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Unguarded Moment

Arthur Fordyce had never done a criminal thing in his life, nor had the idea of doing anything unlawful ever seriously occurred to him.

The wallet that lay beside his chair was not only full; it was literally stuffed. It lay on the floor near his feet where it had fallen.

His action was as purely automatic as an action can be. He let his Racing Form slip from his lap and cover the billfold. Then he sat very still, his heart pounding. The fat man who had dropped the wallet was talking to a friend on the far side of the box. As far as Fordyce could see, his own action had gone unobserved.

It had been a foolish thing to do. Fordyce did not need the money. He had been paid a week’s salary only a short time before and had won forty dollars on the last race.

With his heart pounding heavily, his mouth dry, he made every effort to be casual as he picked up his Form and the wallet beneath. Trying to appear as natural as possible, he opened the billfold under cover of the Form, extracted the money, and shifted the bills to his pocket.

The horses were rounding into the home stretch, and when the crowd sprang to its feet, he got up, too. As he straightened, he shied the wallet, with an underhand flip, under the feet of the crowd off to his left.

His heart was still pounding. Blindly he stared out at the track. He was a thief … he had stolen money … he had appropriated it … how much?

Panic touched him suddenly. Suppose he had been seen? If someone had seen him, the person might wait to see if he returned the wallet. If he did not, the person might come down and accuse him. What if, even now, there was an officer waiting for him? Perhaps he should leave, get away from there as quickly as possible.

Cool sanity pervaded him. No, that would never do. He must remain where he was, go through the motions of watching the races. If he were accused, he could say he had won the money. He had won money—forty dollars. The man at the window might remember his face but not the amount he had given him.

Fordyce was in the box that belonged to his boss, Ed Charlton, and no friend of Charlton’s would ever be thought a thief. He sat still, watching the races, relaxing as much as he could. Surprisingly, the fat man who had dropped the wallet did not miss it. He did not even put a hand to his pocket.

After the sixth race, several people got up to leave, and Fordyce followed suit. It was not until he was unlocking his car that he realized there was a man at his elbow.

He was a tall, dark-eyed handsome young man, too smoothly dressed, too—slick. And there was something sharply feral about his eyes. He was smiling unpleasantly.

“Nice work!” he said. “Very nice! Now, how about a split?”

Arthur Fordyce kept his head. Inside, he seemed to feel all his bodily organs contract as if with chill. “I am afraid I don’t understand you. What was it you wanted?”

The brightly feral eyes hardened just a little, although the smile remained. “A split, that’s what I want. I saw you get that billfold. Now let’s bust it open and see what we’ve got.”

“Billfold?” Fordyce stared at him coldly, although he was quivering inside with fear. He had been seen! What if he should be arrested? What if Alice heard? Or Ed Charlton? Why, that fat man might be a friend of Ed’s!

“Don’t give me that,” the tall young man was saying. “I saw the whole thing. Now, I’m getting a split or I’ll holler bull. I’ll go to the cops. You aren’t out of the grounds yet, and even if you were, I can find out who used Ed Charlton’s box today.”

Fordyce stood stock-still. This could not be happening to him. It—it was preposterous! What ever had possessed him? Yet, what explanation could he give now? He had thrown away the wallet itself, a sure indication that he intended to keep the money.

“Come on, Bud”—the smile was sneering now—“you might as well hand it over. There was plenty there. I had my eye on Linton all afternoon. He always carries plenty of dough.”

Linton—George Linton. How many times had Ed Charlton spoken of him. They were golfing companions. They hunted and fished together. They had been friends at college. Even if the money were returned, Fordyce was sure he would lose his job, his friends—Alice. He would be finished, completely finished.

“I never intended to do it,” he protested. “It—it was an accident.”

“Yeah”—the eyes were contemptuous—“I could see that. I couldn’t have done it more accidentally myself. Now, hand it over.”

There was fourteen hundred dollars in fifties and twenties. With fumbling fingers, Fordyce divided it. The young man took his bills and folded them with the hands of a lover. He grinned suddenly.

“Nice work! With my brains and your in we’d make a team!” He pocketed the bills, anxious to be gone. “Be seeing you!”

Arthur Fordyce did not reply. Cold and shaken, he stared after the fellow.

         

Days fled swiftly past. Fordyce avoided the track, worked harder than ever. Once he took Alice to the theater and twice to dinner. Then at a party the Charltons gave, he came face to face with George Linton.

The fat man was jovial. “How are you, Fordyce? Ed tells me you’re his right hand at the office. Good to know you.”

“Thanks.” He spoke without volition. “Didn’t I see you at the track a couple of weeks ago? I was in Charlton’s box.”

“Oh, yes! I remember you now. I thought your face seemed familiar.” He shook his head wryly. “I won’t forget that day. My pocket was picked for nearly two thousand dollars.”

Seeing that Alice was waiting, Fordyce excused himself and joined her. Together they walked to the terrace and stood there in the moonlight. How lovely she was! And, to think he had risked all this, risked it on the impulse of a moment, and for what? She was looking up at him, and he spoke suddenly, filled with the sudden panic born of the thought of losing her.

“Alice!” He gripped her arms, “Alice! Will you marry me?”

“Why, Arthur!” she protested, laughing in her astonishment. “How rough you are! Do you always grab a girl so desperately when you ask her to marry you?”

He released her arms, embarrassed. “I—I guess I was violent,” he said, “but I just—well, I couldn’t stand to lose you, Alice.”

Her eyes were wide and wonderfully soft. “You aren’t going to, Arthur,” she said quietly. “I’m going to stay with you.”

“Then—you mean—”

“Yes, Arthur.”

         

Driving home that night his heart was bounding. She would marry him! How lovely she was! How beautiful her eyes had been as she looked up at him!

He drove into the garage, snapped off the lights and got his keys. It was not until he came out to close the doors that he saw the glow of a suddenly inhaled cigarette in the shadow cast by the shrubbery almost beside him.

“Hello, Fordyce. How’s tricks?” It was the man from the track. “My name’s Chafey, Bill Chafey.”

“What are you doing here? What do you want?”

“That’s a beautiful babe you’ve got. I’ve seen her picture on the society pages.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t intend to discuss my fiancée with you. It’s very late and I must be getting to bed. Good night.”

“Abrupt, aren’t you?” Chafey adopted a George Raft manner. “Not going to invite an old friend inside for a drink? An old friend from out of town—one who wants to meet your friends?”

Arthur Fordyce saw it clearly, then, saw it as clearly as he would ever see anything. He knew what this slick young man was thinking—that he would use his hold over Fordyce for introductions and for better chances to steal. Probably he had other ideas, too. Girls—and their money.

“Look, Chafey,” he said harshly, “whatever was between us is finished. Now beat it! And don’t come back!”

Chafey had seen a lot of movies. He knew what came next. He snapped his cigarette into the grass and took a quick step forward.

“Why, you cheap thief! You think you can brush me off like that? Listen, I’ve got you where I want you, and before I’m through, I’ll have everything you’ve got!” Chafey’s voice was rising with some inner emotion of triumph or hatred. “You think you’re so much! Figure you can brush me off, do you?”

He stepped close. “What if I got to that fancy babe of yours and told her what I know? What if I go to Linton and tell him? You’re a thief, Fordyce! A damned thief! You and that fancy babe of yours! Why—”

Fordyce hit him. The action was automatic and it was unexpected. In the movies it was always the tough guy who handed out the beatings. His fist flew up and caught Chafey on the jaw. Chafey’s feet flew up, and he went down, the back of his neck hitting the bumper with a sickening crack. Then his body slipped slowly to the ground.

Arthur Fordyce stood very still, staring down at the crumpled form. His breath was coming in great gasps, and his fist was still clenched hard. Some instinct told him the man was dead.

“Mr. Fordyce?” It was his neighbor, Joe Neal, calling. “Is something wrong?”

Fordyce dropped to one knee and touched the man’s head. It lolled loosely, too loosely. He felt for the heart. Nothing. He bent over the man’s face, but felt no breath, nothing.

Neal was coming out on the lawn, pulling his belt tight. “Fordyce? Is anything wrong?”

He got to his feet slowly. “Yes, Joe. I wish you’d come down here. I’ve been held up and I think—I think I’ve killed him.”

Joe Neal hurried up, flashlight in hand. He threw the light on the fallen man. “Good heavens!” he gasped. “What happened?”

“He was waiting there by the tree. He stepped out with his hand in his pocket—you know, like he had a gun. I hit him before I realized.”

         

That was the story, and he made it stick. For several days it was the talk of all his friends. Fordyce had killed a holdup man. That took nerve. And a punch, too. Didn’t know he had it in him. Of course, it was the bumper that actually broke his neck. Still—had there been any doubts—and there were none—a check of Chafey’s record would have removed them.

He had done time and was on parole. He had gone up for armed robbery and had been arrested a score of times for investigation. He was suspected of rolling drunks and of various acts of petty pilfering and slugging. A week passed, and a second week. Arthur Fordyce threw himself into his work, never talking about what had happened.

Others forgot it, too, except Joe Neal. Once, commenting on it to his wife, he looked puzzled and said, “You know, I’d have sworn I heard voices that night. I’d have sworn it.”

“You might have. They might have argued. I imagine that a man might say a lot when excited and not remember it.” That was what his wife said, and it was reasonable enough. Nevertheless, Joe Neal was faintly disturbed by it all. He avoided Fordyce. Not that they had ever been friends.

         

Arthur Fordyce had been lucky. No getting away from that. He had been very lucky, and sometimes when he thought about it, he felt a cold chill come over him. But it was finished now.

Only it wasn’t.

It was Monday night, two weeks after the inquest, the first night he had been home since it had happened. He was sitting in his armchair listening to the radio when the telephone rang. Idly, he lifted it from the cradle.

“Mr. Fordyce?” The voice was feminine and strange. “Is this Arthur Fordyce?”

“Speaking.”

There was an instant of silence. Then, “This is Bill Chafey’s girlfriend, Mr. Fordyce. I thought I would call and congratulate you. You seem to be very, very lucky!”

The cold was there again in the pit of his stomach. “I—I beg your pardon? I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

“He told me all about it, Mr. Fordyce. All about that day at the track. All about what he was going to do. Bill had big ideas, Mr. Fordyce, and he thought you were his chance. Only he thought you were scared. He got too close to you, didn’t he, Mr. Fordyce?”

“I’m sure,” he kept his voice composed, “that you are seriously in error. I—”

She interrupted with a soft laugh, a laugh that did not cover an underlying cruelty. “I’m not going to be as dumb as Bill was, Mr. Fordyce. I’m not going to come anywhere within your reach. But you’re going to pay off. You’re going to pay off like a slot machine. A thousand dollars now and five hundred a month from now on.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you are probably insane,” he said quietly. “If you are a friend of Chafey’s, then you know he was a criminal. I am sorry for you, but there is nothing I can do.”

“One thousand dollars by Friday, Mr. Fordyce, and five hundred a month from now on. I don’t think you were scared when Bill went to you, but how about the gas chamber, Mr. Fordyce? How about that?”

“What you assume is impossible.” He fought to keep his voice controlled. “It’s absurd to think I have that kind of money.”

She laughed again. “But you can get it, Buster! You can get it when it means the difference between life and the gas chamber.”

Her voice grew brusque. “Small bills, understand? Nothing bigger than a twenty. Send it to Gertrude Ellis, Box X78, at the central office. Send me that thousand dollars by Friday and send the five hundred on the fifth of every month. If you miss by as much as ten days, the whole story goes to your girlfriend, to your boss, and to the police.” The phone clicked, the line buzzed emptily. Slowly, Fordyce replaced the phone.

So there it was. Now he had not only disgrace and prison before him, but the gas chamber.

A single mistake—an instant when his reason was in abeyance—and here he was—trapped.

He could call her bluff. He could refuse. The woman was obviously unprincipled and she had sounded vindictive. She would certainly follow through as she had threatened.

         

For hours, he paced the floor, racking his brain for some way out, some avenue of escape. He could go to Charlton, confess everything, and ask for help. Charlton would give it to him, for he was that kind of man, but when it was over, he would drop Fordyce quickly and quietly.

Alice—his future—everything depended on finding some other way. Some alternative.

If something should happen to this woman—And it might. People were killed every day. There were accidents. He shied away from the idea that lay behind this, but slowly it forced its way into his consciousness. He was considering murder.

No. Never that. He would not—he could not. He had killed Chafey, but that had been different. It had not been murder, although if all the facts were known, it might be considered so. It had been an accident. All he had done was strike out. If he killed now, deliberately and with intent, it would be different.

He ran his fingers through his hair and stared blindly at the floor. Accidentally, he caught a glimpse of his face in a mirror. He looked haggard, beaten. But he was not beaten. There was a way out. There had to be.

Morning found him on the job, working swiftly and silently. He handled the few clients who called, talked with them and straightened out their problems. He was aware that Charlton was watching him. Finally, at noon, the boss came over.

“Fordyce,” he said, “this thing has worried you. You’re doing a fine job this morning, so it looks as though you’re getting it whipped, but nevertheless, I think a few days’ rest would put you right up to snuff. You just go home now, and don’t come in until Monday. Go out of town, see a lot of Alice, anything. But relax.”

“Thanks.” A flood of relief went over Fordyce as he got up, and genuine gratitude must have showed in his eyes, for Charlton smiled. “I do need a rest.”

“Sure!” Ed put a hand on his shoulder. “You call Alice. Take her for a drive. Wonderful girl, that. You’re lucky. Good connections, too,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

The sun was bright in the street, and he stood there thinking. He would call Alice, make a date if possible. He had to do that much, for Ed would be sure to comment later. Then—then he must find this woman, this Gertrude Ellis.

He got through the afternoon without a hitch. He and Alice drove out along the ocean drive, parked by the sea, and then stopped for dinner. It was shortly after ten when he finally dropped her at her home.

He remembered what the police had said about Bill Chafey. They had known about him and they had mentioned that he had been one of several known criminals who frequented a place called Eddie’s Bar. If Chafey had gone there, it was possible his girl did, too.

         

It was a shadowy place with one bartender and a row of leather-covered stools and a half-dozen booths. He picked out a stool and ordered a drink. He was halfway down his second bourbon and soda before the first lead came to him.

A tall Latin-looking young man was talking to the bartender. “Gracie been around? I haven’t seen her since Chafey bought it.”

“You figuring on moving in there?”

“Are you crazy? That broad gives me the shivers. She’s a looker, all right, but she’d cut your heart out for a buck.”

“Bill handled her.”

“You mean she handled him. She was the brains of that setup.”

“Leave it to Bill to try to pick up a fast buck.”

“Yeah, but look at him now.”

There was silence, and Fordyce sipped his drink unconcernedly, waiting. After a while it started again.

“She’s probably working that bar on Sixth Street.”

“Maybe. She said the other day she was going to quit. That she was expecting a legacy.”

A few moments later, Fordyce finished his drink and left the place. He went to Sixth Street, studied the bars as he drove along. It might be any one of them. He tried a couple but without luck.

The next morning he slept late. While he was shaving, he studied his face in the mirror. He told himself he did not look like a murderer. But then, what did murderers look like? They were just people.

He dressed carefully, thinking as he dressed. To get the money, Gertrude Ellis would have to go to the box. She would not expect him to be watching, since she would probably believe he would be at work. Even so, he would have to be careful, for she would be careful herself. She might walk by and merely glance in at first. He would have to get her to open the box. He considered that, then had an idea.

Shuffling through his own mail, he found what he wanted. It was an advertisement of the type mailed to Boxholder or Occupant. He withdrew the advertising matter to make sure his own name was not on it. Then he carefully removed the address with ink eradicator and substituted the number she had given him.

Her true name would probably be not unlike Gertrude Ellis, which was obviously assumed. The first name was Gracie, and it was a fairly safe bet the last would begin with an E. Unless, as sometimes happened, she used the name of a husband or some friend.

Considering the situation, he had another idea. Eddie’s Bar and Sixth Street were not far apart. Hence, she must live somewhere in that vicinity.

         

He returned to Eddie’s that night, and the bartender greeted him briefly. They exchanged a few comments, and then Fordyce asked, “Many babes come in here?”

“Yeah, now and again. Most of ’em are bags. Once in a while, something good shows up.”

He went away to attend to the wants of another customer, and Arthur Fordyce waited, stalling over his drink, listening. He heard nothing.

It was much later, when he had finished his third drink, and was turning to look around, that he bumped into someone. She was about to sit down, and he collided with her outstretched arm.

“Oh, I’m sorry! Pardon me.”

“That’s all right.” She was a straight-haired brunette with rather thin lips and cool eyes. But she was pretty, damned pretty. Her clothes were not like those Alice wore, but she did have a style of her own.

She ordered a drink, and he ignored her. After a minute, she got up and went to the ladies’ room. The bartender strolled over. “Speaking of babes,” he said, “there’s a cute one. Should be about ready, too. She’s fresh out of boyfriends.”

“Her? How come?”

The bartender shrugged. “Runs with some fast company sometimes. Her boyfriend tried to make a quick buck with a gun and got killed. Chafey. Maybe you read about it.”

“Chafey?” Fordyce looked puzzled, although inside he was jumping. “Don’t recall the name.” He hesitated. “Introduce me?”

“You don’t need it. Just buy her a drink.” Then the bartender grinned. “But if you go home with her, take your own bottle and pour the drinks yourself. And don’t pass out.”

“You mean she’d roll me?”

“I didn’t say that, chum. I didn’t say anything. But you look like a good guy. Just take care of yourself. After all,” he added, “a guy can have a good time without making a sucker of himself.”

The girl returned then and sat down on her stool. He waited out her drink, and as she was finishing it, he turned. “How about having one with me? I feel I owe it to you after bumping you like that.”

She smiled quickly. “Oh, that’s all right! Yes, I’ll drink with you.”

Her name was Gracie Turk. She had been divorced several years ago. They talked about dance bands, movies, swimming. She liked to drink, she admitted, but usually did her drinking at home.

“I’d like that,” he said. “Why don’t we pick up a bottle and go there?”

She hesitated, then smiled. “All right, let’s go.” Fordyce glanced back as he went out. The bartender grinned and made a circle of his thumb and forefinger.

Not tonight, Fordyce told himself. Whatever happens, not tonight. He will remember this. They got the bottle and went to her apartment. It was small, cheaply furnished with pretensions toward elegance. Bored, he still managed to seem interested and mixed the drinks himself. He let her see that he had money on him and, suddenly, recalled that he was expecting a business call at night.

“From back East, you know,” he said by way of explanation.

He left, but with a date for the following evening. An hour later, he called back and canceled the date. His call had come, he said, and he would be out of town.

         

He made his plans with utmost care. He drove out of town and deliberately wound along dusty roads for several hours, letting his car gather dust. In town, at the same time, he carefully chose a spot at which to dispose of the body.

At eight, he drove around and parked his car near the entrance to the alley behind the girl’s apartment. There was a light in the window, so he went into the front entrance, hoping desperately that he would meet no one. Luck was with him, and he reached her door safely. It was around a corner in a corridor off the main hall. At the end was a door to the back stairs.

He tapped lightly and then heard the sound of heels. The door was opened, and Gracie Turk stepped back in surprise.

“Al!” That was the name he had given her. “I thought you were out of town?”

“Missed my train, and I just had a wild idea you might not have gone out.”

“Come in!” She stepped back. “I was just fixing something to eat. Want a sandwich? Or a drink?”

He closed the door behind him and looked at her shoulders and the back of her head. That coldness was in the pit of his stomach again. His mouth felt dry, and the palms of his hands were wet. He kept wiping them off, as if they were already—He shook himself and accepted the drink she had fixed for him.

She smiled quickly, but her eyes seemed cold. “Well, drink up! There’s more where that came from! I’ll go get things ready, and then we’ll eat. We’ll just stay home tonight.”

She had good legs, and the seams in her stockings were straight. He was cold. Maybe the drink would fix him up. He drank half of it at a gulp. It was lousy whisky, lousy—The words of the bartender at Eddie’s came back to him. “Take your own bottle,” he had said, “and pour your own drinks.” He stared at the glass, put it down suddenly:

He sat down abruptly. She would be coming in soon. He glanced hastily around, then took the drink and reaching back under the divan, poured it, little by little, over the thick carpet. When she came back into the room, he was sitting there holding his empty glass. “Thanks,” he commented. “Let me get some for you.”

She smiled, but her eyes were still cold and calculating. She seemed to be measuring him as she took the glass from his hand. “I’ll just fill this up again. Why don’t you lie down?”

“All right,” he said, and suddenly made up his mind. He would not wait. It would be now. She might—

If he passed out, she would open his billfold, and in his billfold was his identification! He started to get up, but the room seemed to spin. He sat down, suddenly filled with panic. He was going; he—He got his hand into his pocket, fumbled for the identification card. He got it out of the window in the billfold and shoved it down in another pocket. The money wasn’t much, only—

         

He had been hearing voices, a girl’s and a man’s for some time. The girl was speaking now. “I don’t care where you drop him. Just take him out of here. The fool didn’t have half the money he had the other night! Not half! All this trouble for a lousy forty bucks! Why, I’d bet he had—What’s the matter?”

“Hey!” The man’s voice was hoarse. “Do you know who this is?”

“Who it is? What does it matter?”

Fordyce lay very still. Slowly but surely he was recovering his senses. He could hear the man move back.

“I don’t want this, Gracie. Take back your sawbuck. This is hot! I want no part of him! None at all!”

“What’s the matter?” She was coming forward. “What have you got there?”

“Don’t kid me!” His voice was hoarse with anger. “I’m getting out of here! Just you try to ring me in on your dirty work!”

“Johnny, have you gone nuts? What’s the matter?” Her voice was strident.

“You mean you don’t know who this is? This is Fordyce, the guy who knocked off Bill.”

There was dead silence while she absorbed that. Fordyce heard a crackle of paper. That letter—it had been in his pocket. It must have fallen out.

“Fordyce.” She sounded stunned. “He must have found out where I was! How the—” Her voice died away.

“I’m getting out of here. I want no part of killing a guy.”

“Don’t be a fool!” She was angry. “I didn’t know who the sap was. I met him at Eddie’s. He flashed a roll, and I just figured it was an easy take.”

“What gives, Gracie?” The man’s voice was prying. “What’s behind this?”

“Ah, I just was going to take the sap for plenty, that’s all.” She stopped talking, then started again. “Bill saw him grab a wallet some guy dropped. This guy didn’t return it, so Bill shook him for half of it. Then Bill figured on more, and he wouldn’t stand for it.”

“So you moved in?”

“Why not? He didn’t know who I was or where I was. What I can’t figure is how he found out. The guy must be psychic.”

Arthur Fordyce kept his eyes closed and listened. While he listened, his mind was working. He was a fool. An insane fool. How could he ever have conceived the idea of murder? He knew now he could never have done it, never. It wasn’t in him to kill or even to plan so cold-bloodedly. Suddenly, all he wanted was to get out, to get away without trouble. Should he lie still and wait to find out what would happen? Or should he get up and try to bluff it out?

“What are you going to do now?”

         

Gracie Turk did not reply. Minutes ticked by, and then the man turned toward the door. “I’m getting out of here,” he said. “I don’t want any part of this. I’d go for dumping the guy if he was just drunk, but I want no part of murder.”

“Who’s talking about murder?” Gracie’s voice was shrill. “Get out if you’re yellow.”

Fordyce opened one eye a crack. Gracie was facing the other way, not looking directly at him. He put his hands on the floor, rolled over, and got to his feet. The man sprang back, falling over a chair, and Gracie turned quickly, her face drawn and vicious.

Fordyce felt his head spin, but he stood there, looking at them. Gracie Turk stared, swore viciously.

“Give him his ten,” Fordyce told her, “out of the money you took from me.”

“I will like—”

“Give it to him. He won’t go for a killing, and you don’t dare start anything now because he’d be a witness. For that matter, he would be a witness against me, too.”

“That’s right,” the man said hastily. It was the same Latin-looking man he had seen in Eddie’s. “Give me the sawbuck and I’ll get out of here—but fast.”

Gracie’s eyes flared, her lips curled. “What do you think you’re pulling, anyway? How’d you find me? Who told you?”

Fordyce forced himself to smile. “What’s difficult about finding you? You’re not very clever, Gracie.” Suddenly, he saw his way clear and said with more emphasis, “Not at all clever.”

The idea was so simple that it might work. He was no murderer, nor was he a thief. He had only been a fool. Now if he could assume the nerve and the indifference it would take, he could get safely out of this.

“Look,” he said quietly, “like Chafey, you walked into this by accident. He misunderstood what he saw and passed it on to you, and neither of you had any idea but making a fast buck.

“Bill”—and he knew it sounded improbable “—stepped into a trap baited for another guy. You know as well as I do that Bill was never very smart. He was neither as smart nor as lucky as you. You’re going to get out of this without tripping.”

“What are you talking about?” Gracie was both angry and puzzled.

“The wallet I picked up”—Fordyce made his voice sound impatient “—was dropped by agreement. We were trying to convince a man who was watching that I was taking a payoff.” The story was flimsy, but Gracie would accept a story of double-dealing quicker than any other. “Bill saw it, and I paid off to keep him from crabbing a big deal.”

“I don’t believe it!” Her voice was defiant, yet there was uncertainty in her eyes. “Was murdering Bill part of the game?”

He shrugged it off. “Look Gracie. You knew Bill. He was a big, good-looking guy who couldn’t see anything but the way he was going. He thought he had me where the hair was short when he stopped me outside my garage. Once away from that track, I was clean, so he had no hold over me at all. My deal had gone through. We had words, and when he started for me, I hit him. He fell, and his neck hit the bumper. He was a victim of his own foolishness and greed.”

“That’s what you say.”

“Why kill him? He could be annoying, but he could prove nothing, and nobody would have believed him. Nor,” he added, “would they believe you.”

He picked up his hat. “Give this man the ten spot for his trouble. You keep the rest and charge it up to experience. That’s what I’d do.”

The night air was cool on his face when he reached the street. He hesitated, breathing deep, and then walked to his car.

         

At the Charlton’s party, one week later, he was filling Alice’s glass at the punch bowl when George Linton clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, Art!” It was the first time, he thought suddenly, that anybody had called him Art. “I got my money back! Remember the money I lost at the track? Fourteen hundred dollars! It came back in the mail, no note, nothing. What do you think of that?”

“You were lucky.” Fordyce grinned at him. “We’re all lucky at times.”

“Believe me,” Linton confided, “if I’d found that fourteen hundred bucks, I’d never have returned it! I’d just have shoved it in my pocket and forgotten about it.”

“That,” Art Fordyce said sincerely, “is what you think!”



Police Band

“Car 134 … 134 … cancel your last call, 135 will handle.…”

         

Tom Sixte stopped turning the dial and listened. He was far over on the right side of his radio and was for the first time aware that it could pick up police calls. The book he was reading had failed to hold his interest. He put it down and lit a cigarette.

“42, station call … 1047 South Kashmir … 218, MT, Clear …” The signal faded in and out.

Sixte leaned back in his chair, listening with only half his attention. He had been in town to study a plan for moving an industrial plant to San Bernardino and the study was complete, his report written. At thirty-two he was successful, single, and vaguely discontented.

With only hours remaining of his stay in town, he was profoundly bored. His work had given him no time to make friends, and he had seen too many movies. Waiting got on his nerves, and he was leaving in just forty-eight hours for Bolivia.

“All units … stolen truck … commercial … Charles … Henry.…” The voice trailed off again and Sixte turned in his chair and poured his glass half full of Madeira, then relaxed.

The dispatcher’s voice came in suddenly. “179 … Redondo and San Vincente, neighbor reports a man hurt, a woman screaming.…”

Tom Sixte sat up abruptly. That was only two blocks away! He sat still for a moment but boredom pulled him to his feet. He shrugged into his coat and, hat in hand, stepped out the door.

Upon reaching the street, he hesitated. What was he rushing for? Like a ten-year-old kid after a fire truck!

But, why not? He was doing nothing and the walk might do him good. He went to the corner. He could hear no screaming, although far off he heard the wail of a siren approaching.

He turned the corner and started for Redondo, but just before he reached it, he saw a girl cutting across a lawn, coming toward him. Her coat was open, hair flying, and she was running.

She was in the middle of the street when she saw him. She slid to a stop and in the light reflected from the corner her face seemed set and strained. Her right hand was in her pocket.

“What’s the trouble?” he asked. “Do you need help?”

“No!” She spat the word. But a glance over her shoulder and her manner changed. She came up to him quickly. “Sorry, I do need help, but you frightened me. I just got away from a man.”

“The police are coming. There’s nothing to worry about now.”

She paused, listening to the siren. “Oh, but I can’t meet the police! I simply can’t! They’d … my parents would hear …” She caught his arm impulsively. “Help me, won’t you? Daddy and Mother didn’t know I was out.…”

They were walking back toward the corner he had turned. A siren shrilled to a stop somewhere behind them. She clutched his arm. “Do you live close by? Can’t we go there? Just until the police are gone? I … I fought him off, and he fell. He may be hurt. Take me to your place … oh, please!”

Tom Sixte shrugged. No use letting the kid get into trouble, and it would be only for a few minutes. He could not see her face well, but her voice and her figure indicated youth.

He led the way upstairs and unlocked the door. The room was small and simple. Aside from the clothes and his bags the only things in it that belonged to him were a half dozen books.

When he saw her face under the light, he felt his first touch of doubt. She must be … well, over thirty.

She saw the bottle. “Can I have a drink?” Without waiting for his reply, she picked up his own empty glass and poured wine into it. She tossed it off, then looked startled. “What was that?”

“It’s wine. It’s called Malmsey.”

“It’s good.” She picked up the bottle and looked at it. “Imported, isn’t it?” She glanced swiftly around the room, and saw the telephone. “May I make a call?”

She moved the phone and dialed. He heard the phone ringing, then a hard male voice. “Yeah?”

“Kurt? This is Phyllis.… Can you come and get me?” Sixte heard a male voice asking questions. “What d’you think?” Her voice became strident with impatience. “Rhubarb? I’ll say! The place is lousy with cops.

“No, I’m all right … some guy invited me up to his place.” The male voice lowered a little. “How do I know who he is?” Phyllis grew more impatient. “Look, you’re in this as deep as I am! You come an’ get me!… Sure, I’ll stay here, but hurry!”

Worried now, Sixte turned on her as she hung up the phone. “I didn’t bargain for this,” he said, “you’ll have to go. I had no idea you were running from the police.”

“Sit down.” There was a small automatic in her hand. “I’m not fooling. That man out there is dead.”

“Dead?” Sixte was incredulous. “You killed him?”

Her laugh was not pleasant. “He was a drunken fool. It was that woman spoiled it all.”

“Woman?”

“Some dame who came up while I was going over him. She started to scream so I hit her.”

Tom Sixte sat down, trying to focus his thoughts. Fifteen minutes ago, he had been reading, faintly bored. Now, he was mixed up in a murder and robbery. Kurt was coming to take her away, and then … his good sense intervened. That would not, could not be the end. They could not afford to let him go. And if she had killed a man …

She poured another glass of the Madeira. Steps sounded outside the door. There was a careful knock. Keeping her eyes on Sixte, the gun out of sight, Phyllis opened the door.

The man who stepped in was cadaverous, but handsome. He could have been no more than thirty, and he wore a dark suit. The eyes that measured Sixte were cruel.

Phyllis pulled him to one side and whispered rapidly. Kurt listened, then shook out a cigarette. “Who are you?” he said then. “What are you?”

“My name is Sixte. I’m an architect.”

“Get up and turn around.”

Sixte felt practiced hands go through his pockets, remove his wallet, some letters.

He was told to be seated and Kurt went through his billfold. There was seventy dollars in cash, some traveler’s checks—and the tickets were with his passport.

“Bolivia, huh? Whatya know about that? I got a guy wants to leave town. He’d pay plenty for this passport and these tickets.”

Sixte tried to sort out his thoughts. For the first time he began to appreciate his true danger.

Kurt smiled, and it was not a nice smile. “This is sweet, Phyl, real sweet. This joker has stuff here I can sell for a grand, easy. Maybe two. Rubio has to get out of town and this is it. Rubio pays, takes the ticket—this guy is gone and nobody even looks for him.”

Tom Sixte sat very still. His mind seemed icy cold. He was not going to get out of this … he was not going to … he reached over to his radio and adjusted the hands of the clock, then the volume.…
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Detective Lieutenant Mike Frost walked back to the lab truck. “Roll it, Joe,” he said, “nothing more you can do here.”

Suddenly the radio lit up. “179 … you up the block from the coroner’s van? If so turn your radio down. We’re getting complaints.”

Frost picked up the microphone. “Dispatch …? What’s this about my radio?”

After a brief conversation Mike Frost got out of the car, spoke to Joe, and walked up the block. The sound was rolling from the hallway of a rooming house and Frost went up the steps two at a time. The door was open, and as people were emerging from the rooms and staring, Frost shoved through the door and went in. The blasting sound filled an empty room, with the light switch off.

Turning the lights on, he stepped to the radio and turned it off with a snap. Joe had come into the door behind him. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“Oh, some crazy fool went off and left his radio turned on.” He scowled. “No, it’s one of those clock radios. Must have just switched on.”

“Who’d want that volume?” Joe wondered. “And on a police band, too.”

Mike Frost looked at Joe thoughtfully, then turned slowly and began to look around the room. It was strangely bare.

No clothes, no personal possessions. The bathroom shelves were empty, no razor, shaving cream, or powder. No toothbrush.

The simple furniture of a furnished room, towels, soap … a clock radio and some books. The clock radio was brand spanking new … so were the books.

Frost stepped back into the bathroom. The sink was still damp. Whoever had been here had left within a very few minutes. But why leave a new radio and the books? The only other thing remaining was an almost empty bottle of Madeira. The glass on the table was still wet … and there was lipstick on the rim. In two places … some woman had taken at least two drinks here.

And not twenty minutes ago, a woman had fled the scene of a killing just two blocks away.

Somebody had left this room fast … and why was that radio set for a time when no one would want to get up and tuned for a police band with the volume control on full power?

“Get your stuff, Joe. Give it a going-over.”

Joe was incredulous. “This place? What’s the idea?”

“Call it a hunch, Joe. But work fast. I think we’d better work fast.”

The landlady was visiting somebody in Santa Monica. Yes, she had a new roomer. A man. Nobody knew anything about him except that he was rarely in, and very quiet. Oh, yes! A neighbor remembered, Mrs. Brady had said he was leaving in a couple of days … this room would be vacant on the fifth. This was the third.

Frost walked back up to the room and stared around him. Was he wasting time, making a fool of himself? But why would a man leave a perfectly new clock radio behind him? And why leave the books?

There were six of them, all new. They represented a value of more than thirty dollars and given the condition of the spines three of them had not even been opened. Two were on South America. On Bolivia. One was a book on conversational Spanish.

Frost picked up the telephone and rang the airlines. In a matter of minutes he had his information. Three men were scheduled for La Paz, Bolivia, on the fifth … another check … at that address. Thomas Sixte. Frost put the phone back on the cradle.

He was no closer to an answer but he did have more of a puzzle and some reason behind his hunch. Why would a man, leaving within forty-eight hours, anyway, suddenly leave a comfortable room?

Where did he expect to spend the next forty-eight hours? Why did he leave his books and radio? He glanced at the dial on the radio. The man had his clock radio set to start blasting police calls within a matter of minutes after he had left his room.

Why?

Frost picked up the Madeira bottle … forty-eight years old. Good stuff, not too easily had … he checked the telephone book and began ringing. Absently, he watched Joe going over the room. His helper was in the bathroom.

The liquor store he called replied after a minute. Just closing up. “Yes, I knew Mr. Sixte. Very excellent taste, Lieutenant. Knows wines as few men do. When he first talked to me about them, I believed him to be a champagne salesman.

“That brand of Madeira? Very few stores, Lieutenant. It would be easy to … yes? All right.”

He glanced at his watch. He had been in the vicinity so had gone to Redondo and San Vincente. That had been at 9:42 … twenty minutes later he heard the blasting of the radio … it was now 10:35.

“Only three sets of prints,” Joe told him. “One of them a man’s. Two are women. One of them is probably the maid or the landlady, judging by where I found ’em.”

“The others?”

“Only a couple … some more, but smudged. Got a clear print off the wine bottle, one off the glass.”

“Anything else?”

“Soap in the shower is still wet. He probably took a shower about seven or eight o’clock. Some cigarettes, all his … and he’d been reading that book.”

Joe rubbed his jaw. “What gives, Lieutenant? What you tryin’ to prove?”

Mike Frost shrugged. He was not quite sure himself. “A man is killed and a girl is slugged by a woman. We know that much. Two blocks away a man suddenly leaves his room, with no reason that figures, and minutes later his clock radio starts blasting police calls.

“A woman has been in this room within the last hour. My hunch is it was the woman who killed that guy on Redondo. I’m guessing that she got in here somehow to duck the police, and when she went away, she took him with her.”

“And he turned on the radio to warn us? How does he know we’re near?”

“Maybe the girl told him. Maybe he saw the murder. Maybe she followed him. It’s all maybe.”

“Maybe he was in cahoots with her.”

“Could be … but why the radio?”

“Accident … twisted the wrong dial, maybe.”

Frost nodded. “All right. Check those prints. All three sets … or whatever you got.”

Had the girl taken the man away from here by herself? They had a call out, the area blanketed. Any girl alone would have been stopped. But if she had been with him? She might have been stopped, anyway. She was a blonde, about thirty, someone had said, slight figure … in a suede coat.

When Joe was gone Mike Frost sat down in the empty room and began to fiddle with the radio. After twenty minutes he had learned one thing. You just didn’t turn this on to the police band. You had to hunt for it, adjust it carefully.

Heavy steps on the stairs … “Got something for you, Lieutenant.” It was an officer from a radio car. “A girl across the street. She was parked with her boyfriend … high school kids … they saw two men and a woman come out and go to a car. Dark sedan of some kind.”

“Two men?”

“Yeah … the car drove up while they were sittin’ there. The guy who went upstairs was tall. Big in the shoulders.”

It was something, but not much. There was the phone. Had the girl gotten in here she could have called her boyfriend, and he might have been waiting nearby. The murdered man had been drinking, that was obvious. Probably quite drunk … and probably in a bar not a dozen blocks away.

If they could find that bar they might get a description … beat officers were looking but it might not be fast enough … a man’s life might be at stake.

Mike Frost stood quietly gnawing gently at his lower lip. He was a big man, wide in the shoulders, with a rather solemn, thick-boned face. His fingers dug at his reddish-brown hair and he tried to think.

This Tom Sixte … he was no fool. In a tight spot he had thought of the clock radio and the police calls. It had been a chance, but he had thought of it and taken it. He might think of something else but they could not depend on that.

The bank. They might try to get some money out of Sixte. Suddenly, Frost was hoping Sixte would think of that. If he did, if he could play on their greed …

The wine bottle … he had liquor stores alerted for possible purchase of the Madeira. It was a wild chance, but the girl had tried a glass of it, and to get money they might humor Sixte. “Boy,” Frost said, half aloud, “I hope you’re thinking, and I hope you’re thinking like I am.”

Forty-eight hours. They would have the flight covered long before takeoff time.

Mike Frost went back to his office and sat down at the battered, scarred old desk. He ran his fingers through his rusty hair and tried to think … to think.…

         

Tom Sixte sat on the divan in a quaint, old-fashioned room. The sort of furnishings that were good middle-class in 1910. It gave him a queer feeling to be sitting there like that, the room was so much like his Aunt Eunice’s.

Kurt was leafing through the paper and he was smoking. Phyllis was irritable. She kept looking over at Sixte. “You’re a fool, Kurt. Get rid of him.”

“Take it easy.” Kurt leaned back in his chair, lighting another cigarette with his left hand. With his coat off, his shoulders were not as wide and he was a little pigeon chested. “I’ve got a call out for Rubio. Let him do it.”

Sixte’s feet were tied, but his hands were free. There was no way he could move quickly, and nothing to use with his hands. He was trying to put himself in the position of the police and getting nowhere.

Suppose some neighbor had just turned off the radio? Suppose the police had become curious, would that make them look around? How smart were they?

All right. Suppose they had come, and suppose they had examined his room. Suppose they decided he had been kidnapped, all of which was a lot of supposing. But, if they had? What would they do?

Closing his eyes to shut out the room he was in, he tried to picture the situation. He knew something of police work, something of the routine. But there would be little to go on … the Madeira. It was the one thing that was different. That might help.

What else?

As long as they sat still, he had time. Yet as long as they sat still they could not make mistakes. He had to get them into the open, to start them moving. Sooner or later the nagging of Phyllis might irk Kurt into killing him.

But Kurt didn’t want to kill, if he didn’t have to … he wanted this Rubio to do it. Kurt didn’t want to kill but Tom had no doubt that he would if pushed. Kurt might be the key, but what did he want?

He wanted money. Easy money, quick money.

Kurt hoped to sell the passport and tickets, for maybe a thousand dollars … a thousand dollars … who, if he could, would not buy his life for that sum? Or twice or three times as much? Or more?

Rubio had not called, so there was a chance. A faint, slim chance.

“Look,” he said quietly, “I’m a reasonable guy. What you do is none of my business. Anyway, I’m supposed to go to South America. I don’t know who either of you are, and I don’t want to know, but I figure you’re pretty smart.”

All criminals, psychologists say, are both egotists and optimists. A good point. Flatter them—but not too much.

“Suppose you knock me off, and suppose you sell my papers to Rubio … will he pay a thousand bucks?”

Kurt smiled. “He does or he don’t get them.”

Sixte shrugged. “All right. You know him better than I do. But he knows you’ve got me on your hands. The only way you can make any dough is to sell those papers, otherwise you knock me off for nothing, am I right?”

“So what?”

“So he says, ‘I’ll give you five hundred, take it or leave it.’ Then where are you?”

Kurt’s smile was gone, he was studying Tom Sixte and he didn’t like what he was thinking. Kurt was remembering Rubio, and he had a hunch that was just what Rubio would do—and where did that leave him?

“Now I want to live. I also want to go to South America. Rubio will give you a thousand bucks for my papers. All right,” Sixte put his palms on his knees. “I’ll boost the ante. You put me on that plane to Bolivia with my own tickets and I’ll give you five thousand!”

“Don’t listen to him, Kurt.” Phyllis was uneasy. “I don’t like it.”

“Shut up.” Kurt was thinking. Five thousand was good money. Five G’s right in his mitt.

He shook his head. “You’d have them radio from the plane. What do you think I am, a dope?”

Sixte shrugged. “I know better than that. You’re a sharp operator and that’s what I’m banking on. Any dope can kill a man. Only a dope would take the chance at that price. Especially when he can get more.”

He took his time. “See it from where I sit. I want to live. If some drunk gets killed, that’s no skin off my nose. I like women, good food, I like wine. I can’t have any of them if I’m dead.”

Tom Sixte lit a cigarette. “I haven’t got a lot of money, but I could cash a check for five thousand dollars. If I tried to get more they’d make inquiries and you might get suspicious and shoot me. I’m going to play it smart.

“So I draw five thousand. You take it and put me on the plane. I don’t know who you are … what exactly am I going to tell them? You could be out of town, in Las Vegas or Portland before they started looking—but that’s not all. I wouldn’t squawk because I’d be called back as a witness. If I wasn’t here there’d be nothing to connect you with the job—and brother, I can make money in Bolivia. I’ve got a big deal down there.”

There were plenty of fallacies in his argument, but Tom Sixte would point out nothing they could not see. He drew deep on his cigarette and ran his fingers through his dark hair. He was unshaved and felt dirty. If he got out of this, it would be by thinking his way out, and he was tired. He wanted a shower and sleep.

“I got to think about it.” Kurt got up. “I don’t like it much.”

Sixte leaned back on the divan. “Think it over. If I was in your place, I would think a lot.” Kurt leaned back and lit a cigarette. His face was expressionless but Sixte was remembering the padded shoulders in Kurt’s jacket. “Your girlfriend, for instance. She’d look mighty pretty in a new outfit, and you two would make a pair, all dressed to the nines.”

Kurt ignored him, looking around and speaking past his cigarette. “Phyl, fix some sandwiches, will you?”

“As long as I’m paying for this,” Sixte grinned at them, “why not some steaks? The condemned man ate a hearty meal.…” He met Kurt’s cold eye and added, “Maybe you’ll soon have five thousand dollars, so why not enjoy yourself?” Keeping his voice casual, he added, “And while you’re at it, why not a bottle of wine? Some of that Madeira?”

         

Detective Lieutenant Mike Frost sat behind the scarred desk. It was 10:00 A.M. and he had just checked with the morgue … nobody that could be Sixte had been brought in yet. But if he was dead they might never find him.

Joe stuck his head in the door. “Nothing on the prints. The man’s were Sixte himself, a major in combat intelligence during the war. The woman was the landlady, who does her own cleaning up. And we drew a blank on the girl. Nothing on file.”

There had been nothing on the bars, either. Nobody remembered any such couple. Frost was thinking … the other man had come at once, and it could not have taken him longer than ten minutes. It took time to get outside, get a car started and into the street … at most he would not be more than twenty blocks away. More likely within half that distance. Frost picked up the phone and started a check on bars and possible loafing places. Looking for a tall dark young man who answered a phone and left hurriedly.

Surprisingly, the break came quickly. Noonan called in. Frost remembered him as a boyish-looking officer who looked like a college halfback. A man answering the description took a call in a public booth at three minutes after ten. He paid for his drinks and went out.

Why so sure of the time? The bartender’s girl was late. She usually came in at quarter to ten, so he was watching the clock and expecting a call.

“This guy didn’t talk,” Noonan said. “He nursed one drink for more than an hour, had just ordered the second. The bartender heard him say on the phone, ‘Yes, this is Tommy Hart.’ ”

They ran a check on Hart … nothing. Noonan called back. “A guy in that bar, he says that guy Hart, if that was his name, used to hang out at a bar on Sixth Street. The Shadow Club.”

It fit. A lot of hoods came and went around there. A lot of good people, too. Frost had Hart figured as small time—working through a woman—but even the small-time boys have big ideas, delusions of grandeur. And he might be afraid to turn Sixte loose.

At noon Frost went out for a sandwich. He drank two cups of coffee, taking a lot of time. He covered the ground again, step by step. The bank, the liquor stores, Hart, the airlines. The Shadow Club.

Shortly after one, he walked back to the desk. Sixte had been missing almost fifteen hours. By now he might be buried in the floor of a cellar or a vacant lot.

Tom Sixte … friendly, quiet, hard worker. Read a lot. Spoke French and German, studying Spanish. Expert in industrial planning … an unlikely man to be mixed up in anything. Mike Frost knew all about him now. Had reports on his desk from the government, from businessmen with whom he had talked … Sixte was top drawer. He was dark-haired, good-looking, smiled easily.

If the tickets were used, they would have their man. But Tom Sixte would be dead, a good man murdered.

Frost started thinking. Tickets to Bolivia were worth dough in the right place. So was a passport and visa … who wanted to get out of town? Who that they knew about? Who that was missing?

Tony Shapiro … from Brooklyn. A mobster. Big time. Wanted by the Feds. Something clicked in the brain of Mike Frost. Shapiro had been reported seen in Tucson … in Palm Springs.

Local connections? Vince Montesori, Rubio Turchi.

Frost picked up the phone.… Shapiro had connections in the Argentine. If he could get to South America, he might be safe.

Frost got up and put on his hat. He went down into the street, squinting his eyes against the sunlight. He walked west, then north. After a while he stopped for a shine.

The shine boy was a short, thickset man with a flat face and there was nobody around. He had never heard of Tommy Hart or anybody like him. Montesori was working his club, same as always. Rubio? The shine boy bent further over the detective’s shoes. Nothing …

It all added up to nothing.

Back at the desk, Frost checked the file on Rubio. He had kept his nose clean since coming out of Q. He … Mike Frost picked up the telephone and began checking on Rubio and San Quentin … his cell mate had been in for larceny. Twenty-six years old, tall, dark hair, name … Kurt Eberhardt. He hung up the phone.

Kurt Eberhardt … Tommy Hart. It could be. It was close enough, and the description was right.

He had something to go on now. Check the Shadow Club on Eberhardt … check with the stoolies, his contacts on the criminal side. It might be a blind alley, but it could fit. There was nothing substantial, anywhere. A bottle of Madeira … he dropped in at a liquor store. Three principal varieties of Madeira sold here. Sercial, a dry wine. Boal was on the sweet side. Malmsey was a dessert wine, and sweeter. It was Malmsey that Sixte fancied.

At four o’clock, he was sitting at the scarred desk, thinking about Sixte. If the guy was alive, he was sweating about now. Time was drawing the strings into a tight knot around his throat.

All over town the wheels were meshing, the department was working … and they had nothing. Nothing at all.

Rubio Turchi could not be found. He had been around until shortly after midnight the previous night, and he dropped out of sight … the time tied in … which might be an accident. Mike Frost swore softly and irritably at the loose ends, the flimsy angles on which he must work. Nothing really …

A report from the Shadow Club. They remembered Eberhardt. A free spender when he had it. Some figured he had been rolling drunks for his pocket money. Always with a girl … a brunette. Her name was Lola, a Spanish girl, or Mexican.

Find Lola.

More wheels started to mesh. No rumble from the bank. Nothing on the wine. Nothing on Turchi, nothing on anybody.

At ten o’clock, Mike Frost went home and crawled into bed. At 2:00 A.M., he awoke with a start. He sat up and lit a cigarette.

He called Headquarters. They had Lola. He swore, then got into his clothes. Sleepy, unshaven, and irritable, he walked into his office. Lola was there, with Noonan.

Frost lit a cigarette for her. “You’re not in trouble,” his tone was conversational, “you’ll walk out of here in a few minutes and Noonan can drive you home.

“All we want to know is about a guy named Eberhardt, Kurt Eberhardt.”

She turned on Frost and broke into a torrent of vindictive Spanish. Sorting it out, he learned she knew nothing about him, nor did she want to, he was a rat, a pig, a—she quieted down.

A few more questions elicited the information that she had not seen him in three months. He had left her … a blonde, a girl named Phyllis Edsall.

Lola talked and talked fast. Kurt Eberhardt thought he was a big shot, smart. That was because he had been in prison with Rubio Turchi. He had driven a car for Turchi a few times, but he bragged too much; Turchi dropped him. She had not seen him in three months.

Now they had another name, Phyllis Edsall. No record. A check on Edsalls in the telephone book brought nothing. They did not know her. Reports began to come in from contacts in the underworld.… Eberhardt probably had stuck up a few filling stations, but usually he had his girl get drunks out where he could roll them. Sometimes it was the badger game, sometimes plain muscle.

Nobody knew where he lived. Nobody knew where the girl lived.

Nothing more from the Shadow Club. Nothing from the bank. Nobody in the morgue that fit the description. Rubio Turchi still missing.

Mike Frost and Noonan went out for coffee together. They stopped by the liquor store where Sixte had been buying his Madeira. The fat little proprietor looked up and smiled. “Say, you were asking about Madeira. I sold a bottle yesterday afternoon. I started to call, but the line was busy, and …”

Frost found his hands were shaking. Noonan looked white. “Who bought it? Who?” Frost’s voice was hoarse.

“Oh,” the little man waved his hand, “just some girl. A little blonde. I told her—”

“You told her what?”

The little man looked from Frost to Noonan. His face was flabby. “Why … why I just said that was good wine, even the police were interested, and—”

Mike Frost felt his fist knot and he restrained himself with an effort. “You damned fool!” he said hoarsely. “You simpleminded fool!”

“Here!” The little man was indignant. “You can’t talk to me like—”

“That girl. Did she wear a suede coat?” Noonan asked.

The little man backed off. “Yes, yes, I think so. You can’t—”

It had been there. They had had it right in their grasp and then it was gone. The little man had not called. She looked, he said, like a nice girl. She was no criminal. He could tell. She was—“Oh, shut up!” Frost was coldly furious.

One fat, gabby little man had finished it. Now they knew. They knew the police were looking for Sixte, that they were watching the sales of Madeira, they knew.…

“S’pose he’s still alive?” Noonan was worried.

Frost shrugged. “Not now. They know they are hot. They probably won’t go near a bank. That blew it up. Right in our faces.”

“Yeah,” Noonan agreed, “if he’s alive, he’s lucky.”

         

Tom Sixte lay on the floor of the cellar of the old-fashioned house with his face bloody and his hands tied as well as his feet. Right at that moment he would not have agreed that it was better to be alive. When Phyllis came in with the wine, she was white and scared. She had babbled the story and Kurt had turned vicious.

“Smart guy, huh?” he had said, and then he hit Sixte. Sixte tried to rise, and Kurt, coldly brutal, had proceeded to knock him down and kick him in the kidneys, the belly, the head. Finally, he had bound his hands and rolled him down the cellar steps to where he lay. The door had been closed and locked.

Sixte lay very still, breathing painfully. His face was stiff with drying blood, his head throbbed with a dull, heavy ache, his body was sore, and his hands were bound with cruel tightness.

They dared not take him to the bank looking like this. They dared not put him on a plane now. Phyllis was sure she had not been followed. She had taken over an hour to come back, making sure. But there was no way out now. They would kill him. Unless he could somehow get free.

Desperation lent him strength. He began to struggle, to chafe the clothesline that bound him against the edge of the wooden step. It was a new board, and sharp-edged.

Upstairs, he heard a door slam and heavy feet went down the front steps. The floor creaked up above. Phyllis was still there … no use to ask her help, she was the one who killed the man on Redondo.

He began to sweat. Sweat and dust got into the cuts on his face. They smarted. His head throbbed. He worked, bitterly, desperately, his muscles aching.

         

Kurt Eberhardt was frightened. He got out of the house because he was scared. Despite what Phyl said, they might have followed her. He walked swiftly north, stopped there on a corner, and watched the house. Nobody around, no cars parked. After ten minutes, he decided she had not been followed and walked on, slower.

He had to see Rubio. Rubio would know what to do. He went to his car, got in, and drove downtown. He tried to
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