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            A Message from Mystery Writers of America

          

        

      

    

    
      The stories in this collection are products of their specific time and place, namely, the USA in 1971. Some of the writing contains dated attitudes and offensive ideas. That certain thoughtless slurs were commonplace—and among writers, whose prime task is to inhabit the skin of all their characters—can be both troubling and cause for thought.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

          Larry D. Sweazy

        

      

    

    
      I was eleven years old in 1971, the year this anthology was originally published. Orange shag carpet was the rage, along with olive green and Amana gold appliances that populated everyone’s kitchens. Boxy muscle cars, Dodge Darts, Pontiac Grand Prixs, and Chevrolet Chevelles tore up the roads with three hundred and fifty horsepower engines, fat tires, and Hurst shifters. Nixon was still president, but I didn’t care about that. Amtrak was created in 1971, and they rioted at Attica Prison. Clint Eastwood played “Dirty” Harry Callahan on the silver screen in a neo-noir thriller I was too young to see. Same with The French Connection—it would be ten more years before I got to meet Popeye Doyle. And much to my grandparents’ dismay, The Lawrence Welk Show was canceled. I was more into The Flip Wilson Show, while my older brother and sister were head over heels about The Mod Squad.

      My stepfather worked at the local General Motors (GM) factory, along with most of my aunts and uncles. They all traded paperbacks back and forth on a regular basis, so there was a steady stream of books coming into the house. I was lucky that I was an early reader. Books were my favorite thing to escape into; television was a close second. I was even luckier that my mom didn’t censor what I read. Some books, like Peyton Place, were put up, while others—mostly mysteries by authors like Mickey Spillane, Ellery Queen, and Raymond Chandler—were not. I always went looking for the hidden treasures, like any boy would.

      I was happy to see some of my favorite authors in this anthology. The movie Psycho introduced me to Robert Bloch, and the television series with Jim Hutton gave me my first glimpse of Ellery Queen. But it was in print where I got to know their storytelling skills, along with Hillary Waugh, Robert L. Fish, Joe Gores, Donald A. Wollheim,  and of course, Ross Macdonald. The rest? I had either not read them, or, sad to say, I had not heard of them. That is the joy of anthologies like this one. Reading new stories by favorite authors, while discovering new authors to read. I felt like a kid all over again, sneaking a Stanley Ellin story off the shelf while no one was looking.

      What made me even happier than the discovery of new authors was the fact that these stories held up better than orange shag carpet did. Dorothy Salisbury Davis’ police procedural, “Backward, Turn Backward,” is as fresh as the day it was written, as is Charles Norman’s short but strong, “Two Muscovy Ducks.” There is nothing dated about human desire, deception, revenge, or justice served on a cold dish. These stories are proof of that. I have a lot of reading to catch up on with my discovery of new authors and the rediscovery of some old favorites that I haven’t read in a while. I hope you do, too.
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      Larry D. Sweazy is a multiple award-winning author of fifteen western and mystery novels, thirty-one short stories, and over sixty nonfiction articles and book reviews.  Larry lives in Noblesville, Indiana with his wife, Rose, and is hard at work on his next novel. More information about him and his work can be found at www.larrydsweazy.com.
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      In harvesting the stories for this volume I discovered once again, as I had many times before, that reading is more fun than writing. To the practitioners of fictive mayhem included herein I say, “A pox upon you for preventing me from doing my own work, and a double pox upon you for keeping me awake at night.” As an incurable insomniac I did not need additional stimulants. I have forsaken barbiturates, dinnertime caffeine, and post-prandial calisthenics. But I stand inflexibly resolved not to abandon reading in bed. So I reclaim my second pox and offer in its place my deep gratitude to our generous authors for the stimulating company of their depraved characters during my chronic pervigilium. (If you don’t know what that means, look it up in your unabridged. I had to.)

      As a practicing writer I well know the toil involved in germinating a fresh idea, developing it into a plot, creating incidents, and then populating the story with what we hope are fascinating characters, to say nothing about putting all these ingredients together in colorful prose, ruthlessly excising all material alien to the enterprise. All for the delectation of readers.

      For that, after all, is the name of the game.

      Entertain the reader. Pique his curiosity. Excite him. Enthrall him. Accelerate his pulse. Set his heart to pounding. Remove him for a brief time at least from all the dull and humdrum activities that attend our real world.

      This is a noble endeavor. Indeed a therapeutic one. Many tasks are far easier and more profitable, but few so rewarding. Where else but on the printed page is high adventure available to deskbound man? Oh, come now, you may reply, in movies and television of course. And I will agree, but only in part, because missing from these media is that vital ingredient indigenous only to print—the interior monologue, the ability to stretch a reader’s mind and imagination.

      It requires skill.

      And knowing the problems at first hand, I have a healthy respect and an envious awe when the trick is pulled off with spirit and éclat. All of the authors herein are from the top of the bag. Some are world-famous.

      Who has not heard of Ellery Queen, whose exploits have enlivened almost every media from print through radio, television and film? The creation of a character who during the author’s lifetime becomes known to virtually every literate reader is no small accomplishment.

      Very few novelists in the field of suspense have commanded the attention of our long-haired critical fraternity which traditionally looks down its collectively snobbish nose with cavalier neglect at writers whose central aim is diversion, if indeed they even deign to look down at all. Ross Macdonald is one of those novelists. The critical plaudits accorded him in front page reviews affirms him as a writer of rare distinction, and acknowledges that the mystery story in the hands of a master can be far more than a mere charade.

      Dorothy Salisbury Davis and Stanley Ellin have long since established their reputations as suspense authors of the first rank, each new effort avidly awaited and exuberantly greeted by legions of aficionados.

      Here too are Robert Bloch, whose film Psycho scared audiences spitless, and Robert L. Fish, whose film Bullitt kept them on the edge of their chairs and chewing their fingernails down to the elbow.

      Old pros, Hillary Waugh, Lawrence Treat, and Patricia McGerr, stellar performers, will as always delight readers with the sheer artistry of their craft.

      William P. McGivern has elected in recent years to toil the vineyards of Hollywood, a major loss to the genre in publishing, and all true fans mourn his absence. Come home, William.

      Donald A. Wollheim emerges in these pages from a prestigious perch in the field of fantasy and science fiction. My editor at Walker, Hans Santesson, agreed with me that to exclude this story would be a mortal sin, and since neither of us would enjoy the company of Pitchfork Harry, we succumbed.

      Charles Norman, a noted poet, checks in with a notable yarn.

      Comparative newcomers like Joe Gores, William Nolan, and Allen Kim Lang appear in these pages to put the old pros on notice that they must continually look to their laurels or find their positions usurped.

      All in all, so distinguished a crew, your editor would have been proud to present one of his own yarns had he been able to find one worthy of inclusion.

      So take this collection in a single gulp if you are so inclined, or savor it slowly as you would a fine brandy. In any event, welcome aboard.

      
        
        —Harold Q. Masur

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fat Chance

          

          Robert Bloch

        

      

    

    
      Their names were John and Mary, and they lived in a little white frame house with a picket fence all around the front lawn. They owned a fintail car and a TV set with a 21-inch screen, and a power mower and a freezer. John went bowling once a week, on Thursday nights, and Mary subscribed to three of the better women’s magazines and cut out all the recipes. They had been married for fourteen years now, and in every respect they were a typical middle-class American couple.

      So, naturally enough, John wanted to kill Mary.

      Perhaps this is an oversimplification. In John’s defense, it must be stated that he was perfectly willing to put up with most of his wife’s little ways. He did not object to her pincurled presence at the breakfast table every morning, or to her habit of using baby-talk when she addressed the canary, or the way she appropriated his electric shaver to use on her legs. He had no complaints about her cooking, or the way she ran the household and spent his money. He had long ago realized that she was not a stimulating companion or conversationalist, and he was willing to accept the fact that her domestic habits, in the kitchen, parlor, or bedroom, were dull indeed. All this he resigned himself to putting up with, as most typical middle-class American husbands inevitably do. But there was just one thing he couldn’t endure, one crime he could not forgive.

      Mary was getting too fat.

      She had begun putting on weight a few years after they were married. Eight years ago she had been “pleasingly plump’’ but presentable. Six years ago she began having trouble finding “her” size in the dresses she selected. Five years ago she had embarked on what proved to be an endless series of ineffectual diets, all of which failed to remedy the situation because in the end they required that she cut down on her intake of calories. Three years ago she had apparently resigned herself to the situation—she was fat, and she admitted she was fat. Not too fat, of course; just plain “heavy.”

      Of course Dr. Applegate warned her about stuffing herself; there were examinations and explanations about the way she reddened upon the slightest exertion, about the high blood pressure and the strain on her heart. But the fatter Mary became, the less she felt like exerting herself and the easier it was to just stay home and watch television. Besides, as she told the doctor, John was away almost every night at the store—his pharmacy stayed open until ten, except on Sundays—and there was nothing for her to do. And she didn’t really eat a lot; just nibbled now and then to calm her nerves.

      Dr. Applegate had a few words to say about compulsive appetite, and John had quite a lot to say about her sloppy appearance, but these things only seemed to make Mary more nervous. So, of course, she ate.

      Now she was positively gross, but John didn’t bother to talk about it anymore. He knew it wouldn’t do any good. She was fat as a pig.

      That’s when John began to have these dreams about butchering hogs.

      It might very well have ended with that—after all, John was so typically middle-class and middle-aged, and he could have so easily developed a few interests of his own. An ulcer, perhaps, or a coronary condition, or a wood-working shop in the basement.

      It took something out-of-the-ordinary to bring him to the actual point of murder.

      Her name was Frances.

      Actually, Frances Higgins was extraordinary only in John’s eyes; to others she was only a tall, well-preserved woman on the wrong side of thirty, with rather pretty auburn hair. John saw her slimness and was dazzled. He had frequent opportunities to be dazzled, because Frances Higgins was Mary’s best friend.

      They had gone to school together (incredible, that fat, candy-chewing, Welk-watching Mary had ever attended business college!) and continued the acquaintance after Mary married and Frances went on to a career as private secretary for a prominent downtown attorney.

      Neither John nor Frances realized that they were embarking on an affair. One does not associate passion with middle-aged pharmacy proprietors, or with private secretaries who keep rubber plants in the office. Both of them were quite unprepared for the overwhelming consequences—the compulsive need to constantly see one another, touch one another, and be with one another at any cost to self-respect or self-control.

      “I can’t stand it, darling!” she told him. “Visiting you and Mary, seeing you together. And then thinking of you and Mary together when I'm not there—”

      “I know,” John sighed. “How do you think it is with me? I don’t want to be with Mary; I hate the sight of her. Even before I found you, I hated her. Now I can’t bear it. And if what you say is true about a divorce—”

      Frances nodded sadly. That had been one of the first things they’d thought about; the possibilities of divorce. Frances had not been fool enough to reveal her true feelings about John when she sounded Mary out on the subject. Instead she had chosen the devious method; she had gone to Mary, as her best friend, and hinted that there was something she ought to know. It appeared as though John had been, as she put it “stepping out of line a little.” There were nights when he absented himself from the drug store without Mary’s knowledge. She refused to mention the sources of her information, but people were talking. And while it might not be really “serious” one never knew; perhaps Mary ought to prepare herself just in case and think about the future. A friendly warning—

      Mary shrugged. Yes, she knew John had been restless lately; a wife can always tell. And she and John had been so very close through all the years. But for that very reason, she had no intention of leaving him, now or ever. Let him have his fling, poor dear. Sooner or later, it would blow over.

      “But what if he came to you and demanded a divorce?” Frances had persisted. “What if he just walked out on you, cold, and left you for another woman?”

      “He wouldn’t do a thing like that,” Mary answered. “He just couldn't; John isn’t that type at all.” Then her apologetic air had suddenly given way to grim resolution. “But if he did, he’d be sorry, believe me! There are laws, you know. I’d see to it that he paid—I’d get everything I’ve got coming to me. By the time I was through with him, he and this little tramp, whoever she is, would be good and sorry they ever started anything.”

      Frances had reported the conversation to John the following evening and they both agreed, sadly but logically, that Mary meant what she said. Moreover, she had the power to execute her threat. A divorce would mean an irreparable financial loss to John, perhaps even the loss of his business. And as for Frances, her elderly employer (who never, under any circumstances, ever handled a divorce proceeding) would fire her handily. Love in a garret is all very veil for moonstruck teenagers, but both John and Frances had reached a time in life where they enjoyed the creature comforts both of them had striven for over the years. And, being human, they felt the equal necessity of protecting their present status as respectable members of the community.

      So divorce was out. And the only apparent result of Frances' conversation with Mary was that she began to gorge herself still more heavily. Dr. Applegate’s latest diet was tossed overboard and Mary stuffed herself night and day. John would come home and find her consuming candy from the store—indeed, she insisted that he constantly supply her with more each time he put in his appearance from a night of work behind the counter.

      “Cheer up,” John told Frances, although he didn’t really believe she would follow his suggestion. “The way the old sow is going now, she’ll eat herself to death in a few years.”

      “A few years!” Frances looked at herself in the mirror behind the soda-fountain. Then she looked at John. She didn’t say anything, but then she didn’t have to. John knew what she was thinking. A few years was all they had left, really. A few years of being together as they wanted to be together, or a few years of this endless aching, this ceaseless torment of furtive, fear-filled meeting interspersed with interludes of mocking, maddening pretense. And meanwhile Frances would have to live on in her little cell-like apartment, while John stayed with the fat pig.

      That’s what Frances called her now. “The fat pig.” A year ago she would never have dreamed of describing anyone that way, let alone her best friend. But a year ago she hadn’t really known John, hadn’t wanted John. So now it was easy for her to say what she really felt. “I can’t go on like this. I won’t go on! It isn’t right. It would be different if she felt anything for you, darling, anything at all. But she doesn’t. I’ve talked to her, and I know. To Mary, you’re just property. Another household appliance, something she owns, a convenience that supplies her with food and shelter and performs menial chores around the house for her comfort. When I hinted you might be running around, she wasn’t even jealous—just angry. The way you get angry at some gadget when you suspect it might be going out of order and cost you something to repair.

      “I can’t bear to think of you putting up with her any longer; the way she just sits around all day and all night feeding her fat face—why all the time I was talking to her, even when she started to get excited, she kept eating those damned macaroons out of a big box and watching the Arthur Godfrey show. She isn’t any good to you. She isn’t any good to herself. Nobody would miss her if she died tomorrow.”

      She stared at John. He lowered his eyes and didn’t answer.

      “Look, darling. I’ve been thinking. You’re a druggist. Isn’t there something you could give her that—”

      John shook his head. He continued to avert his gaze as he answered. “I won't lie to you. I’ve been thinking about that, too. And it wouldn’t work. Just because I am a pharmacist. Don’t you realize that’s the very first thing the police would think of if they ever became suspicious? And they would become suspicious, because of the medical report. A doctor would have to be called, he’d have to sign the death-certificate, and he’d know right away. Contrary to what you may be thinking, there just aren’t any drugs that will do the trick without detection; at least nothing I could get out of stock here. And I couldn’t order anything special or obscure without accounting for it. We have to make out reports, they check on us, we’re inspected. No, that’s out.”

      Frances put her hand on his arm—her cool, slim hand, with the long fingernails which could claw so deeply when she clung to him.

      “All right,” she said. “All right. But you’ve got to do something. I can’t take much more of this. In fact, I’m going away.”

      “Going away?”

      There was such anguish in his response that her own voice softened. “Don’t be alarmed, darling. It’s just a vacation. I’ve got two weeks coming this year, you know. At first I wasn’t even going to take them, but I decided I’d better. All this has made me so nervous lately. There’s an aunt and uncle of mine out in Portland—they’ve asked me to visit them.”

      “When?”

      “Next week. I’ve got plane reservations for Monday.”

      John blinked. “But that means I won’t be seeing you again, not for almost three weeks.”

      The nails dug into his arm. He could feel them even through his suitcoat. “Maybe longer than that,” she said. “Darling, I meant what I told you. I can’t stand living this way any longer. It’s up to you, now. Either you find some way out for us, soon, or this is the end.”

      “But I can’t—”

      “You must! I don’t care if you hit her over the head with a club and lock her in the deep-freeze. All I know is that I’ve had it. From now on, it’s all or nothing.” She relaxed her grip. “I didn’t tell you this, darling, but my aunt and uncle have been urging me to move out there. They say the climate is wonderful in Oregon, and I’d have no trouble finding another job in Portland. When I visit them, I’m going to investigate the possibilities. Maybe that’s the best thing to do, after all.”

      “No!” John muttered. He stood up taking a deep breath. “You’re coming back here, you’ve got to promise me you’ll come back.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes. And I’ll make you a promise, too. I’m going to think of a way. I don’t know how, but I'll think of one. When you come back, she’ll be gone.”
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      John kept his word. From that moment on, he thought of a way. He thought of a hundred ways during the next few days before Frances’ departure. He thought of them by day while he sold bobbie pins and aspirins and band-aids in the store, and he thought of them by night as he watched Mary eating doughnuts in the living-room, belching in the bathroom or snoring stertorously by his side in bed.

      He didn’t see Frances again during the weekend, but he saw a lot of Mary. There was, he reflected grimly, quite a lot of her to see. She tipped the scales at about 240 now. All weekend long she kept babbling about still another new diet Dr. Applegate wanted her to try. And all weekend long, John kept thinking about ways of killing her. A hundred ways.

      But none of them were any good. None of them would work. Oh, he could murder her all right, but the point was to get away with it. Get away with it scot free, get away with Frances, sell the damned business and move to Oregon after everything was over. That part would be easy. But the method, the method—

      One Sunday night it came to him, just like that. And there was nothing particularly surprising in the phenomenon, because it had been there all the time. Frances had told him; he was a pharmacist and he had access to poisons.

      Not obscure poisons, not undetectable poisons, but that didn’t matter; he didn’t need anything special, as long as he made sure he administered a lethal dose. Of course a physician would examine Mary’s body before writing out a death-certificate, but there wouldn’t be any trouble.

      Because the physician would be Dr. Applegate. And Applegate, in addition to being the family doctor, was the man who had come to John when he needed some extra, but also extra-legal, prescriptions for narcotics. Now he would come to John’s aid in his hour of need. And he would not demur, he would not question, he most certainly would not talk. If he did, then John would talk too, and Dr. Applegate would be up on criminal charges.

      It was really very simple, now that he realized how to solve the medical aspects of his problem. Mary’s few friends all knew that she was grossly overweight, that she had put a strain on her heart. So the death-certificate would testify, and nobody would ask any embarrassing questions.

      All that remained to be considered now was the exact modus operandi to employ.

      John thought about it all that day Monday in the store. It kept him from thinking about Frances’ departure that morning. On the other hand he was really quite glad that she had left, under the circumstances. It meant she’d be out of town during the time of the tragedy; there’d be no strain of having to simulate grief, attend the funeral, and avoid any accidental betrayal of her true feelings in John’s presence. Better still, her absence would rule out any evidence of collusion.

      For his own part, it would be ideal for him to dispose of Mary immediately; the funeral and the subsequent winding-up of her affairs would occupy him during the next two weeks and keep him from brooding about Frances’ absence. Yes, all in all, this was the ideal time.

      And the method?

      He had the whole pharmacopoeia at his disposal, everything from acetanilide to zinc phosphide. Yet in the end, John decided upon the simplest toxic agent of all, the old standby of Borgia and bourgeoise alike—plain arsenic. It was fast, reliable, deadly, and that’s what he wanted; it didn’t in the least matter if the symptoms of arsenic poisoning were apparent to a physician under the circumstances. More to the point, John could easily remove the necessary quantity from his stock without fear of its loss being noted.

      Administration of the dosage would be no problem, either. He’d put it into some chocolates; bring Mary a box of candy from the store, as she expected. With her sweet tooth, she’d gobble down one or two—probably just one, because of the taste, but that would be enough. More than enough. Her resultant agonies would be painful to witness, but John had no intention of being present. He’d take her the box tonight but neglect to give it to her until tomorrow when he left again for work. That should give her something to do while she watched her daily soap-operas. Of course, there was always the off-chance that Mary, after swallowing a piece of the candy, would manage to get to the telephone before collapsing. But even then there was little risk; she would either call him or Dr. Applegate. He knew how to react, and as for Applegate, John intended to have a chat with him this evening in private before heading for home with the chocolates. It might prove to be a bit messy, but he knew he could convince the physician to cooperate.

      As it turned out, he had little difficulty with Applegate. The only really messy part of the entire business was in actually introducing poison into the candy.

      There were so many things he hadn’t anticipated; opening the box itself and removing the plastic wrapper without damage, so that it could be resealed without detection—carefully melting the chocolate coating and removing a portion of the creamy fondant to make room for the poisonous powder—then re-melting the coating and smoothing it over until each individual piece of candy could survive inspection.

      But finally he was finished, and the telltale evidence of his labors obliterated so that Willie Hayes, the assistant pharmacist, would notice nothing tomorrow morning when he opened the store, John made a mental note; he must remember to dispose of the remainder of the chocolates tomorrow night, the moment he was sure Mary had succumbed. If he took care of a few details like that, the rest was just a matter of routine.

      The routine of going home, after his brief but satisfactory interview with Dr. Applegate. The routine of greeting the old sow as she grunted up at him from her chair before the TV set; of kissing her fat forehead and asking her the same stupid questions about the same stupid daily routine; of using the bathroom and turning out the lights and settling down in bed next to that repulsive mountain of flabby flesh (for the last time) and composing himself for sleep.

      Sleep did not come easily, because anticipation stood in its path; anticipation of the morning, when he’d give her the box of candy and leave for work. He’d let Willie handle the evening shift tomorrow, as was usual on Tuesdays, and come home for supper early. No sense in waiting too long; suppertime would be long enough. She ought to open the box right after lunch, and then—

      No, John did not sleep. He merely planned. He planned what he’d do after he found the body and phoned Applegate, planned how he’d break the news to the neighbors and send a wire to Mary’s sister in Omaha. While he was at it, he might just as well be practical and consider what undertaker to select. A decent funeral would be expected, but there was no need of being unduly lavish. Mary had two thousand dollars’ worth of life insurance. He could probably pick out a nice coffin for about four hundred; the whole deal would run a little under a thousand. Then, with the extra thousand, he could think about something for Frances, later on. On their honeymoon, perhaps. Say a year from now, or a little less. He could sell the business, sell the house here, move out to Portland or some other city. He’d always wanted to see the West Coast anyway; he’d never been there. Maybe Frances and he could take a plane over to Hawaii. That would be nice. Oh, it was all going to be nice, after tomorrow—

      The odd thing was that he felt no guilt, no fear, no remorse. It had been Frances who actually came out and suggested the murder, of course, but now he realized that he had been killing Mary for years, in the deepest, darkest dungeon of his own mind. He was completely prepared to accept the act; he welcomed the role of murderer as familiar.
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      Everything seemed familiar, everything was normal. In the morning he rose and shaved and dressed and Mary had his breakfast ready as usual. She made the usual pretense of passing up the meal—”just coffee and orange-juice, that’s enough for me today”—but he knew she’d fry herself the usual three eggs as soon as he was out of the door. And when, at the door, he produced the box of chocolates as an afterthought, she could not conceal her squeal of delight. Hogs always squeal.

      John managed to conceal his own elation long enough to peck at her cheek and escape.

      Escape. Today was the day he would really escape! Escape forever.

      Forever is a long time, and before the afternoon was over, John was thinking only of escaping the store itself by five o’clock.

      He wanted to get home and get it over with. He didn’t actually look forward to seeing what he’d see when he got there, or doing what he’d have to do during the subsequent evening hours. But the whole point was that it was something which must be done, and the sooner, the better.

      So he drove home, as usual, at Five-thirty, parked the car in the driveway, and went inside.

      The kitchen was deserted, and he could hear the idiot drone of the TV set from the parlor beyond. Naturally that’s the way it would be; she’d settled down to watch the afternoon programs, opened the box of candy, popped a chocolate into her mouth, and probably never managed to leave the easy-chair.

      John tiptoed through the hall. He saw her then, slumped in the big chair, with just the back of her head showing—the back of her head and her big fat neck with those repulsive rolls of heavy flesh. Frances had a slim neck; a pale white adorable neck, with delicious little hollows made for kisses.

      John was glad he could think of her under the circumstances because it proved he wasn’t frightened, he wasn’t going to lose his nerve, even at a time like this. A time like this, when he walked into the parlor to see his wife’s dead body—

      His wife’s dead body turned and stared at him. And then it rose from the chair. Mary was standing in front of him, big as life. Hideously big, hideously alive. She grinned at him.

      “Early tonight, aren’t you?” she said. And then, “John, what are you staring at?”

      It took a moment for him to answer, and when he did he couldn’t help himself, he had to blurt it out.

      “Wh-where are the chocolates I brought you?”

      The stupid grin loomed closer. “Surprise! I didn’t eat any of them! Remember that new diet I told you about? Well this time I’m sticking to it. I’ll lose at least twenty pounds, you’ll see. I was telling Frances—”

      “Frances?”

      “Yes, Frances, silly! Remember she was supposed to leave yesterday? Well, she didn’t. She left today. She stopped by here this afternoon, on her way to the airport. And since she was going on a trip, I gave her the box of candy to eat on the plane.”

      “You gave her—?”

      “Sure.” Mary giggled. “I figured it was a sort of a farewell present…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Backward, Turn Backward
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      Sheriff Andrew Willets stood at the living-room window and watched his deputies herd back the curious, restive people of Pottersville. Some had started out from their houses, shops or gardens at the first sound of his siren, and throughout the long morning the crowd had swelled again.

      Behind him in the kitchen, from which the body of Matt Thompson had recently been removed, the technical crew of the Slate police were at work with microscope and camera, ultraviolet lamp and vacuum cleaner. He had full confidence in them but grave doubts that their findings would add much weight to, or counterbalance by much, the spoken testimony against Phil Canby. They had not waited, some of those outside, to give it to police or State attorney; they passed it to one another, neighbor to stranger, stranger sometimes back again to neighbor.

      It’s possible to disperse them, the sheriff thought, just as a swarm of flies might be waved from carrion; but they would as quickly collect again, unless it were possible to go out and say to them: “It’s all a mistake. Matt Thompson fell and hit his head. His daughter, Sue, got hysterical when she found him… Idle conjecture. Even had he been able to say that to the crowd they would not have dispersed. They would not have believed it. Too many among them were now convinced that they had been expecting something like this to happen.

      There was one person in their midst responsible in large measure for this consensus, a lifetime neighbor of both families, Mrs. Mary Lyons, and she was prepared also to give evidence that Phil Canby was not at home with his grandson the night before, at the hour he swore he was at home and asleep.

      Sheriff Willets went outdoors, collected Mrs. Lyons and led her across the yard between the Thompson house and the house where Phil Canby lived with his daughter and son-in-law, and up her own back steps. From the flounce of her skirts and the clack of her heels he could tell she didn’t want to come. She smiled when she looked up at him, a quick smile in which her eyes had no part.

      “I hope this won’t take long, Andy,” she said when he deliberately sat down, forcing her hospitality. “I should give the poor girl a hand.”

      “In what way, Mrs. Lyons?”

      “With the house,” she said, as though there would be nothing unusual in her helping Sue Thompson with the house. “It must be a terrible mess.”

      “You’ve lots of time,” he said. “There’s nobody going to be in that house for quite a time except the police.”

      Mrs. Lyons made a noise in her throat, a sort of moan, to indicate how pained she was at what had happened across her back yard.

      “You were saying over there,” Willets went on, “that you knew something terrible was going to happen.”

      “Something terrible did happen, even before this,” she said. “Phil Canby taking after that girl. Sue Thompson’s younger than his own daughter.”

      “Just what do you mean, taking after her?”

      “I saw him kiss her,” she said. Then, as though it had hurt her to say it in the first place, she forced herself to be explicit. “A week ago last night I saw Phil Canby take Sue in his arms and kiss her. He’s over sixty, Andy.”

      “He’s fifty-nine,” the sheriff said, wondering immediately what difference a year or two made, and why he felt it necessary to defend the man in the presence of this woman. It was not that he was defending Canby, he realised; he was defending himself against the influence of a prejudiced witness. “And he gave it out the next day that he was going to marry her, and she gave it out that she was going to marry him. At least, that’s the way I heard it.”

      “Oh, you heard it right,” Mrs. Lyons said airily, folding her hands in her lap.

      If it had been of her doing, I should not have heard it right, the sheriff thought. But Phil Canby had passed the age in life, and had lived too much of that life across the hedge from Mary Lyons, to be either precipitated into something or forestalled from it by her opinions. Had he looked up on the night he proposed to Sue Thompson and seen her staring in the window at them, likely
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