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Reena Avery was caught up in the
skin game. That’s why her husband killed her. Or so it seemed. But when Larry
Kent looked Phil Avery in the eye, he was as sure as he could be
that the man was innocent.

From that moment on, he set out
to find the real killer. But the real killer was always one step ahead of
him, and every time Larry found a witness … the witness turned up
dead!
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1 ... bloody background ...

 


Phil Avery walked slowly across
Eighth Avenue and then up 42nd Street. A boy with a painted face
smiled at him. A leather-coated young Negro with a scar across his cheek
studied Phil from head to foot for reasons of his own, then turned
away. Two cops—they walked in pairs in the Times Square
area—stopped two young girls and asked for their I.D. A pimply
faced youth stood at the window of a dirty-book store and studied a
display of knives.

Phil Avery felt sick. 42nd Street always did
this to him. Well, maybe not always. In the beginning, a couple of
years ago, when he and Reena, his wife, had strolled down 42nd
Street for the first time, the place excited both of them. There
were bright lights, thrills, noise, smells. For seventy-five cents
you could get a mug of beer and a plate of spaghetti. Twenty cents
bought a hot dog smothered in sauerkraut or relish. For fifty cents
you could step into a curtained booth and take four photographs of
yourself.

Things were so cheap that they thought it
would be easy to get through Phil’s remaining three years of
medical school plus a year or so as a low-paid intern. But they
soon discovered that 42nd Street was a sham. The hot dogs were
sixty percent cereal and the rest low-grade beef. And you couldn’t
live on spaghetti.

Rents were sky-high. The cheapest
furnished apartment they could find was in Greenwich Village—the
part that overlapped the Bowery, New York City’s Skid Row
district—at $200 per month. Reena was able to get a job as a
secretary at $120 per week. Phil became a spare-time dishwasher at
$50 a week. Food and transportation were so expensive that their
income wasn’t enough to allow them any of the luxuries of New York
life. They could walk past the theaters of Broadway but they
couldn’t afford tickets at anything from $6.00 far at the back to
$15.00 in the orchestra section.

On top of everything else there was Phil’s
education. He was attending Columbia University on a scholarship,
but there were extras—clothes, books, special lectures—that cut
deep into the money he earned as a dishwasher. And Reena’s $120 was
less than a hundred after taxes—federal, state and city—plus social
security and unemployment insurance.

They got past the first six months or so
because they had things to sell—a brooch, Phil’s Omega wrist watch,
a diamond ring. Blessed with the optimism of youth, they felt that
something would “turn up.” But nothing did. So Reena began to
search for a new job, attending interviews during her lunch hour.
Finally she landed one, in the garment district, at $150 per week.
She quit the old job and started the new. It lasted two days. Her
employer thought his $150 entitled him to take liberties on the
office couch.

The rent was due and Reena and Phil were
broke. So Reena answered an ad for a showgirl—“no experience
necessary.” Salary: $300 per week. She landed the job.

When Phil discovered what kind of work it
was he told her to quit. They would go back to Prairie, Oklahoma.
He’d work in the mill like his brothers and his father. They’d save
their money and would return to New York when he had enough to
finish school. When would that be she asked. Eight years? Ten? Not
good enough. She would do this job for a year. If they put away
$100 each week there would be enough to see them through.

Reena had her way. Then there were fights.
Once Phil struck her. She forgave him. Six months passed. Each
week, $100 went into the bank. But Phil came down with bronchial
pneumonia and spent three weeks in a hospital ward at $50 a day.
They had no hospital insurance. Their savings dwindled to just a
few hundred dollars when all the medical bills were
paid.

A few weeks after leaving his hospital
bed, Phil Avery walked up 42nd Street and stopped at the Keyhole
Theater.

Before the place became a “theater,” it
had been a clothing store. Inside were seats for about a hundred
patrons. The “drama” they paid $3.50 to see took place on a tiny
stage. There was one important prop, a bed.

Phil had attended only one “performance”
at the Keyhole Theater, a few days after Reena started working
there. Starring as the woman was a plump blonde who called herself
Tracy Nolan. The man was a tall, dark fellow with the unlikely name
Buzz Orf. Their performance lasted twelve minutes. The blonde lay
on the bed in a bra and panties as the curtains parted. Then she
got up and did a little dance, looking at herself in the wall
mirror. Suddenly the door opened, shaking the cardboard setting. In
came the dark fellow. They embraced. The man said he was tired and
wanted to go to bed. She started to strip him. When he was wearing
only shorts he went to the bed and threw himself down. She
continued with the dance. Off came the bra, then the panties. The
guy was excited and called for her to join him on the bed. She kept
dancing. Finally he got off the bed, lifted her in his arms and
tossed her down on the bed. The important part of the “performance”
then followed. But Phil didn’t want to see it. All he could think
of was his wife going through a similar routine.

He walked the city streets for hours. He
had a few drinks, then walked around again. When he arrived at the
apartment it was after midnight. Reena was waiting for him. That
was when he hit her. She said nothing. She just took two slaps to
the face, then she babied him when he broke down. “Nothing really
happens,” she told him. “It’s only simulated.”

After Reena had been at the Keyhole for ten
months, their bank balance was healthy again. But not their
marriage. And Phil was just scraping by at the university. Then
Reena began to stay out. When she was on the night “trick” she was
finished at midnight and would usually be home well before one. Now
she stayed out till three and four in the morning. She’d “stopped
for something to eat with the girls,” she’d tell Phil.

One night he spied on her, saw her leave
with Ty Anderson, who ran the Keyhole. When she arrived at the
apartment just before four in the morning, Phil was waiting in the
kitchen. She told him that she’d been “out with the girls”
again.

Seeing that he knew about Ty Anderson, Reena
broke down. She was only being friendly, she said. She didn’t want
to hurt Anderson’s feelings when he invited her out for a snack.
Besides, nothing ever happened. They just talked.

Phil didn’t believe her. He’d give her just
once more chance. She’d quit the next day, then they’d return to
Prairie. She agreed.

Now it was that day. That last day. Reena
would be finished at three in the afternoon. She’d receive her
paycheck and go straight to the apartment. She and Phil would pack
that night. In the morning they’d get a bus out of New
York.

It was a little after three in the
afternoon when Phil walked up to the Keyhole Theater. A fat little
man carrying a brief case looked at the stills outside the theater.
There was a photo of Reena, blown up to life-size. She was naked,
her hands held before her. The fat man wheezed asthmatically and
Phil knew he was imagining what he would see when Reena raised her
hands.

“Don’t just stand outside, folks,” Ty
Anderson’s rich voice said over the p.a. system. “Come on in and
watch the performances. Three luscious women, three virile young
men. Come and see what happens when we pair them off. Next show
starts in twelve minutes. Be entertained by the lovely Desmona
performing the dance of the seven veils as you wait. That dance
itself is worth the price of admission, folks.”

A small crowd gathered at the box office.
Exotic music could be heard over the p.a. system. “Here she is,”
said Ty Anderson’s voice, “the fantastically beautiful Desmona.
With each veil that’s removed, more and more of her ivory-skinned
beauty is revealed. Come on in and count the veils as they go
flying off ... Here goes number one ...”

The fat man scurried into the theater,
followed quickly by a group of tourists. Phil went past the
Keyhole. He shouldn’t have gone near the place. He’d intended to go
to the apartment and wait for Reena, but now he was churning inside
and needed a drink.

He had a double rye in a Seventh Avenue bar,
then another and another. He changed to single ryes. When he left
the bar he was dizzy and decided to have some black coffee. That
helped. He received a surprise when he looked at the wall clock and
saw it was almost five. Reena would be home.

He didn’t have enough money left for a cab
so he walked to the subway station. It was rush hour and he
couldn’t get into the first two trains.

He didn’t get home until twenty minutes to
six.

The moment he entered the apartment he knew
something was wrong. There was a strange smell about the place. A
frightening smell.

“Reena,” he called.

No answer.

He walked through the living room, opened
the bedroom door.

And staggered back a few steps.

Then he fell to his knees on the floor and
began to sob.


 


 


2 ... first steps ...

 


“Dead ... clothes torn from her body ...
blood ... all over the place ... blood ...”

Phil Avery was the speaker. I, private
investigator Larry Kent, was the listener. The place: the visitor’s
room in the cell block beneath Central Headquarters. The time:
three p.m., four days after the death of Reena Avery. The coroner’s
court had decided that Reena Avery had been murdered and that her
husband should be charged with that murder. Phil Avery had asked
for me through his lawyer and the District Attorney had okayed my
visit.

“I didn’t kill my wife,” Phil Avery told
me.

I liked the direct way he looked into my
eyes. But of course that didn’t mean a thing.

“The police have a strong case against you,”
I said.

“I didn’t do it.”

“They found you wandering on the street just
four blocks from your apartment. There was blood on your hands and
on the front of your shirt.”

“I—I thought maybe she was still alive, so I
examined her. That was how I got the blood on me.”

“There was a straight razor on
the floor near the bed. On the handle of the razor was a thumb
print. Your thumb print.”

Phil nodded. “It was my razor. I’d used it
to shave myself that morning.”

“There were no other prints on that
razor.”

“I know.”

“I’m just throwing the evidence at you,
Phil.”

“The police have already done that.”

“And I’m doing it again. You asked me to
come here and help you. All right, I’m ready to help. But put a
hole in some of the evidence.”

“I can’t.”

I looked at him. We were sitting at a table.
He had a lean face, a thick head of black hair. He was
clean-shaven, but his face was so pale that I could see new beard
stubble coming through. He had regular features, a broad, high
forehead. His brown eyes were wide apart and set deep. I liked him.
But I’ve liked some pretty strange characters in my time.

“Let’s go over it again,” I said. “You got
home at about twenty minutes to six. Your wife was dead. How long
dead?”

“Not long. Twenty minutes or a half
hour.”

“Yet, according to your evidence
at the inquest—I had a look at the transcript, courtesy of the
D.A.—according to your evidence, some of the blood had dried. How
do you explain that?”

“She wasn’t dead when the killer
left the apartment. There was a bruise on her jaw ...”

He closed his eyes. I lit a cigarette,
watched him carefully. He began to sob. He could be putting on a
performance; the grieving husband, re-living the horror. If so, it
was a pretty good act.

“Sorry,” he said, opening his eyes.

“It’s all right. You were explaining the
dried blood. You mentioned a bruise on your wife’s jaw.”

“Yes. I think she was punched unconscious,
then slashed with the razor and left for dead.”

“If you found dried blood—this while there
was enough fresh blood to get on your hands and shirt—then she must
have been slashed quite a while before you arrived.”

“Half an hour or so would be enough.”

“You were found on the street at
about six-thirty. The police got their doctor to the apartment at a
quarter to seven. He fixed the time of death at about five-thirty.
Now, you’d stand a chance if someone had seen you enter the
apartment at twenty to six.”

“But no one did. And no one saw
me get off the subway or saw me walk the block from the subway to
the apartment.”

I said, “The only witness who saw you that
afternoon was the bartender at the White Rose Saloon on Seventh
Avenue. According to him you left the place at five minutes to
five. You could have caught a cab and been at home before
five-fifteen.”

“I didn’t have enough money for a cab.”

“You had forty dollars in your wallet when
the cops picked you up.”

“I—I must have picked up the money in the
apartment. Reena usually left some cash in her jewel box.”

I nodded. “That part of your story stands
up. Your bloody prints were on the jewel box.”

Phil gave a cold little laugh. “That didn’t
seem to amount to much at the inquest.”

“Of course it didn’t. It’s not real
evidence. You say you were at the subway station waiting for a
train; well, the only way to prove it is to get a witness or
witnesses who saw you there. Your claim that you didn’t have enough
money to take a cab doesn’t mean a thing, at least not in court.
However, it means something to me: it explains your bloody prints
on that jewel box. Is that why you opened the box—to get the
money?”

Phil looked puzzled. “I don’t even remember
opening the box.”

“But you did take forty dollars from
it.”

“I must have.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe you intended to get on a bus or a
train.”

“Maybe. I—I was in a state of shock.”

I squashed out my cigarette in an ash tray
on the table, got to my feet. He looked up at me in surprise.

I said, “I can’t help you if you hold back
on me.”

He blinked his eyes. “I don’t
understand.”

“If you were reacting to shock, you wouldn’t
have touched that jewel box. You’d have stumbled straight into the
street. To get to the jewel box you had to open a drawer. Opening
that drawer and taking out the box is a deliberate kind of action.
Now, you either tell me why you did it—why you needed that forty
dollars—or I walk out of here and you can whistle. And don’t
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