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      The stories in this collection are products of their specific time and place, namely, the USA in 1958.  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.
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      It’s funny sometimes how the more things change, the more they stay the same.

      A classic example is the Mystery Writers of America Classic volume you’re reading right now. Edited by the redoubtable Dorothy Salisbury Davis (1916-2014), the anthology, first published in 1958, is now more than 60 years old (but don’t worry, the stories hold up quite well).

      As is the custom with these anthologies, Dorothy was kind enough to write an introduction to the volume as a whole. And what was her overall theme at that time: Is the detective story dead? A theme that mystery writers have wrestled with over and over in the intervening decades.

      Well, a lot of years have come and passed since Ms. Davis’s examination of the mystery short story genre, and I’m pleased to state that the mystery story is still very much alive and well, as evidenced in the plethora of new short fiction published each year in both the digest magazines and from traditional and independent publishers and authors. And if it seems that one area of publishing may seem to be not as eager to leap into the fray with new short mysteries fiction, the other parts show no sign  of disappearing any time soon. Certainly, titles come and go, but the stalwarts—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine, Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine—are still finding plenty of excellent new work to publish each month (which, by necessity, means that someone is reading those issues, for why put out a magazine if no one is reading it?) and again, there are many smaller sources of new mystery short fiction, all aided and abetted by the internet.

      But we’re here to celebrate the latest MWA Classic edition, a fine collection of crime and mystery stories by some of the best writers in the trade during the 1950s. We have greats such as Margaret Millar, Stanley Ellin, Anthony Boucher, Robert Turner, Ross Macdonald, and Ellery Queen, alongside some lesser-known but no less talented authors including Helen Kasson, John Basye Price, Wenzell Brown, and Anthony Garve.

      Each story in this volume is a wonderful mystery as well, ranging from urban suspense to classic fair-play to a cunning locked-room tale, all brought together under the discerning eye of one of the great authors of the mystery field. To say anything more would spoil the enjoyment you are about to have as you turn the page and begin reading.

      We hope you enjoy this volume of wide-ranging crime and mystery stories.

      
        
        —John Helfers

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      One hesitates to worry the mystery these days with either praise or reappraisal. It is as often and as agonizingly re-examined as, say, our foreign policy, or as a small boy’s ears.

      Everybody is doing it.

      Its fanciers do it Its foes do it. Its own craftsmen, even its hacks do it, but the only galling meddlers really, to my mind, are those lugubrious friends of the family who come to it as to a wake, mouthing pious laments for the good old days.

      Those were the days, as I understand them, when a detective couldn’t see an ankle for counting the buttons that led up to it, when science was something he could put in his eye, or at least to his eye, and thereby have his logic confirmed, never confounded, when all policemen were gentlemen, polite however stupid, all scoundrels villainous from the nursery to the noose.

      Well, the old days, good or bad, are gone. The mourners say the detective story has gone with them. Perhaps it has. I don’t think so. I have a feeling that so long as a contemplative man walks the city streets, the country roads, musing on the ways and wonders of his fellows, seeking the predicate in that which was unpredictable but happened nonetheless, so long as there is surprise in love, joy in discovery, fear in the unknown, honor in courage and humor in the ironic, so long will the detective story discover man for man.

      No, I don’t really think the detective story has run out on us. Rather, I think we may sometimes—readers and writers—run out on it, naturally, properly, healthily, and only to return with the heart absence is presumed to make grow fonder.

      No doubt the detective story has changed. As science has opened up so much that is new in so many endeavors, how reactionary to expect the story of detection or crime to stand still! Is the thriller less thrilling for the dagger’s being in the mind instead of the body? Is the discovery of how it got there less a detective story in one instance than in the other?

      The greatest change, however, is in the company a detective story must keep these days: where once it dominated crime fiction, today it must stand muster with numerous and distinguished fellow thrillers. Just how diverse a company they are, this collection of stories by members of The Mystery Writers of America may illustrate.

      We chose as theme “Contrasts in Murder,” seeking tales almost tender—in a deadly way, of course—and we have interspersed them with the hard, smashing lore of violent crime. Some are detective stories in what the purists would call the classic tradition.

      I cannot be held solely responsible for these Murders: accessories-before-the-fact Jean Potts and Jerome Barry of MWA and accessory-after-the-fact Burroughs Mitchell of Charles Scribner’s Sons are quite as deeply implicated. Scarcely less so, for having so willingly aided and abetted us, is Catherine Barth, MWA executive secretary.

      And none of us would be in this predicament at all were it not for the generous connivance of more than a hundred MWA authors, twenty-three of whom now come forth.

      
        
        —Dorothy Salisbury Davis

        Piermont, New York

        April 14,1958

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Blessington Method

          

          STANLEY ELLIN

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Treadwell was a small, likeable man who worked for a prosperous company in New York City, and whose position with the company entitled him to an office of his own. Late one afternoon on a fine day in June a visitor entered this office. The man was stout, well-dressed, and imposing. His complexion was smooth and pink, his small, near-sighted eyes shone cheerfully behind heavy, horn-rimmed eyeglasses.

      “My name,” he said, after laying aside a bulky portfolio and shaking Mr. Treadwell’s hand with a crushing grip, “is Bunce, and I am a representative of the Society for Gerontology. I am here to help you with your problem, Mr. Treadwell.”

      Mr. Treadwell sighed. “Since you are a total stranger to me, my friend,” he said, “and since I have never heard of the outfit you claim to represent, and, above all, since I have no problem which could possibly concern you, I am sorry to say that I am not in the market for whatever you are peddling. Now, if you don’t mind—”

      “Mind?” said Bunce. “Of course, I mind. The Society for Gerontology does not try to sell anything to anybody, Mr. Treadwell. Its interests are purely philanthropic. It examines case histories, draws up reports, works toward the solution of one of the most tragic situations we face in modern society.”

      “Which is?”

      “That should have been made obvious by the title of the organization, Mr. Treadwell. Gerontology is the study of old age and the problems concerning it. Do not confuse it with geriatrics, please. Geriatrics is concerned with the diseases of old age. Gerontology deals with old age as the problem itself.”

      “I’ll try to keep that in mind,” Mr. Treadwell said impatiently. “Meanwhile, I suppose, a small donation is in order? Five dollars, say?”

      “No, no, Mr. Treadwell, not a penny, not a red cent. I quite understand that this is the traditional way of dealing with various philanthropic organizations, but the Society for Gerontology works in a different way entirely. Our objective is to help you with your problem first. Only then would we feel we have the right to make any claim on you.”

      “Fine,” said Mr. Treadwell more amiably. “That leaves us all even. I have no problem, so you get no donation. Unless you’d rather reconsider?”

      “Reconsider?” said Bunce in a pained voice. “It is you, Mr. Treadwell, and not I who must reconsider. Some of the most pitiful cases the Society deals with are those of people who have long refused to recognize or admit their problem. I have worked months on your case, Mr. Treadwell. I never dreamed you would fall into that category.”

      Mr. Treadwell took a deep breath. “Would you mind telling me just what you mean by that nonsense about working on my case? I was never a case for any damned society or organization in the book!”

      It was the work of a moment for Bunce to whip open his portfolio and extract several sheets of paper from it.

      “If you will bear with me,” he said, “I should like to sum up the gist of these reports. You are forty-seven years old and in excellent health. You own a home in East Sconsett, Long Island, on which there are nine years of mortgage payments still due, and you also own a late-model car on which eighteen monthly payments are yet to be made. However, due to an excellent salary, you are in prosperous circumstances. Am I correct?”

      “As correct as the credit agency which gave you that report,” said Mr. Treadwell.

      Bunce chose to overlook this. “We will now come to the point. You have been happily married for twenty-three years, and have one daughter who was married last year and now lives with her husband in Chicago. Upon her departure from your home your father-in-law, a widower and somewhat crotchety gentleman, moved into the house and now resides with you and your wife.”

      Bunce's voice dropped to a low, impressive note. “He is seventy-two years old, and, outside of a touch of bursitis in his right shoulder, admits to exceptional health for his age. He has stated on several occasions that he hopes to live another twenty years, and according to actuarial statistics which my Society has on file he has every chance of achieving this. Now do you understand, Mr. Treadwell?”

      It took a long time for the answer to come. “Yes,” said Mr. Treadwell at last, almost in a whisper. “Now I understand.”

      “Good,” said Bunce sympathetically. “Very good. The first step is always a hard one—the admission that there is a problem hovering over you, clouding every day that passes. Nor is there any need to ask why you make efforts to conceal it even from yourself. You wish to spare Mrs. Treadwell your unhappiness, don’t you?”

      Mr. Treadwell nodded.

      “Would it make you feel better,” asked Bunce, “if I told you that Mrs. Treadwell shared your own feelings? That she, too, feels her father’s presence in her home as a burden which grows heavier each day?”

      “But she can’t!” said Mr. Treadwell in dismay. “She was the one who wanted him to live with us in the first place, after Sylvia got married, and we had a spare room. She pointed out how much he had done for us when we first got started, and how easy he was to get along with, and how little expense it would be—it was she who sold me on the idea. I can’t believe she didn’t mean it!”

      “Of course, she meant it. She knew all the traditional emotions at the thought of her old father living alone somewhere, and offered all the traditional arguments on his behalf, and was sincere every moment. The trap she led you both into was the pitfall that awaits anyone who indulges in murky, sentimental thinking. Yes, indeed, I’m sometimes inclined to believe that Eve ate the apple just to make the serpent happy,” said Bunce, and shook his head grimly at the thought.

      “Poor Carol,” groaned Mr. Treadwell. “If I had only known that she felt as miserable about this as I did—”

      “Yes?” said Bunce. “What would you have done?”

      Mr. Treadwell frowned. “I don’t know. But there must have been something we could have figured out if we put our heads together.”

      “What?" Bunce asked. “Drive the man out of the house?”

      “Oh, I don’t mean exactly that.”

      “What then?” persisted Bunce. “Send him to an institution? There are some extremely luxurious institutions for the purpose. You’d have to consider one of them, since he could not possibly be regarded as a charity case; nor, for that matter, could I imagine him taking kindly to the idea of going to a public institution.”

      “Who would?” said Mr. Treadwell. “And as for the expensive kind, well, I did look into the idea once, but when I found out what they’d cost I knew it was out. It would take a fortune.”

      “Perhaps,” suggested Bunce, “he could be given an apartment of his own—a small, inexpensive place with someone to take care of him.”

      “As it happens, that’s what he moved out of to come to live with us. And on that business of someone taking care of him—you'd never believe what it costs. That is, even allowing we could find someone to suit him.”

      “Right” Bunce said, and struck the desk sharply with his fist. “Right in every respect, Mr. Treadwell.”

      Mr. Treadwell looked at him angrily. “What do you mean— right? I had the idea you wanted to help me with this business, but you haven’t come up with a thing yet. On top of that you make it sound as if we're making great progress.”

      “We are, Mr. Treadwell, we are. Although you weren’t aware of it, we have just completed the second step to your solution. The first step was the admission that there was a problem; the second step was the realization that no matter which way you turn there seems to be no logical or practical solution to the problem. In this way you are not only witnessing, you are actually participating in the marvelous operation of The Blessington Method which, in the end, places the one possible solution squarely in your hands.”

      “The Blessington Method?”

      “Forgive me,” said Bunce. “In my enthusiasm I used a term not yet in scientific vogue. I must explain, therefore, that The Blessington Method is the term my co-workers at the Society for Gerontology have given to its course of procedure. It is so titled in honor of J. G. Blessington, the Society’s founder, and one of the great men of our era. He has not achieved his proper acclaim yet, but he will. Mark my words, Mr. Treadwell, some day his name will resound louder than that of Malthus.”

      “Funny I never heard of him,” reflected Mr. Treadwell. “Usually I keep up with the newspapers. And another thing,” he added, eyeing Bunce narrowly, “we never did get around to clearing up just how you happened to list me as one of your cases, and how you managed to turn up so much about me.”

      Bunce laughed delightedly. “It does sound mysterious when you put it like that, doesn’t it? Well, there’s really no mystery to it at all. You see, Mr. Treadwell, the Society has hundreds of investigators scouting this great land of ours from coast to coast, although the public at large is not aware of this. It is against the rules of the Society for any employee to reveal that he is a professional investigator—he would immediately lose effectiveness.

      “Nor do the investigators start off with some specific person as their subject. Their interest lies in any aged person who is willing to talk about himself, and you would be astonished at how garrulous most aged people are about their most intimate affairs. That is, of course, as long as they are among strangers.

      “These subjects are met at random on park benches, in saloons, in libraries—in any place conducive to comfort and conversation. The investigator befriends the subjects, draws them out—seeks, especially, to learn all he can about the younger people on whom they are dependent.”

      “You mean,” said Mr. Treadwell with growing interest, “the people who support them.”

      “No, no,” said Bunce. “You are making the common error of equating dependence and finances. In many cases, of course, there is a financial dependence, but that is a minor part of the picture. The important factor is that there is always an emotional dependence. Even where a physical distance may separate the older person from the younger, that emotional dependence is always present. It is like a current passing between them. The younger person by the mere realization that the aged exist is burdened by guilt and anger. It was his personal experience with this tragic dilemma of our times that led J. G. Blessington to his great work.”

      “In other words,” said Mr. Treadwell, “you mean that even if the old man were not living with us, things would be just as bad for Carol and me?”

      “You seem to doubt that, Mr. Treadwell. But tell me, what makes things bad for you now, to use your own phrase?”

      Mr. Treadwell thought this over. “Well,” he said, “I suppose it’s just a case of having a third person around all the time. It gets on your nerves after a while.”

      “But your daughter lived as a third person in your home for over twenty years,” pointed out Bunce. “Yet, I am sure you didn’t have the same reaction to her.”

      “But that's different,” Mr. Treadwell protested. “You can have fun with a kid, play with her, watch her growing up—”

      “Stop right there!” said Bunce. “Now you are hitting the mark. All the years your daughter lived with you you could take pleasure in watching her grow, flower like an exciting plant, take form as an adult being. But the old man in your house can only wither and decline now, and watching that process casts a shadow on your life. Isn’t that the case?”

      “I suppose it is.”

      “In that case, do you suppose it would make any difference if he lived elsewhere? Would you be any less aware that he was withering and declining and looking wistfully in your direction from a distance?”

      “Of course not. Carol probably wouldn’t sleep half the night worrying about him, and I'd have him on my mind all the time because of her. That’s perfectly natural, isn’t it?”

      “It is, indeed, and, I am pleased to say, your recognition of that completes the third step of The Blessington Method. You now realize that it is not the presence of the aged subject which creates the problem, but their existence.”

      Mr. Treadwell pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Why not? It merely states the fact, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe it does. But there’s something about it that leaves a bad taste in the mouth. It’s like saying that the only way Carol and I can have our troubles settled is by the old man’s dying.”

      “Yes,” Bunce said gravely, “it is like saying that.”

      “Well, I don’t like it—not one bit. Thinking you’d like to see somebody dead can make you feel pretty mean, and as far as I know it’s never killed anybody yet.”

      Bunce smiled. “Hasn’t it?” he said gently.

      He and Mr. Treadwell studied each other in silence. Then Mr. Treadwell pulled a handkerchief from his pocket with nerveless fingers and patted his forehead with it.

      “You,” he said with deliberation, “are either a lunatic or a practical joker. Either way, I’d like you to clear out of here. That’s fair warning.”

      Bunce’s face was all sympathetic concern. “Mr. Treadwell,” he cried, “don’t you realize you were on the verge of the fourth step? Don’t you see how close you were to your solution?”

      Mr. Treadwell pointed to the door. “Out—before I call the police.”

      The expression on Bunce’s face changed from concern to disgust. “Oh, come, Mr. Treadwell, you don’t believe anybody would pay attention to whatever garbled and incredible story you’d concoct out of this. Please think it over carefully before you do anything rash, now or later. If the exact nature of our talk were even mentioned, you would be the only one to suffer, believe me. Meanwhile, I'll leave you my card. Anytime you wish to call on me I will be ready to serve you.”

      “And why should I ever want to call on you?” demanded the white-faced Mr. Treadwell.

      “There are various reasons,” said Bunce, “but one above all.” He gathered his belongings and moved to the door. “Consider, Mr. Treadwell: anyone who has mounted the first three steps of The Blessington Method inevitably mounts the fourth. You have made remarkable progress in a short time, Mr. Treadwell—you should be calling soon.”

      “I’ll see you in hell first,” said Mr. Treadwell.
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      Despite his parting shot, the time that followed was a bad one for Mr. Treadwell. The trouble was that having been introduced to The Blessington Method, he couldn’t seem to get it out of his mind. It incited thoughts that he had to keep thrusting away with an effort, and it certainly colored his relationship with his father-in-law in an unpleasant way.

      Never before had the old man seemed so obtrusive, so much in the way, and so capable of always doing or saying the thing most calculated to stir annoyance. It especially outraged Mr. Treadwell to think of this intruder in his home babbling his private affairs to perfect strangers, eagerly spilling out details of his family life to paid investigators who were only out to make trouble. And, to Mr. Treadwell in his heated state of mind, the fact that the investigators could not be identified as such did not serve as any excuse.

      Within very few days, Mr. Treadwell, who prided himself on being a sane and level-headed businessman, had to admit he was in a bad way. He began to see evidences of a fantastic conspiracy on every hand. He could visualize hundreds—no, thousands—of Bunces swarming into offices just like his all over the country. He could feel cold sweat starting on his forehead at the thought.

      But, he told himself, the whole thing was too fantastic. He could prove this to himself by merely reviewing his discussion with Bunce, and so he did, dozens of times. After all, it was no more than an objective look at a social problem. Had anything been said that a really intelligent man should shy away from? Not at all. If he had drawn some shocking inferences, it was because the ideas were already in his mind looking for an outlet.

      On the other hand—

      It was with a vast relief that Mr. Treadwell finally decided to pay a visit to the Society for Gerontology. He knew what he would find there: a dingy room or two, a couple of underpaid clerical workers, the musty odor of a piddling charity operation—all of which would restore matters to their proper perspective again. He went so strongly imbued with this picture that he almost walked past the gigantic glass and aluminum tower which was the address of the Society, rode its softly humming elevator in confusion, and emerged in the anteroom of the Main Office in a daze.

      And it was still in a daze that he was ushered through a vast and seemingly endless labyrinth of rooms by a sleek, long-legged young woman, and saw, as he passed, hosts of other young women, no less sleek and long-legged, multitudes of brisk, square-shouldered young men, rows of streamlined machinery clicking and chuckling in electronic glee, mountains of stainless-steel card indexes, and, over all, the bland reflection of modem indirect lighting on plastic and metal—until finally he was led into the presence of Bunce himself, and the door closed behind him.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” said Bunce, obviously relishing the sight of Mr. Treadwell’s stupefaction.

      “Impressive?” croaked Mr. Treadwell hoarsely. “Why, I've never seen anything like it. It’s a ten-million-dollar outfit!”

      “And why not? Science is working day and night like some Frankenstein, Mr. Treadwell, to increase longevity past all sane limits. There are fourteen million people over sixty-five in this country right now. In twenty years their number will be increased to twenty-one million. Beyond that no one can even estimate what the figures will rise to!

      "But the one bright note is that each of these aged people is surrounded by many young donors or potential donors to our Society. As the tide rises higher, we, too, flourish and grow stronger to withstand it.”

      Mr. Treadwell felt a chill of horror penetrate him. “Then it’s true, isn’t it?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “This Blessington Method you’re always talking about,” said Mr. Treadwell wildly. “The whole idea is just to settle things by getting rid of old people!”

      “Right!" said Bunce. “That is the exact idea. And not even J. G. Blessington himself ever phrased it better. You have a way with words, Mr. Treadwell. I always admire a man who can come to the point without sentimental twaddle.”

      “But you can’t get away with it!” said Mr. Treadwell incredulously. “You don’t really believe you can get away with it, do you?”

      Bunce gestured toward the expanses beyond the closed door. “Isn’t that sufficient evidence of the Society’s success?”

      “But all those people out there! Do they realize what’s going on?”

      “Like all well-trained personnel, Mr. Treadwell,” said Bunce reproachfully, “they know only their own duties. What you and I are discussing here happens to be upper echelon.”

      Mr. Treadwell’s shoulders drooped. “It’s impossible,” he said weakly. “It can’t work.”

      “Come, come,” Bunce said not unkindly, “you mustn’t let yourself be overwhelmed. I imagine that what disturbs you most is what J.G. Blessington sometimes referred to as the Safety Factor. But look at it this way, Mr. Treadwell: isn't it perfectly natural for old people to die? Well, our Society guarantees that the deaths will appear natural. Investigations are rare—not one has ever caused us any trouble.

      "More than that, you would be impressed by many of the names on our list of donors. People powerful in the political world as well as the financial world have been flocking to us. One and all, they could give glowing testimonials as to our efficiency. And remember that such important people make the Society for Gerontology invulnerable, no matter at what point it may be attacked, Mr. Treadwell. And such invulnerability extends to every single one of our sponsors, including you, should you choose to place your problem in our hands.”

      “But I don’t have the right,” Mr. Treadwell protested despairingly. “Even if I wanted to, who am I to settle things this way for anybody?”

      “Aha.” Bunce leaned forward intently. “But you do want to settle things?”

      “Not this way.”

      “Can you suggest any other way?”

      Mr. Treadwell was silent.

      “You see,” Bunce said with satisfaction, “The Society for Gerontology offers the one practical answer to the problem. Do you still reject it, Mr. Treadwell?”

      “I can’t see it,” Mr. Treadwell said stubbornly. “It’s just not right.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      “Of course I am!” snapped Mr. Treadwell. “Are you going to tell me that it’s right and proper to go around killing people just because they’re old?”

      “I am telling you that very thing, Mr. Treadwell, and I ask you to look at it this way. We are living today in a world of progress, a world of producers and consumers, all doing their best to improve our common lot. The old are neither producers nor consumers, so they are only barriers to our continued progress.

      “If we want to take a brief, sentimental look into the pastoral haze of yesterday, we may find that once they did serve a function. While the young were out tilling the fields, the old could tend to the household. But even that function is gone today. We have a hundred better devices for tending the household, and they come far cheaper. Can you dispute that?”

      “I don't know,” Mr. Treadwell said doggedly. “You’re arguing that people are machines, and I don’t go along with that at all.

      “Good heavens,” said Bunce, “don’t tell me that you see them as anything else! Of course, we are machines, Mr. Treadwell, all of us. Unique and wonderful machines, I grant, but machines nevertheless. Why, look at the world around you. It is a vast organism made up of replaceable parts, all striving to produce and consume, produce and consume until worn out. Should one permit the worn-out part to remain where it is? Of course not! It must be cast aside so that the organism will not be made inefficient. It is the whole organism that counts, Mr. Treadwell, not any of its individual parts. Can’t you understand that?”

      “I don’t know,” said Mr. Treadwell uncertainly. “I’ve never thought of it that way. It’s hard to take in all at once.”

      "I realize that, Mr. Treadwell, but it is part of The Blessington Method that the sponsor fully appreciate the great value of his contribution in all ways—not only as it benefits him, but also in the way it benefits the entire social organism. In signing a pledge to our Society a man is truly performing the most noble act of his life.”

      "Pledge?” said Mr. Treadwell. “What kind of pledge?”

      Bunce removed a printed form from a drawer of his desk and laid it out carefully for Mr. Treadwell’s inspection. Mr. Treadwell read it and sat up sharply.

      “Why, this says that I’m promising to pay you two thousand dollars a month from now. You never said anything about that kind of money!”

      There has never been any occasion to raise the subject before this, Bunce replied. “But for some time now a committee of the Society has been examining your financial standing, and it reports that you can pay this sum without stress or strain.”

      "What do you mean, stress or strain?” Mr. Treadwell retorted. “Two thousand dollars is a lot of money, no matter how you look at it.”

      Bunce shrugged. “Every pledge is arranged in terms of the sponsor’s ability to pay, Mr. Treadwell. Remember, what may seem expensive to you would certainly seem cheap to many other sponsors I have dealt with.”

      “And what do I get for this?”

      “Within one month after you sign the pledge, the affair of your father-in-law will be disposed of. Immediately after that you will be expected to pay the pledge in full. Your name is then enrolled on our list of sponsors, and that is all there is to it.”

      “I don't like the idea of my name being enrolled on anything.”

      “I can appreciate that,” said Bunce. “But may I remind you that a donation to a charitable organization such as the Society for Gerontology is tax-deductible?”

      Mr. Treadwell’s fingers rested lightly on the pledge. “Now just for the sake of argument,” he said, “suppose someone signs one of these things and then doesn’t pay up. I guess you know that a pledge like this isn’t collectible under law, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Bunce smiled, “and I know that a great many organizations cannot redeem pledges made to them in apparently good faith. But the Society for Gerontology has never met that difficulty. We avoid it by reminding all sponsors that the young, if they are careless, may die as unexpectedly as the old... No, no,” he said, steadying the paper, “just your signature at the bottom will do.”
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      When Mr. Treadwell’s father-in-law was found drowned off the foot of East Sconsett pier three weeks later (the old man fished from the pier regularly, although he had often been told by various local authorities that the fishing was poor there), the event was duly entered into the East Sconsett records as Death by Accidental Submersion, and Mr. Treadwell himself made the arrangements for an exceptionally elaborate funeral. And it was at the funeral that Mr. Treadwell first had the Thought. It was a fleeting and unpleasant thought, just disturbing enough to make him miss a step as he entered the church. In all the confusion of the moment, however, it was not too difficult to put aside.

      A few days later, when he was back at his familiar desk, the Thought suddenly returned. This time it was not to be put aside so easily. It grew steadily larger and larger in his mind, until his waking hours were terrifyingly full of it, and his sleep a series of shuddering nightmares.

      There was only one man who could clear up the matter for him, he knew; so he appeared at the offices of the Society for Gerontology burning with anxiety to have Bunce do so. He was hardly aware of handing over his check to Bunce and pocketing the receipt.

      “There’s something that’s been worrying me,’’ said Mr. Treadwell, coming straight to the point.

      “Yes?”

      “Well, do you remember telling me how many old people there would be around in twenty years?”

      "Of course.”

      Mr. Treadwell loosened his collar to ease the constriction around his throat. "But don’t you see? I’m going to be one of them!”

      Bunce nodded. “If you take reasonably good care of yourself there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be,” he pointed out.

      “You don’t get the idea,” Mr. Treadwell said urgently. “I’ll be in a spot then where I’ll have to worry all the time about someone from this Society coming in and giving my daughter or my son-in- law ideas! That’s a terrible thing to have to worry about all the rest of your life.”

      Bunce shook his head slowly. “You can’t mean that, Mr. Treadwell."

      “And why can’t I?”

      “Why? Well, think of your daughter, Mr. Treadwell. Are you thinking of her?”

      "Yes."

      "Do you see her as the lovely child who poured out her love to you in exchange for yours? The fine young woman who has just stepped over the threshold of marriage, but is always eager to visit you, eager to let you know the affection she feels for you?”

      “I know that.”

      “And can you see in your mind’s eye that manly young fellow who is her husband? Can you feel the warmth of his handclasp as he greets you? Do you know his gratitude for the financial help you give him regularly?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Now, honestly, Mr. Treadwell, can you imagine either of these affectionate and devoted youngsters doing a single thing—the slightest thing—to harm you?”

      The constriction around Mr. Treadwell’s throat miraculously eased; the chill around his heart departed.

      “No,” he said with conviction, "I can’t.”

      "Splendid,” said Bunce. He leaned far back in his chair and smiled with a kindly wisdom. "Hold on to that thought, Mr. Treadwell. Cherish it and keep it close at all times. It will be a solace and comfort to the very end.”

      

      
        
        AUTHOR’S POSTSCRIPT: I understand that since the publication of the story a society much like the Blessington-Bunce outfit has been set up in an aluminum and glass tower on Madison Avenue, and even in these Recession days is prospering mightily. If you want the address just call on me. I get ten percent.

        

        EDITOR’S NOTE: “The Blessington Method” won for Stanley Ellin the MWA Edgar for the best mystery short story published in 1956.
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      There was the kind of heat where you lie on your back and don’t move—hardly breathe, even—and still you sweat. I was in my room just lying there, staring at the ceiling and listening to the old lady clanking pots and pans around out in the kitchen when the thing began to slip up on me again. It was like a pulse beating in my mind: Tonight, it said. Tonight, Tonight, Tonight.

      Lying around doing nothing wasn’t any good.

      I got up and walked to the dresser mirror and looked into it. I wanted to make sure I didn’t look sick or nervous or anything—I didn’t want to get the old lady upset. It was bad enough for her.

      It seemed I looked a little bit older than 18 tonight, but maybe it was because I always tried to look tough and tense when I looked into a mirror and because I had a pretty heavy beard for my age; I’d started shaving when I was 15. But I didn’t look sick or nothing. I looked all right.

      Out in the kitchen there was the smell of something baking. It smelled good, but at the same time it made me a little upset in the stomach. The old lady was hunkered in front of the oven and she was pulling a pie out of the thing. The crust was crinkled around the edges and nicely browned. She looked up at me and poked out her lower lip and blew at a wisp of hair over her sweat-beaded forehead.

      “Apple, Davie,” she said. “It came out nice, too. Your favorite, a nice apple pie.”

      “Hey, that’s swell,” I told her. I guess maybe I didn’t sound too enthusiastic, though, because she flashed me a funny look.

      “You want to set the table, we’re ready to eat,” she said.

      I got out the silver and stuff and set it around and sat down and she put a big dish of franks and beans on the table. I got a knot in my stomach, looking at them. I got kind of like a sore throat. I looked up at the dock and saw that it was 7:30. I didn’t mean to do that because I’d promised myself I wouldn’t look at any clocks, but I just sort of did without thinking.

      Then I got up from the table and walked out of the kitchen. I went over by the window in the living room and looked down onto the street. It was summer and still light out. The window was open, and I could hear as well as see the little kids playing stickball down on the street. They ran around like crazy down there and there didn’t seem to be any pattern to it but there was, of course. I knew that. I used to do it myself, over in the old neighborhood where we lived. Only remembering it, it seemed as though it wasn’t really me but somebody else way back then.

      When I looked up, I saw Mary Polaff in a window across the street, leaning out and looking over here. She’s only a kid, but she’s got a shape on her already. I started to wave and yell something when I saw her quickly draw back out of the window. She thought I couldn’t see her and she turned and called to somebody back in the room behind her and then her fat old lady came over to her and the two of them stood back a little from the window, looking out over here, and they probably thought I couldn’t see them there, but I could.

      I knew what they were staring at, what they were talking about. I shouldn’t have done it, but I got sore; you know how it comes over you quick and later you get ashamed but at the time you don’t even know it’s happening. I leaned out the window and I could feel veins bulging at my neck and temples.

      I yelled: “What the hell are you peekin’ at, nosy? Go ahead and look! Take a good look, why don’t you?”

      Then I pulled back in and turned around and the old lady had come out of the kitchen. She looked like she wanted to cry but couldn’t, and she said: “Davie! Please, Davie, please, darling!”

      I turned away from her and stood there feeling dopey and weak with the anger gone out of me. She came over and put her arm around my shoulders. She said: “Come on out and eat, Davie. Please. We’ve got to keep control, son. Remember what we decided. We aren’t going to think about it. Please.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Only what the hell were they lookin’ at? Do I look like I’m different from anybody else, a freak or something?”

      I pulled out from under her arm. I said: “I guess I ain’t hungry. I forgot to tell you, I had a hamburger late this afternoon, so I don’t want anything right now. I’ll see you later.”

      I walked toward the door and she sounded sort of panicky as she called: “Where are you going, son? What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Going for a walk, maybe. I don’t know.”

      She didn’t say anything else, but I knew she wanted to. She wanted to ask me what about the movie we were going to see, the musical down at the Parkside, the nice dopey musical that wouldn’t have any crime stuff in it or anything, that she thought would be nice if we could see, but she didn’t do that.

      I felt pretty sorry for the old lady. I felt lousy walking out on her, but she was going to get on my nerves bad if I stuck around and I’d end up saying something to hurt her. So I got out. Maybe I’d get a grip on myself later and come back. I didn’t know.

      Outside on the street the heat was still coming up from the pavement and bouncing off the apartment houses even though the sun was almost gone down. I felt like I was going to suffocate. I walked fast away from the house, not looking at the people sitting out on the stoops. Some of the kids playing stickball yelled something at me but I didn’t hear what it was and I didn’t pay any attention.

      After a while I was at the 181st Street IRT subway entrance and without thinking about it or why or where I was going, I went in and downstairs. It should have been cool down there, but it wasn’t. It was hotter than the street. I took a downtown express. Those big crazy overhead fans in the subway car whirled and made a wind that mussed your hair up and all and blew pieces of newspaper around, but they didn’t make you any cooler. I sat right under one. There was about a dozen people in the car with me. It seemed every time I looked at one of them, they were staring at me with a funny look but that wasn’t really so; I knew I just thought that.

      When we got to Times Square, I got out and went upstairs. Broadway was jammed with people walking around, looking in windows and yammering at one another the way it always is on a hot summer night in New York. Up near the top of that screwy little triangle-shaped Times Tower building electric bulbs blinked out the time: 8:32 p.m.

      I swore at the clock and at myself for looking at it and my throat began to hurt again. I couldn’t seem to swallow at all for a few moments.

      The first bar I came to, I turned in. I started to go right out again when I saw it was mobbed with service guys, Army guys and sailors in summer whites and a couple of Air Force guys, but then I figured maybe it’d do me good to get into a fight. Maybe knocking the crap out of some guy or vice versa, would help. So I went in and pushed into the bar between a sailor whose whites were too tight across his big can and a stocky-looking paratrooper. I didn’t beg anybody’s pardon for crowding in. They both turned too quick and looked at me, but they didn’t say anything. They just made room for me.

      The back-bar mirror had a fishnet draped across it, supposed to make the place look cooler or something and when you saw yourself through the holes in the net you looked at one feature at a time. I saw I had a pretty big nose and I had one eyebrow higher than the other. I always thought I looked like Jeff Chandler, a little, only I didn’t tonight. Not through that fishnet. I just looked like some ordinary jerk who was mad about something.

      I had $3.50 in my pocket. I had a shot and a beer chaser and that was half a buck, so I knew I was good for seven rounds, anyhow.

      It was a noisy place, with all the service guys talking it up and the juke box turned up loud so you could hear it out on the street and running without stopping. But nobody knew me here; nobody paid any attention. After a couple of drinks I got to kind of like it.

      I didn’t hardly feel the first three drinks at all or at least I didn’t notice it, but then something happened, I knew I was getting a little tight. I don’t get a muscle on over nothing at all until I’m a little greased.

      The big swabbie next to me asked the bartender what time it was, and the bartender turned and looked up at an electric clock on the wall down at the end of the bar. I hadn’t noticed it before. I hadn’t thought about the time since I’d come into the place; I swear I hadn’t. But now I looked up at the clock, too, and it was 9:30 already and now it was only an hour-and-a-half off and I guess suddenly realizing it was that close, I got kind of uncorked. I turned to the sailor.

      “If the time means so much to you, why don’t you buy yourself a damned watch? They pay you in the Navy, don’t they?”

      As soon as I said it I knew I was going to get broken in half. The guy was big enough to do that. But I didn’t care. It wasn’t that I was brave or tough or anything; it just didn’t seem to matter. But the Navy guy just turned around, looking kind of surprised. He said, quietly:

      “You ought to take it easy, Mac. What’s eatin’ on you, anyhow?” He had one of those slow Southern accents.

      I told him it wasn’t any of his business what was eating on me and he looked me over carefully and shook his head sadly and said it was too bad he had a date and he was so late already. I agreed with him, but he just looked back at the clock again and left the bar. I felt funny about that—kind of let-down, like; kind of disappointed. I looked both ways along the bar, waiting for somebody else to have something to say but nobody was paying any attention.

      I had one more drink, and then a blowzy old blonde hustler came in with some guy who wasn’t so stiff he couldn’t navigate, but he must’ve been pretty well laced to be giving this bag any time at all. It was plain she was mining him and making time like anything. As soon as they got into a booth they started smooching it up. It was kind of disgusting at their age.

      I was standing sideways to the bar, with my back turned to that clock at the other end, and I couldn’t help watching this pair. Then, I don’t know whether it was the drinks or what, but the blonde bindle began to look like my old lady. I mean like the old lady might look in a few years, maybe 10, if she dyed her hair. It was crazy and I don’t know what it was about the blonde that reminded me of the old lady because she didn’t really look like her, but it was something. It got me. It made me think about the old lady and what the hell good was I doing her or myself, even, laying one on like this, feeling sorry for myself. I thought that it still wasn’t too late to take her to the show.

      So I left the place. It was dark out now—as dark as it ever gets in Times Square, that is—and a little cooler. You come out onto Broadway at night and it kind of shocks you no matter how used to it you are. There’s something about it. Like a world where nothing’s real and you forget everything except you want to have a big time, a hell of a time; and if you’re alone or even with some guys, you want a girl bad, real bad. It was like that with me, tonight.

      It felt so good I walked down to 42nd and then up to 50th, stalling off going home for a while, and then walked over to Eighth Avenue to take the Independent subway up to Washington Heights.

      That was a bad deal. Eight Avenue was empty and sad even though it, too, was all lit up. There’s something about Eighth Avenue; it’ll never get anywhere. In some other town it’d be the big deal, the Main Drag. But it’s too close to Times Square, here. It’s like a dirty, beat-up old floozy walking beside a pretty young showgirl and they’re both dressed the same, but that’s the end of it. It gave me the real glooms.

      It made the thing I’d been trying not to think about all night, all day, begin to press on my mind again like a thumb in a wound. I couldn’t let it. Once I let go and really thought about it I wouldn’t be able to stop. I all at once felt all alone, walking along Eighth there, like that, and about four inches high and trembling scared and I had to do something fast. I went into another creep joint.

      This one was bird. I hadn’t noticed the name of it but the minute I went in I knew it was called Paddy’s Shamrock Bar or something. It was one of those saloons that cater to professional Irishmen. They had a raft of crazy-shaped shillelaghs hanging back of the bar and some brown derbies and they still had dirty green bunting and decorations from St. Patrick’s Day draped across the mirror here in August, for crying out loud. But it wasn’t very crowded, and they had a big 30-inch TV set going, and I didn’t see any clock in the place. So I bellied up to the bar, like they say in the Westerns.

      The TV had one of those situation-comedy things on, all about a dumb blonde and her roommate, only the blonde’s dumbness didn’t get on your nerves because she was kind of cute about it and what she had in front, it didn’t make much difference how dumb she was. It didn’t break me up or give me convulsions or anything, but it was something to watch that put you in a kind of vacuum, and the dozen or so Countycorkmen in the joint got such a root out of it, it was contagious. I even laughed, once.

      I had two more boilermakers while this was on and was on the seventh, the last one I could pay for, when the thing ended. The stuff had taken hold by this time, too, though not as good as I wanted. All I had was a kind of loose, tingle-fingered, putty-like looseness all over, but everything was too sharply focused like in 3-D or something. I knew it was one of those times like I’d heard older guys talk about where no matter how much you lapped up, you didn’t get really drunk.

      While I sipped the last drink the commercial came, and the guys at the bar stopped staring at the TV like they’d never seen one before and got back to doing some serious drinking and talking.

      It was one of those places where everybody knew everybody else and calls them by the first name and everybody pleasantly insults everybody else and calls them gutter names and nobody gets sore. Nobody paid any attention to me. I began to feel like the invisible man from Mars. That was all right. That was about like I wanted it.

      Then a big beetle-browed guy with a soup-bowl haircut that looked as if he gave it to himself and with his blue work shirt sleeves rolled up over arms that were big as my thighs, started shushing everybody, trying to stop the talk that had busted out along the bar.

      As it quieted down I heard him say: “Shhhhh, shut up, now, and be listenin’ to the news. The news! The news!” He kept saying that one word over and over.

      I looked up at the TV
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