tales
featuring the tough homicide cop; many are two thousand words or
less, but several others are longer. Two superb collections by
Gerald Kersh, published only in England, are loaded with
short-shorts: thirty-two of thirty-seven stories in Neither Man
Nor Dog (1946), thirty-one of thirty-five stories in Sad
Road to the Sea (1947); there are only a few crime tales in
each volume, however, and all entries are a remarkable, oddball
fusion of the literary story and the genre story, spiced with
elements of fantasy, horror, and dark humor. Fewer than half of the
forty-seven stories in Fredric Brown's likewise superb
Nightmares and Geezenstacks (1961) can be classified as
crime fiction, and of those, one is five thousand words; the rest
are mordant fantasies and science fiction, most but not all of
vignette length.

Small Felonies, therefore, is the
first single-author collection of exclusively short-short—none is
longer than two thousand words—and exclusively criminous stories. I
make note of this fact with what I hope is pardonable pride. To
have a first of any kind in the mystery field is a rare treat.

For the most part, the stories in these pages
originally appeared in Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine,
Alfred Hitchcock's Mystery Magazine, and Mike Shayne Mystery
Magazine between 1968 and 1981. Others were first published in
such long-defunct periodicals as Mystery Magazine and
Charlie Chan Mystery Magazine, and in a variety of
anthologies. Eight are originals. And there are eight
collaborations, five with Jeffrey M. Wallmann and one each with
John Lutz, Michael Kurland, and Marcia Muller. A fair number of the
reprints, in particular those written and first published early in
my career, have been revised to one extent or another, to correct
all manner of youthful sins and excesses. Rereading one's early
stories can be a very humbling experience.

If I may be permitted to coin a collective
noun, what you are about to read is a "slumgullion of
short-shorts." Lots of disparate ingredients mixed together in the
same kettle. Upbeat stories, downbeat stories, offbeat stories.
Detection, ratiocination, impossible crime, psychological suspense,
satire, farce, horror, light fantasy, apocalyptic fantasy,
lady-or-the-tiger dilemmas, the cautionary tale, the biter-bitten,
the O. Henry twist, the exercise in reductio ad absurdum—even a
humorous look at Russian spies (sort of), a shameless "thing"
composed mostly of puns, and my candidate for the shortest murder
mystery ever written. Plus three brief adventures of the "Nameless
Detective," among them a locked-room mystery and a
"Nameless"/Sharon McCone collaboration with Marcia Muller told
entirely through dialogue. The settings range from San Francisco to
New England, Mexico to Montana, the north of England to the
Mediterranean island of Majorca. And the styles run the gamut from
the Hemingwayesque to Wodehousian whimsy.

You may now begin, if
you haven't already, to partake of this slumgullion of mine. I hope
you find it a savory blend, up to and including the fiftieth and
final morsel.

Bill Pronzini

Sonoma, California

January 1988
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 A COLD FOGGY DAY

The two men stepped
off the plane from Boston at two o'clock on a cold foggy afternoon
in February. The younger of the two by several years had
sand-colored hair and a small birthmark on his right cheek; the
older man had flat gray eyes and heavy black brows. Both wore
topcoats and carried small overnight bags.

They walked through the terminal and down to
one of the rental-car agencies on the lower level. The older man
paid for the rental of a late-model sedan. When they stepped
outside, the wind was blowing and the wall of fog eddied in gray
waves across the airport complex. The younger man thrust his hands
deep into the pockets of his topcoat as they crossed to the lot
where the rental cars were kept. He could not remember when he had
been quite so cold.

A boy in a white uniform brought their car
around. The older man took the wheel. As he pulled the car out of
the lot, the younger man said, "Turn the heater on, will you,
Harry? I'm freezing in here."

Harry put on the heater. Warm air rushed
against their feet, but it would be a long while before it was warm
enough to suit the younger man. He sat blowing on his hands. "Is it
always this cold out here?" he asked.

"It's not cold," Harry said.

"Well, I'm freezing."

"It's just the fog, Vince. You're not used to
it."

"There's six inches of snow in Boston," Vince
said. "Ice on the streets thick enough to skate on. But I'm damned
if it's as cold as it is out here."

"You have to get used to it."

"I don't think I could get used to it," Vince
said. "It cuts through you like a knife."

"The sun comes out around noon most days and
burns off the fog," Harry said. "San Francisco has the mildest
winters you've ever seen."

The younger man didn't say anything more. He
didn't want to argue with Harry; this was Harry's home town. How
could you argue with a man about his home town?

When they reached San Francisco, twenty
minutes later, Harry drove a roundabout route to their hotel. It
was an old but elegant place on Nob Hill, and the windows in their
room had a panoramic view of the bay. Even with the fog, you could
see the Golden Gate Bridge and the Bay Bridge and Alcatraz Island.
Harry pointed out each of them.

But Vince was still cold and he said he
wanted to take a hot shower. He stood under a steaming spray for
ten minutes. When he came out again, Harry was still standing at
the windows.

"Look at that view," Harry said. "Isn't that
some view?"

"Sure," Vince agreed. "Some view."

"San Francisco is a beautiful city, Vince.
It's the most beautiful city in the world."

"Then why did you leave it? Why did you come
to Boston? You don't seem too happy there."

"Ambition," Harry said. "I had a chance to
move up and I took it. But it's been a long time, Vince."

"You could always move back here."

"I'm going to do that," Harry said. "Now that
I'm home again, I know I don't want to live anywhere else. I tell
you, this is the most beautiful city anywhere on this earth."

Vince was silent. He wished Harry wouldn't
keep talking about how beautiful San Francisco was. Vince liked
Boston; it was his town just as San Francisco was Harry's. But
Vince couldn't see talking about it all the time, the way Harry had
ever since they'd left Boston this morning. Not that Vince would
say anything about it. Harry had been around a long time and Vince
was just a new man. He didn't know Harry that well—had only worked
with him a few times—but everybody said you could learn a lot from
him. And Vince wanted to learn.

That was not the only reason he wouldn't say
anything about it. Vince knew why Harry was talking so much about
San Francisco. It was to keep his mind off the job they had come
here to do. Still, it probably wasn't doing him much good. The only
way to take both their minds off the job was to get it done.

"When are we going after him, Harry?" Vince
said.

"Tonight."

"Why not now?"

"Because I say so. We'll wait until
tonight."

"Listen, Harry—"

"We're doing this my way, remember?" Harry
said. "That was the agreement. My way."

"All right," Vince said, though he was
beginning to feel more and more nervous about this whole thing with
Dominic DiLucci. He wished it was over and finished with and he was
back in Boston with his wife. Away from Harry.

After a while Harry suggested they go out to
Fisherman's Wharf and get something to eat. Vince wasn't hungry and
he didn't want to go to Fisherman's Wharf; all he wanted to do was
to get the job over and done with. Harry insisted, so he gave in.
It was better to humor Harry than to complicate things by arguing
with him.

They took a cable car to Fisherman's Wharf
and walked around in the fog and the chill wind. Vince was almost
numb by the time Harry picked out a restaurant, but Harry didn't
seem to be affected by the weather. He didn't even have his topcoat
buttoned.

Harry sat by the window in the restaurant,
not eating much, looking out at the fishing boats moored in the
Wharf basin. He had his face close to the glass, like a kid.

Vince watched him and thought: He's
stalling. Well, Vince could understand that, but understanding
it didn't make it any easier. He said finally, "Harry, it's after
seven. There's no sense in putting it off any longer."

Harry sighed. "I guess you're right."

"Sure I am."

"All right," Harry said.

He wanted to take the cable car back to their
hotel, but Vince said it was too cold riding on one of those
things. So they caught a taxi and then picked up their rental car.
Vince turned on the heater himself this time, as high as it would
go.

Once they had turned out of the hotel garage,
Vince said, "Where is he, Harry? You can tell me that now."

"Down the coast. Outside Pacifica."

"How far is that?"

"About twenty miles."

"Suppose he's not there?"

"He'll be there."

"I don't see how you can be so sure."

"He'll be there," Harry said.

"He could be in Mexico by now."

"He's not in Mexico," Harry said. "He's in a
little cabin outside Pacifica."

Vince shrugged and decided not to press the
point. This was Harry's show; he himself was along only as a
backup.

Harry drove them out to Golden Gate Park and
through it and eventually onto the Coast Highway, identifying
landmarks that were half hidden in fog. Vince didn't pay much
attention; he was trying to forget his own nervousness by thinking
about his wife back in Boston.

It took them almost an hour to get where they
were going. Harry drove through Pacifica and beyond it several
miles. Then he turned right, toward the ocean, onto a narrow dirt
road that wound steadily upward through gnarled cypress and
eucalyptus trees. That's what Harry said they were, anyway. There
was fog here too, thick and gray and roiling. Vince could almost
feel the coldness of it, as if it were seeping into the car through
the vents.

They passed several cabins, most of them
dark. Harry turned onto another road, and after a few hundred yards
they rounded a bend. Vince could see another cabin then. It was
small and dark, perched on the edge of a cliff that fell away to
the ocean. But the water was hidden by the thick fog.

Harry parked the car near the front door of
the cabin. He shut off the engine and the headlights.

Vince said, "I don't see any lights."

"That doesn't mean anything."

"It doesn't look like he's here."

"He'll be here."

Vince didn't say anything. He didn't see how
Harry could know with that much certainty that Dominic DiLucci was
going to be here. You just didn't know anybody that well.

They left the warmth of the car. The wind was
sharp and stinging, blowing across the top of the bluff from the
sea. Vince shivered.

Harry knocked on the cabin door. After a few
moments the door opened and a thin man with haunted eyes looked
out. He was dressed in rumpled slacks and a white shirt that was
soiled around the collar. He hadn't shaved in several days.

The man stood looking at Harry and didn't
seem surprised to see him. At length he said, "Hello, Harry."

"Hello, Dom," Harry said.

They continued to look at each other. Dominic
DiLucci said, "Well, it's cold out there." His voice was calm but
empty, as if there was no emotion left inside him. "Why don't you
come in?"

They entered the cabin. A fire glowed on a
brick hearth against one wall. Dom switched on a small lamp in the
front room, and Vince saw that the furniture there was old and
overstuffed, a man's furniture. He stood apart from the other two
men, thinking that Harry had been right all along. For some reason
that didn't make him feel any less nervous.

Harry said, "You don't seem surprised to see
me, Dom."

"Surprised?" Dom said.

"No, I'm not surprised. Nothing can surprise
me anymore."

"It's been a long time. You haven't changed
much."

"Haven't I?" Dom said, and smiled a cold
humorless smile.

"No," Harry said. "You came here. I knew you
would. You always came here when you were troubled, when you wanted
to get away from something."

Dominic DiLucci was silent.

Harry said, "Why did you do it, Dom?"

"Why? Because of Trudy, that's why."

"I don't follow that. I thought she'd left
you, run off with somebody from Los Angeles."

"She did. But I love her, Harry, and I wanted
her back. I thought I could buy her back with the money. I thought
if I got in touch with her and told her I had a hundred thousand
dollars, she'd come back and we could go off to Brazil or
someplace."

"But she didn't come back, did she?"

"No. She called me a fool and a loser on the
phone and hung up on me. I didn't know what to do. The money didn't
mean much without Trudy; nothing means much without her. Maybe I
wanted to be caught after that, maybe that's why I stayed around
here. And maybe you figured that out along with everything
else."

"That's right," Harry said. "Trudy was right,
too. You are a fool and a loser, Dom."

"Is that all you have to say?"

"What do you want me to say?"

"Nothing, I guess. It's about what I expected
from you. You have no feelings, Harry. There's nothing inside of
you and there never was or will be."

Dom rubbed a hand across his face; the hand
was trembling. Harry just watched him. Vince watched him too, and
he thought that Dominic DiLucci was about ready to crack; he was
trying to bring it off as if he were in perfect control of himself,
but he was ready to crack.

Vince said, "We'd better get going."

Dom glanced at him, the first time he had
looked at Vince since they'd come inside. It didn't seem to matter
to him who Vince was. "Yes," he said. "I suppose we'd better."

"Where's the money?" Harry asked him.

"In the bedroom. In a suitcase in the
closet."

Vince went into the bedroom, found the
suitcase, and looked inside. Then he closed it and came out into
the front room again. Harry and Dom were no longer looking at each
other.

They went outside and got into the rental
car. Harry took the wheel again. Vince sat in the back with Dominic
DiLucci.

They drove back down to the coast highway and
turned north toward San Francisco. They rode in silence. Vince was
still cold, but he could feel perspiration under his arms.

When they came into San Francisco, Harry
drove them up a winding avenue that led to the top of Twin Peaks.
The fog had lifted somewhat, and from up there you could see the
lights of the city strung out like misty beads along the bay.

As soon as the lights came into view Harry
leaned forward. "Look at those lights. Magnificent. Isn't that the
most magnificent sight you ever saw, Vince?"

And Vince understood then. All at once, he
understood the truth.

After Dominic DiLucci had stolen the $100,000
from the investment firm where he worked, Harry had told the San
Francisco police that he didn't know where Dom could be. But then
he had gone to the head of the big insurance company where he and
Vince were claims investigators—the same insurance company that
handled the policy on Dom's investment firm—and had told the Chief
that maybe he did have an idea where Dom was but hadn't said
anything to the police because he wanted to come out here himself,
wanted to bring Dom in himself. Dom wasn't dangerous, he said;
there wouldn't be any trouble.

The Chief hadn't liked the idea much, but he
wanted the $100,000 recovered. So he had paid Harry's way to San
Francisco, and Vince's way with him as a backup man. Both Vince and
the Chief had figured they knew why Harry wanted to come himself.
But they had been wrong. Dead wrong.

Harry DiLucci was still staring out at the
lights of San Francisco. And he was smiling.

What kind of man are you? Vince
thought. What kind of man sits there with his own brother in the
back seat, on the way to jail and ready to crack—his own
brother—and looks out at the lights of a city and smiles?

Vince shivered. This time it had nothing to
do with the cold.

 



 A DIP IN THE POOLE

I was sitting in one
of the heavy baroque chairs in the Hotel Poole's lobby, leafing
through today's issue of The Wall Street Journal, when the
young woman in the tweed suit picked Andrew J. Stuyvesant's
pockets.

She worked it very neatly. Stuyvesant—a
silver-haired old gentleman who had fifteen or twenty million
dollars in real-estate holdings—had just stepped out of one of the
chrome-and-walnut elevators directly opposite where I was sitting.
The woman must have been expecting him; either that, or her timing
happened to be perfect. I hadn't noticed her hanging around the
elevators, but she'd been somewhere close by; Stuyvesant hadn't
taken more than three steps when she walked right into him and
almost knocked him down. She caught hold of his arm, brushed at his
coat, and offered profuse apologies. Stuyvesant bowed in a gallant
way and allowed as how it was quite all right, my dear. She got his
wallet and the diamond stickpin from his tie, and he neither felt
nor suspected a thing.

The woman apologized again and then hurried
off across the lobby toward the hotel's main entrance, slipping
wallet and stickpin into her purse as she went. I was out of my
chair by then and I moved quickly after her. Even so, she got to
within fifty feet of the entrance before I caught up with her.

I let my hand fall on her shoulder, just hard
enough to bring her up short. "Just a minute, miss," I said.

She stiffened. And then turned slowly and
looked at me as if I had crawled out from under one of the potted
plants. "I beg your pardon?" she said in a wintry voice.

"You and I need to have a little chat."

"I am not in the habit of chatting with
strange men."

"I think you'll make an exception in my
case."

Her eyes flashed angrily. "If you don't let
go of me this instant," she said, "I'll call for hotel
security."

"Will you? I don't think so."

"I most certainly will."

"All right," I said, "but you'll be wasting
your breath. I'm hotel security. Head of it, as a matter of fact.
What used to be known as the house detective."

She went pale. But she didn't lose her
composure. "Well? What do you want with me?"

"That little chat I mentioned."

I steered her toward the hotel lounge, not
far away. She didn't resist. It was early enough so that the lounge
was mostly deserted. I sat her down in a booth away from the bar
and then crowded in alongside her. One of the waiters started our
way but I waved him off.

The woman sat glaring at me with enough chill
to freeze a side of beef. She was in her mid-twenties, I judged,
and very attractive: slim, regal-looking, with brown eyes and
seal-brown hair worn short and on the frizzy side. I said
appreciatively, "Without a doubt you're the most beautiful dip I've
ever encountered."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"No?"

"Certainly not."

"Dip is underworld slang for pickpocket."

She tried to affect indignation. "Are you
insinuating that I . . ."

"Oh, come on," I said. "I saw you lift Andrew
Stuyvesant's wallet and diamond stickpin. I was about fifteen feet
away at the time."

Her gaze slid away from mine. Long, slender
fingers toyed with the catch on her purse. Then her shoulders
slumped and she sighed—a deep, tragic sigh.

"There's no point in denying it," she said.
"Yes, I stole those things."

I took the bag from her and snapped it open.
Stuyvesant's wallet, with the needle point of the stickpin now
embedded in the leather, lay on top of the various feminine
articles inside. I removed both items, looked at her identification
to get her name and address, and then reclosed the bag and gave it
back to her.

She said, "Please understand. I'm not really
a thief—not the kind you think, anyway. I have a . . . compulsion
to take things. From people, from stores, wherever I happen to be
when the urge comes over me. And I'm powerless to stop myself."

"Kleptomania?"

"Yes. I've been to three different
psychiatrists during the past two years, but they've been unable to
cure me."

I shook my head sympathetically. "It must be
terrible for you."

"Terrible," she agreed. "When . . . when my
father learns of this latest episode, he'll have me put into a
sanatorium." Her voice quavered on the last word, and kept on
quavering as she said, "He threatened to do just that if I ever
stole anything again, and he doesn't make idle threats."

I studied her for a time. Then I said, "Your
father doesn't have to know what happened here today."

"He . . . he doesn't?"

"No," I said. "No real harm has been done.
Mr. Stuyvesant will get his wallet and stickpin back. And I see no
reason to cause the hotel, or you, any public embarrassment."

A hopeful look brightened her eyes. "Then . .
. you'll let me go?"

"I guess I'm too soft-hearted for the kind of
job I have," I said. "Yes, I'll let you go. If you promise me
you'll never set foot inside the Hotel Poole again."

"Oh, I promise!"

"You'd better keep it. If I catch you here
again I'll turn you over to the police."

"You'll never see me again," she assured me.
"I . . . have an appointment with another psychiatrist tomorrow
morning, one who specializes in my sort of problem. I feel sure
he'll be able to help me."

"Let's hope so."

I slid out of the booth and put my back to
her long enough to light a cigarette. When I turned around, the
street door to the lounge was just closing and the young woman was
gone.

On my way back into the lobby, I thought
wryly: If she's a kleptomaniac, I'm Mary, Queen of Scots.
What she was, of course, was an accomplished professional
pickpocket; her technique was much too polished, her hands much too
skilled, for her to be anything else. She was also a fairly adept
spontaneous liar.

But then, so am I.

As I walked out through the hotel's front
entrance, my right hand resting on the fat leather wallet and
diamond stickpin in my coat pocket, I found myself feeling a little
sorry for her. But only a little.

After all, I had been working the Hotel Poole
for years and that made Andrew J. Stuyvesant my mark by right of
territorial prerogative. After two days of waiting for an
opportunity, I had been within fifteen seconds of dipping him
myself when she appeared out of nowhere.

Wouldn't you say I was entitled to the
swag?

 



 SOMETHING WRONG

A "Nameless
Detective" Story

The instant I
unlocked the door and walked into my flat, I knew something was
wrong.

I stopped a couple of paces through the door,
with the hairs pulling at the nape of my neck. Kerry had entered
ahead of me and she was halfway across the room before she realized
I wasn't following. She turned, saw me standing rigid, and said
immediately, "What's the matter?"

I didn't answer. I kept searching the room
with my eyes: the old mismatched furniture, the shelves containing
my collection of pulp magazines, the bay window beyond which a
thick San Francisco fog crawled sinuously across the night. There
were no signs of disturbance. Nor was there anything unusual to
hear. And yet the feeling of wrongness remained sharp and urgent.
When you've been a detective as long as I have, you develop a kind
of protective sixth sense and you learn to trust it.

Somebody had gotten in here while Kerry and I
were out to dinner and a movie in North Beach.

Somebody who was still here now?

Kerry came back toward me, saying again,
"What's the matter?"

"Go out into the hall."

"What for?"

"Just do it."

We'd been together long enough and she knew
me well enough not to argue. Frowning now, worry-eyed, she moved
past me and out into the hall.

I shut the door after her and turned back to
face the room. Nothing out of place in here . . . or was there?
Something didn't seem quite right, but I couldn't identify
it—couldn't focus on anything right now except the possibility of
the intruder still being on the premises.

This was one of the few times I regretted my
fundamental distaste for guns; I owned one, a.38 S&W Bodyguard,
but I kept it clipped under the dash in the car. Strictly for
emergencies. Yeah—like now. I picked up a heavy alabaster bookend,
not much of a weapon but the only one handy, and went across to the
half-closed bedroom door.

Nobody in there; I opened the closet and
looked under the bed to make sure. No evidence of invasion or
forced entry, either—not that anyone could get in through the
bedroom window, or any of the other windows, without using a tall
ladder. The bathroom was also empty and undisturbed. So were the
kitchen and the rear porch. The back door, accessible by a set of
outside stairs from an alley off Laguna Street, was still secured
by its spring lock and chain lock.

Back in the bedroom, I opened the middle
dresser drawer. The leather case in which I keep my few items of
jewelry and a small amount of spare cash was still in place under
my clean shirts. The valuables inside were likewise untouched.

But that reassured me only a little. The
feeling of wrongness, of a violation of my private space, would not
go away. As unlikely as it seemed, somebody had gotten in during
our absence. I was as sure of it as you can be of something
unproven.

I recrossed the front room, opened the door.
Kerry was standing in front of it, fidgeting. "Just in time," she
said. "I was about to start making some noise. What is it?
Burglars?"

"Something like that."

I got down on one knee to examine the two
locks on the front door. One deadbolt, one push-button on the knob.
When I was done I asked Kerry, "When we left earlier, did I use my
key to lock the deadbolt? You remember?"

"I think you did. You always do, don't
you?"

"Almost always, unless I'm distracted. I
wasn't distracted tonight. But the deadbolt wasn't on when we got
back just now." That was the first thing that had made me feel the
wrongness—the key turning but the lock not being in place.

"What about the push-button?"

"I'm sure that was locked."

"You think somebody picked it and the
deadbolt?"

"I wish it was that simple. The answer is
no."

A professional burglar can get past the best
deadbolt made, but not even a locksmith with a set of precision
picks can do it without leaving marks. There were none on the
deadbolt, none on the push-button. Nobody could possibly have come
in this way, unless he had a key.

I asked Kerry if she'd lost or misplaced her
key recently; she hadn't. Mine hadn't been out of my possession,
either. And ours were the only two keys to the flat. Not even the
landlord had one. I had lived here for more than twenty years and
had had the locks changed more than once at my own expense.

Kerry asked, "Is anything missing?"

"Doesn't seem to be. Nothing disturbed, no
sign of forced entry. But I can't shake the feeling someone was in
here."

"For what reason, if not to steal
something?"

"I can't even guess."

"How could somebody get in, with everything
locked up tight?"

"No guess there either."

We prowled the flat together, room to room
and back again. There was absolutely nothing missing or
disarranged. I checked the locks on the windows and on the back
door; all were secure and had not been tampered with as far as I
could tell. I did find a half-inch sliver of metal on the floor of
the utility porch, the same sort of brass as the chain lock. But it
hadn't come from the lock because I checked to make sure. It could
have been splintered off just about anything made of brass; could
have lain there for days.

We were in the front room again when Kerry
said, with an edge of exasperation in her voice, "You must be
mistaken. A false alarm."

"I'm not mistaken."

"Even great detectives have paranoid flashes
now and then."

"This isn't funny, Kerry."

"Did I say it was?" She sighed elaborately,
the way she does when her patience is being tried. "I'm going to
make some coffee," she said. "You want a cup?"

"All right."

She went into the kitchen. I stayed in the
middle of the room and kept looking around—turning my eyes and my
body both in slow quadrants. Couch, end tables, coffee table,
leather recliner Kerry had given me on my last birthday, shelves
full of bright-spined pulps, old secretary desk. All just as we'd
left it. Yet something wasn't as it should be. I made another slow
circuit: couch, end tables, coffee tables, recliner, bookshelves,
desk. And a third circuit: couch, tables, recliner—

Recliner.

The chair's footrest was pushed in, out of
sight.

It was a small thing, but that didn't make it
any less wrong. The chair is a good one, comfortable, but the
footrest has never worked quite right. To get it folded all the way
back under on its metal hinges, you have to give it a kick; and
when you sit down again later, you have to struggle to work it free
so you can recline. So I don't bother anymore to boot it all the
way under. I always leave the footrest part way out, with its metal
hinges showing.

Why would an intruder bother to kick it
under? Only one conceivable reason: he thought it was supposed to
be that way and wanted the chair to look completely natural. But
why would he be messing around my recliner in the first place . .
.

"Jesus," I said aloud, and again the hair
pulled along my neck. I went to the recliner, gingerly eased the
seat cushion out so I could see under it. What I was looking at
then was a bomb.

Two sticks of dynamite wired together with a
detonator plate on top, set into a slit in the fabric so that it
was resting on the chair's inner springs. The weight of a person
settling onto the cushion would depress the plate and set off the
dynamite—

"Good God!"

Kerry was standing behind me, staring
open-mouthed at the thing in the chair. I hadn't even heard her
come in.

"Not a burglar after all," I said angrily.
"Somebody who came in to leave something. This."

"I . . . don't hear any ticking," she
said.

"It's a pressure-activated bomb, not a time
bomb. Nothing to worry about as long as we stay away from it."

"But who . . . why . . . ?"

I caught her arm and steered her into the
bedroom, where I keep my phone. I rang up the Hall of Justice, got
through to an inspector I knew named Jordan, and explained the
situation. He said he'd be right over with the bomb squad.

When I hung up, Kerry said in a shaky voice,
"I just don't understand. All the doors and windows were
locked—they're still locked. How did whoever it was get in and back
out again?"

I had no answer for her then. But by the time
the police arrived, I had done some hard thinking and a little more
checking and I did have an answer—the only possible explanation.
And along with it, I had the who and the why.

"His name is Howard Lynch," I said to Jordan.
He and Kerry and I were in the hallway, waiting for the bomb squad
to finish up inside. "Owns a hardware store out on Clement. He
hired me about a month ago to find his wife; said she'd run off
with another man. She had, too, but nobody could blame her. I found
out later Lynch had been abusing her for years."

"So why would he want to kill you?"

"He must blame me for his wife's death. I
found her, all right, but when I told her Lynch was my employer she
panicked and took off in her boyfriend's car. She didn't get far—a
truck stopped her three blocks away."

"Pretty story."

"That's the kind of business we're in,
Mack."

"Don't I know it. Did Lynch threaten
you?"

"No. He's the kind who nurses his hatred in
private."

"Then what makes you so sure he's the one who
planted the bomb?"

"He showed up here one night a couple of
weeks after the accident. Said it was to give me a check for my
services—I probably shouldn't have, but I'd sent him a bill—and to
tell me there were no hard feelings. I knew about the abuse by
then, but he seemed contrite about it, said he was in therapy . . .
hell, I bought it all and felt sorry enough for him to let him in.
He wasn't here long, just long enough to ask to use the bathroom
and sneak a quick look at the back door."

Kerry said, "I don't see why the bomber has
to be somebody who was here before tonight."

"That's the only way it makes sense. To begin
with, he had to've gotten in tonight through one of the doors,
front or back. The windows are all secure and there's nothing but
empty space below them. There're no marks of any kind on the front
door locks, no way he could've gotten a key, and he would've had a
hard time even getting into the building because of the security
lock on the main entrance downstairs. That leaves the alley
staircase and the back door."

"But that one was—is—double-locked too."

"Right. But the lock on the door is a
push-button, the kind anybody can pick with a credit card or the
like. There's a tiny fresh scratch on the bolt."

"You can't pick a chain lock with a credit
card," Jordan said.

"No, but once the spring lock is free, the
door will open a few inches—wide enough to reach through with a
pair of bolt cutters and snip the chain. That explains the brass
sliver I found on the porch floor. Easy work for a man who owns a
hardware store, and so is the rest of it: When he was here the
first time, he noted the type of chain lock back there, and among
the other things he brought with him tonight was an exact duplicate
of that lock. After he was inside, he unscrewed the old chain-lock
plates from the door and jamb and installed the new ones, using the
same holes—a job that wouldn't have taken more than a few minutes.
Then he reset the spring lock, put the new chain on, and took the
pieces of the old lock away with him when he was done planting the
bomb."

"If he relocked the door," Jordan said, "how
did he get out of the flat?"

"Walked out through the front door. Opened
the deadbolt, opened the door, reset the push-button on the knob,
and closed the door behind him. Simple as that."

Kerry said, "It would have worked, too, if
you hadn't realized the deadbolt was off when we got back and felt
something was wrong." She shivered a little. "If you'd sat down in
that chair . . ."

"Don't even think about it," I said.

 


 



 THE IMPERFECT CRIME

It was a balmy early
summer night, pungent with wood smoke and the sweetness of
honeysuckle. In the willow garden behind the small frame house,
crickets sang sonorously and tree frogs were in full-throated
voice.

On the porch, in the deep shadows at the far
end, Ellen and George Granger sat in silence without touching,
without looking at each other. They had been sitting there for some
time, listening to the night sounds.

George said finally, "What're you thinking
about, Ellen?"

"You really want to know?"

"I asked, didn't I?"

"I was thinking about our perfect crime," she
said. "I was thinking about Tom."

He was silent again for a time. Then, "What
for?"

"T'was an evening just like this one when we
murdered him."

"Don't use that word!"

"There's no one around to hear."

"Just don't use it. We agreed never to use
that word."

"T'was an evening just like this one," she
said again. "You remember, George?"

"Am I likely to've forgotten?"

"We shouldn't have come together so often,"
Ellen said.

"If we'd been more careful he wouldn't have
caught us. But it was such a beautiful night . . ."

"Listen," George said, "if it hadn't been
that night it would've been some other soon after. We couldn't of
hidden it from him much longer."

"No, I suppose not."

"Worked out fine as it was," he said. "Wasn't
no one else around that night. Worked out just fine."

"George, why didn't we run off together?
Before that night? Why didn't
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