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			INTRODUCTION

			This ninth volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection, contains a novel and a novelette. They are both related in an unusual way.

			The novel in this volume, is Murder for Cash, a first-class, rip-roaring, gangster thriller with an ingenious and inventive plot. The story, set mainly in Chicago, concerns a Colt .45 and a collection of oddball characters. Two of them are the son and lifelong friend of aged millionaire, King Kennedy. The son’s name is Dolf Kennedy, tall with a friendly grin but somewhat naïve, and the friend, a shrewd and worldly-wise bowlegged little man with a face as brown and wrinkled as a walnut known as Sleepy Gus Williams. When King Kennedy is murdered in Chicago, they go to the windy city to track down his killers, where they enlist the help of ex-jailbird Hymie. They find themselves up against the ruthless criminals Whispering Benny Klaff and The Carnation Kid, known from New York to ’Frisco, as big shots in the racketeering world—a team who would bump off anyone for money. These criminals are truly menacing and memorable characters, and both of them had, in fact, appeared in an earlier story, The Man Who Made Monsters!

			Murder for Cash first appeared under the title The Fatal .45 in Wild West Weekly (Amalgamated Press UK) Vol 1 issue 1, 12 March 1938 and Vol 2 issue 2, 19 March 1938. In September of 1938, it was published in book form as Murder for Cash by Rich & Cowan. 

			As stated, two of the main characters in Murder for Cash can also be found in the novelette The Man Who Made Monsters. Whispering Benny Klaff and The Carnation Kid, being offered a distasteful kidnapping job in London for so much money they can’t refuse it. The kidnapping is a prelude to deaths that take place only after the victims have been subjected to crimes that are truly horrific in every sense of the word.  Millionaire Dolf Ainslie, an eligible bachelor, thirty-two years of age, who is living in London, becomes involved and sets out, despite extreme dangers, to bring the perpetrators to justice. ‘Dolf’ would also be the Christian name of Ronald’s hero in the later novel, and his character is much the same. Though they are not the same people, evidently Ronald considered that they were such good characters that he reused them in two totally separate stories! 

			There are also resonances with Ronald’s other favourite hero, Julian Mendoza, who employs similar methods to combat criminals in Hard-Boiled by recruiting his own vigilante army of fifty tough guys (Volume Eight of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection).

			The Man Who Made Monsters was published in 1935 by Gramol (Mystery Novels 39). It is hard to believe that out of choice James Ronald began as a pulp writer for a prolific publisher of cheap fiction between the wars, Gramol Publications, 3 Duke Street, Adelphi, London W.C.2. The name Gramol was extracted from Arthur Gray (1889-1960) and Frederick Matthew Mowl (1887-1949), who ran the outfit. They were regarded as the worst-paying publishers of the period.  They had begun publishing in the 1920s, originally as the Federation Press, operating since about 1926, from Gramol House, Farringdon Avenue. 

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			

			James Jack Ronald, to give his full name, was born 11 May 1905, in North Kelvinside, Glasgow, Scotland. He was the son of James Jack Ronald, a Chartered Public Accountant, and Katherine Hamilton Ronald. He was educated at Hillhead High School, Glasgow, established in 1885.

			Until he was five, James Ronald says he was chubby, happy, and irresponsible; but in 1911, his sixth year, he was run over by an automobile causing a very real morbidity to creep in. For ten years following the accident he suffered recurrent dreams about a wheel that became larger and larger as it turned faster and faster. He was invalided over a long period during which, with his mother Catherine’s encouragement, he enjoyed a prodigious amount of reading. He later claimed he owed his literary gift and resultant career to this near-fatal automobile accident, which caused him to change from a sunny little extrovert to a cloudy introvert.

			When he was fourteen he wrote an account of the accident, setting down all the details in a somewhat light vein, not forgetting to note that the candy he had purchased with such delight on that foggy morning was found sticking to the wheels of the car as he was being carried off. The piece won him first prize for composition and congratulations from the masters at the school and even the headmaster wished him well, but that did not prevent corporal punishment for his appalling handwriting. He was called into the headmaster’s office, but kept waiting so that everybody knew that he, James Ronald, was going to receive a beating from the headmaster. This injustice obviously affected him very deeply, because it remained with him all his life, and crops up in interview after interview:

			After all, I taught myself to read before going to school and could see no reason for accepting a beating because they failed to teach me how to write, so I bolted.

			In a spirit of rebellion against repeated punishments for bad handwriting for compositions for which he invariably got an ‘A’, Ronald came home from school one day announcing he would never return. It was time to leave. His mother Catherine was understandably distressed, concerned her elder son leaving school at such a young age would diminish his career prospects. Aware of the scarcity of jobs just then in Glasgow, she told him he could only stay away from school if he remained active in some useful employment, making it clear she would not condone an idler in the family.

			Within three days James Ronald was an errand boy for the Glasgow Evening News, a paper into which he had smuggled a poem some months earlier. But there was ‘no writing, nothing editorial’ in his set up and he thoroughly disliked it and lost the job. He found another post immediately with the Glasgow Sunday Mail and kept this one until he printed his own rival paper on the office mimeograph. He broke the machine and, failing to cover his tracks by leaving a sheet in the copier, he was fired. Then came a dozen jobs, including one with an art dealer for whom he gilded statues and washed windows. His mother told him, ‘It is no disgrace to wash windows, James, but it is a disgrace to wash them like that.’

			By the age of seventeen, James Ronald had run through all prospective employers in Glasgow, including every newspaper. He felt the need of open space—‘a lot of it’—and after various and sundry abortive departures, finally won grudging permission to seek his fortune in the New World.

			For some reason, Chicago stuck in the mind of the young Ronald as a magic word. He became determined to travel to the United States of America. The main method of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in the 1920s was by steamship and ocean liner. The passengers aboard the SS Saturnia included seventeen-year-old James Ronald, who arrived at his destination on 6 December 1922, at the Port of Québec, an inland port located in Québec, Canada. From there he continued his journey across the Great Lakes to Chicago, Illinois, United States. He managed to survive in Chicago; the fastest-growing city in world history, with a flourishing economy approaching three million people, attracting huge numbers of new immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. Ronald stayed in Chicago for five years, wanting to write, but unable to afford the time because he was forced to earn money to live. He was taken on and fired from a variety of jobs with monotonous regularity. Like his experiences in Glasgow, he exhausted all potential employers, dabbling in some forty jobs ranging from short-order cook and dishwasher to muslin salesman; from dance promoter and theatre manager to washing dishes again in a Greek restaurant. He edited ten trade journals at one time for a Chicago publisher; and gave new life to a women’s religious magazine. A chain-smoker, he confessed slyly to have worked for the Anti-Cigarette League, his excuse being ‘a man must eat don’t you know’—at that time eating being the only philosophy he could afford to practise. It was in the Windy City that he learned about life.

			Working in the U.S. as ‘a visitor’ to avoid immigration may have caught up with Ronald because, in 1927, he returned to Britain on a more permanent basis, and secured a well-paid job with an English newspaper chain, and a promise of future advancement. However, during his first holiday in the job, a car accident disrupted this promising career trajectory. Whilst driving a small open two-seater Rover 8, Ronald was struck by a two-ton truck and thrown out against the radiator of another vehicle. Left with a broken hip and temporarily crippled (and without the newly acquired job), he settled down to write.

			Ronald’s writing developed in three stages. First, he hammered out serializations and short stories which were syndicated in newspapers, both at home and abroad; and a number were also published in obscure pulp magazines. Some stories then became lost and forgotten and this has unfortunately contributed to a lack of recognition for an impressive body of work. These early narratives were very difficult to track down, but searching has provided me with an enjoyable and rewarding task—a treasure hunt for lost tales. This was not made any easier because many of these stories were published under pseudonyms; Peter Gale, Mark Ellison, Kenneth Streeter, Alan Napier, and even women; Cynthia Priestley and Norah Banning—in addition to known pseudonyms Michael Crombie and Kirk Wales. Those I have discovered have all been gathered together for republication in this series.

			A second writing stage followed; the full-length mystery stories which have made him so popular with Golden Age of Detection aficionados. They are out-of-print, elusive to find, and first editions are very expensive.

			Finally, late in life, James Ronald embarked on his Dickensian-style life drama novels. He received enthusiastic praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time, such as August Derleth. Orville Prescott, the main book reviewer for The New York Times for 24 years, called James Ronald ‘a born novelist’, and that he ‘has in full measure the two basic drives which inspire a writer of fiction–the urge to create characters and to tell stories about them. Mr. Ronald does both naturally, directly and well.’ His work received praise and has been compared to William de Morgan, H. G. Wells, Rudyard Kipling, J. M. Barrie, and Somerset Maugham.

			James Ronald is a writer who has not gained the long-term recognition he deserves. His work has received high praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time and current enthusiasts, highlighting him as one of the leading storytellers of the day, yet barely anything has been republished since his death in 1972. I hope the reader will enjoy these imaginative and entertainingly written stories as much as I have collecting them.

			Chris Verner

			Berkhamsted, Buckinghamshire, UK 

			April 2023

		

	
		
			MURDER FOR CASH

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“For pretty near fifty years,” said the old man slowly, “you’ve been good friends to me. I’ve counted on you and you’ve never let me down. I’ve been in a hell of a lot of tight corners but you always got me out of ’em. I forget how many men you’ve killed—maybe ten, maybe fifteen— but all of ’em deserved to die. You killed ’em quick and you killed ’em clean and you never wiped out anyone who wasn’t asking for it. I don’t know any death I’d sooner have than the swift, merciful one you deal out.”

			The old man was alone on the wide stone veranda of the sprawling old ranch-house. He was sitting in a rocking-chair, talking in a tired voice to a pair of long-barrelled, silver-mounted Colt .45 revolvers. Man-sized guns. Weapons that took a man-sized fist to handle. They were lying on his lap. His gnarled fingers caressed the mother-of-pearl butts as gently as though they were living pets.

			His weary eyes lifted to the far horizon. All his, those miles of rolling prairie and the immense herds of long-horned cattle and swift wild horses that grazed across them. From the ranch-house to the distant purple hills—farther than a man could ride in a day—every foot of it belonged to him. No human eye was sufficiently keen to see the farthest outposts of the cattle kingdom he ruled as an absolute monarch. By right of conquest, by the authority of his guns, he had taken it when the West was wild and land was free for those who had the guts to claim it and defend it against all comers. His muscular young arms had wielded the ringing axe that brought toppling to earth the first virgin pines ever felled by a white man in that part of the North American continent. 

			With his own two hands and the crudest of tools he had stripped and trimmed and planed the logs; built a rough shanty; knocked together chairs and a table and a bunk; railed-in a corral. He had seen most of his first small herd die like flies in a long drought and had saved part of it by grabbing another tract of land, kept fertile by a trickle of water in the muddy bed of a sun-baked river. His early life had been one of endless battle: with marauding Mexicans from south of the Line; with cattle-rustlers; with squatters who held it their right to settle and build cabins on the land he had taken for his own. As each new menace rose, he had fought it with the only weapons he knew; and for over forty years the range and all that was on it had been indisputably his. 

			In his old age he was the richest man in the state. King Kennedy he was called by his less successful neighbours. King Kennedy cattle king landowning multimillionaire…

			With a sigh, the old man lowered his eyes. What was the good of it all? He had accumulated a vast fortune—but when he died, he must go out of the world as empty-handed as he came in. He had built a big house—but, except for paid employees, he lived in it alone. His wife had died many years ago. His only son had left him. The King Kennedy who had carved an empire out of the prairie had been strong, lusty, virile—but the King Kennedy of today was frail, old, solitary; an oak struck by lightning. His giant frame was little better than an empty shell. 

			Worst of all, his eyes—once hawk-like—were going. There were times when, in broad daylight, everything went black, as though shutters had been drawn down over them. The periods were lengthening; soon he would be completely blind. When that time came, he would no longer want to live. 

			Specialists had told him that an operation might save his sight; but at his age the chances were ten to one against him. In the past he had taken many a gamble cheerfully at even greater odds but now he was old and very tired. He had agreed to go to Chicago for the operation, but as he sat in the sun on the wide veranda of his house he was wondering if he was not going to a great deal of trouble and anguish that a simpler, quicker solution might avoid. He wrapped his huge fist round the butt of one of the 45’s. 

			“You’ve got me out of tight corners before,” he said in a dry, husky whisper. “You could get me out of this one.” 

			He put the mouth of his gun to his head. To end his weariness, his loneliness, his dread of blindness, he need only pull the trigger…

			A bowlegged little man with a face as brown and wrinkled as a walnut came round an angle of the house. His skinny body was garbed in a crumpled suit of black homespun, bought from a mail-order firm almost twenty years before, which he wore only on his rare excursions to town. On the back of his head sat a huge wide brimmed Stetson and his feet were encased in tooled-leather riding-boots with silver Mexican spurs. 

			He was chewing a wad of tobacco. When he saw what was happening on the veranda, he almost swallowed it. It would be useless, he realized, to dash forward and try to wrest the gun from the old man. He knew those guns of old. Their trigger action was as light as a baby’s kiss; they could spit death faster than a poised rattler could strike. 

			“What th’ hell are yuh playin’ at, King?” he drawled, trying desperately to keep his voice steady. “Figgerin’ on makin’ a hole in yore head t’ let some fresh air in t’ yore brains?”

			While he spoke, he mounted the steps of the veranda and walked without haste toward the old man. To his relief, King Kennedy laid the gun on a table at his elbow. 

			“It’s all right, Sleepy,” said King Kennedy. “I got to thinking and for a moment I guess—

			“I’d quit thinkin’, if I was yuh,” said Sleepy Gus Williams, “if that’s the way it takes yuh.”

			Picking up the revolver, he flipped open the cylinder. It contained six live cartridges.

			

			“Yuh must be in yore second childhood, King,” he said. “Yuh sure do pick the darndest toys to play with.” 

			“Keep it for me until I come back from Chicago. It’s an old friend, Sleepy, and so are you. I know I can trust it to you.” 

			“Yuh sure can. I’ll be glad to look after th’ other one for yuh, too.” 

			Sleepy Gus leaned forward to take the other revolver from the old man’s lap, but King Kennedy’s fingers closed on it with grim finality. “I’ve never yet gone unarmed and I never will. I’ll look after this one myself.”   

			Stretching out his other hand to a bottle of whisky that stood on the table, he poured himself a stiff drink. 

			“Remember whut the doctor said,” drawled Sleepy Gus. 

			“Damn the doctor!”

			“Sure—an’ damn me, too,” said Sleepy Gus. “But orders is orders.” He picked up the glass and emptied it at a swallow. “Pretty good stuff,” he remarked, appreciatively. 

			King Kennedy let out a roar, to which his bowlegged henchman paid no attention. With the glass in one hand and the bottle in the other, Sleepy Gus walked into the house. In a few minutes he returned and said:

			“We’d better git goin’ if yuh figger on catchin’ that train. I’ve got yore luggage packed and in th’ car.” 

			“I’m not going to Chicago, Sleepy. I can’t face it.” 

			“Yore goin’ to Chicago,” retorted Sleepy Gus sternly, “if I have t’ tote yuh all th’ way on my back. Yuh used t’ have guts, King. If yuh’ve got t’ th’ stage where yore ready t’ quit, well, I just ain’t gonna let yuh, that’s all.” 

			The car was a fifty-horse-power open tourer and Sleepy Gus drove it as though he were stampeding all fifty horses across the prairie. Over bumps and pot-holes it lurched and swayed, pursued down the rutted trail by a swirling cloud of dust. Bunched cattle turned their heads to stare mopingly as it tore past; and a group of cowhands on a branding expedition waved their hats and roared: ‘Yip-ee!’ in a lusty farewell to their boss. 

			On the open road the bowlegged ex-cowpuncher’s idea of driving was to tread the accelerator to the footboards and keep it there. At seventy miles an hour the car came round a bend and almost smashed into a smart Packard roadster that was standing at the grass verge.

			“Pull up,” said King Kennedy. “That was Molly Clinton—and she’s in trouble.”

			Sleepy Gus put his foot hard on the brake and the tourer skidded broadside-on across the road, its tyres protesting shrilly. In fifteen years of driving, he had never learned any other way of stopping a car. Nonchalantly, he put the engine in reverse and made the tourer jump back a couple of yards; humming softly, he moved the gear lever again and sent it lurching drunkenly back to the Packard.

			“Morning, Molly,” said King Kennedy. “Something wrong?” 

			The girl who was fumbling in the toolbox of the Packard looked up and smiled. With an oily hand she brushed a wisp of red hair out of her eyes, leaving a black smear on her cheek. Red-haired, freckled, almost snub-nosed: she was nevertheless exceedingly pleasing to the eye. Daughter of a rancher almost as wealthy as King Kennedy, she was of the Western generation that is equally at home in the saddle of a fast horse or at the steering-wheel of an even faster car. Her figure was boyishly slim and her mind had a masculine directness; but in every other way she was frankly—and delightfully—feminine. 

			“It’s a blow-out, Uncle King,” she said ruefully (she was not related to the old man, but had known him since she was a baby); “and, I’ve just remembered, the spare’s punctured, too. I meant to fix it but I’ve been busy.”

			“If you’re going to town, jump in. Sleepy will bring you back.”

			“Thanks.”

			Taking a leather jacket from the running-board of the Packard, Molly climbed into the rear of the tourer. Sleepy Gus leaned back to open the door for her. When she sat down, he let in the clutch with a jerk and the tourer jumped forward like an unbroken bucker coming out of the slips at a rodeo. With one hand on the wheel and both eyes on Molly, Sleepy Gus accelerated rapidly, at the same time keeping up a running flow of talk. 

			“Maybe you’d drive better,” smiled the girl, “if you kept your eyes on the road.” 

			“Shucks,” said Sleepy cheerfully, “th’ ole car’s been up an’ down this road often enough to know it by heart.”

			Apparently without looking, he steered it round a hairpin corner and depressed the accelerator still further. 

			“I once drove her when I wus too drunk to see,” he remarked, “an’ th’ ole gal found her own way home—faster than she’d ever done th’ trip before.’ 

			Beyond a dip in the road a trim wooden house came in sight. In front of it was a well-tended and colourful garden—a rare sight in that arid part of the country—and behind were glasshouses and neatly fenced fields of young vegetables. The old man’s eyes studiously avoided the place, but Sleepy Gus pushed hard on the brake again and the car drew up in a smother of dust. “What the hell are you stopping here for?” demanded King Kennedy furiously. 

			Sleepy Gus took a plug of chewing-tobacco from his pocket and bit off a chunk. “I figgered maybe…seeing yuh won’t be back for quite a spell…yuh might be wishful t’ say goodbye t’ Dolf.” 

			“I don’t want any part of Dolf. When he walked out on me I said I never wanted to see him again. You know that.” 

			“Sure,” said Sleepy Gus complacently, “But th’ way I figger even an ill-natured ole buzzard like yuh has a right t’ change his mind.” 

			“In any case,” said Molly quietly, “Dolf isn’t here.” 

			“Oh?’ exclaimed King Kennedy quickly, glaring at her. “Then where is he?” 

			“He’s in town for the day.” 

			“What’s he doing there?” 

			“Officially, he’s gone in to collect a load of artificial manure for his roses. But I’ve a suspicion we’ll find him at the station, waiting to say goodbye to you.” 

			“And how does he know I’m leaving for Chicago?” 

			“I told him,” Molly replied. 

			For a moment the old man stared at her and then he turned angrily to Sleepy Gus. “What are we waiting for, you old blockhead? Get a move on.” 

			The car moved on. For a while there was silence and then: 

			“Roses!” exclaimed King Kennedy bitterly. “A nice life-work for an able-bodied man.” 

			“He doesn’t only grow roses,” replied Molly defensively. 

			“No? He grows pansies as well, I suppose—and a nice variety of daffy-down-dillies.” 

			“He grows melons ’n’ sparrowgrass ’n’ near every vegetable you could put a name t’,” drawled Sleepy Gus. “He sends ’em int’ town for th’ market. That cantaloupe yuh et for brekfuss come from his fields.”

			“If I’d known that I’m damned if I’d have eaten it.”

			“If yuh want t’ sick it up again, go right ahead,” retorted the bowlegged ex-cowpuncher. “We won’t mind, will we, Miss Molly?” 

			“Why are you so bitter about Dolf’s work, Uncle King?” asked Molly earnestly. “Can’t you see how important it is to the future of this part of the state? He’s experimenting with the soil and producing fruit and vegetables that have never before been made to grow within five hundred miles of here. After all, it was you who sent him to the State Agricultural College; and it was there he became interested in intensive cultivation.” 

			“I sent him to the Agricultural College because I had a fool idea it might make him a better cattle-man. Cattle’s a man’s work. Fooling with flowers and garden truck is a job for a woman.” 

			“Making things grow in the desert, Uncle King, is a job for a scientist.” 

			The old man seemed hardly to have heard. In a sullen tone he said: “Dolf’s soft. He’s a dreamer, like his mother before him.” 

			“There wus a time,” remarked Sleepy Gus, “when yuh thought there wus no one in the world like his mother.” 

			King Kennedy’s mouth tightened. He had loved his long-dead wife so much that the thought of her was like a physical hurt. 

			“You can love things in a woman,” he said, almost to himself, “that you despise in a man.”

			Molly said: “Dolf’s as much of a man as you were in your young days, Uncle King. He can ride as hard and shoot as straight. His ideas aren’t yours; I admit…”

			The old man looked at her. He seemed to be seeing her for the first time. “You think a whole lot of my no-good son, don’t you, Molly?”

			“Of course. Why not? We’re going to be married.”

			“I didn’t know you two were engaged.”

			

			“We’re not. He’s never spoken about marriage. That’s a point I decided all by myself.” 

			“I’ll bet you a thousand dollars to a bent nickel he never will have the gumption to propose to you.”

			“If he doesn’t,” said Molly calmly, “I’ll propose to him.”

			“A fine husband he’ll make. Fooling with his garden when he ought to be earning his living.”

			“He makes his garden pay, Uncle King. His books show a thousand dollars profit for his first year.”

			“A thousand dollars! What’s that? I offered him millions.” 

			“Dolf isn’t much interested in money, Uncle King.” 

			“Don’t tell me that. Every man is interested in money—and after all he can get.”

			“If yuh think that, King Kennedy,” said Sleepy Gus scornfully, “yore a bigger fool than I tuk yuh for. Some men would sell their souls for cash but there’s others that wouldn’t hardly walk across th’ street t’ pick it up if dollar bills wus rainin’ down from th’ sky. You an’ me started out in life pretty near level. We had our health an’ our two fists an’ damned little else. I’ve strung along with yuh for more years than I kin remember; worked shoulder t’ shoulder with yuh; helped yuh fight yore battles. We’ve ridden th’ range together until we had calluses where we sit down. We’ve gone hungry an’ thirsty… Come t’ think of it, there ain’t much yuh’ve done that I didn’t do right alone with yuh. And, in the end, yore a millionaire an’ I’m a hired hand at forty dollars a month.” 

			“Anything I have is yours, Gus,” said King Kennedy. “You know that.” 

			“Sure, I know it. But that don’t alter th’ facts. Don’t run away with th’ notion that I’m kickin’. I wus out for th’ fun of it…an’ I got fun a-plenty. Yuh wus out for money—an’ money’s whut yuh got.” 

			

			After a long pause, King Kennedy said dourly:

			“Maybe you two are right. Maybe Dolf isn’t interested in money. In that case, it’s just as well that I’ve made a will leaving everything I own to his cousins in Chicago. They’ve none of those superior notions. They’re no older than Dolf, but I hear they’ve both made fortunes already out of railroads and oil. They’ll put a proper value on what I have to leave them.”

			“Unto him that hath shall be given,” grunted Sleepy Gus, taking a dangerous corner at high speed. “If yuh wus t’ bite a rattlesnake, King Kennedy, th’ poor cratur would curl up an’ die.”

			The ‘town’ consisted of a feed-and-grain warehouse, a dry-goods emporium, a general store, a post-office, two rows of drab wooden houses from which the paint was peeling, and the railroad depot. Sleepy Gus drove almost on to the tracks before he jammed his foot on the brake. The tourer screamed to a halt beside a dilapidated old Ford.

			A young man was sitting sideways in the front seat of the Ford, his hat tilted over his eyes, his long legs resting on the offside door. With one lean forefinger he pushed back his hat and looked up, showing two rows of even white teeth in a good-natured grin. He drew in his feet and stood up. King Kennedy did not look at him. Opening the door beside him, the old man climbed out of the tourer and walked stiffly along the track. For a while the young man stood in silence looking after him. 

			“Hello, Dolf,” said Molly. 

			“Howdy, Dolf,” drawled Sleepy Gus. 

			“How is he, Sleepy?” asked Dolf Kennedy quietly. “Is he as bad as Molly tells me?” 

			“He’s pretty bad, Boy. It’s his eyes. He gits blind spells. The doctors say it’s ten t’ one he’ll go blind fer good. If they don’t cure him in Chicago, it’s even longer odds that he’ll never come back. He aint th’ man t’ live without eyes as long as he’s got a bullet an’ a gun t’ fire it from.”

			The corners of Dolf Kennedy’s mouth went down. Without another word to Sleepy Gus or the girl he started walking along the track to his father. 

			“Dad,” he said, when he was near enough to have reached out and touched his father’s stiff, forbidding back. “Dad…” He hesitated. It was difficult to find words sufficiently simple and sincere to express what was in his mind. 

			“What do you want?” growled King Kennedy, without looking round. 

			“I heard you were going away. I thought maybe we could shake hands.” 

			“You’ve been figuring that I haven’t long to live. Maybe you think if you can get round me, I’ll make a new will and leave the ranch and my money to you.” 

			“To hell with the ranch,” retorted the young man. “To hell with the money.”

			Turning on his heel, he walked away.

			The old man gazed after him with a peculiar look in his eyes. King Kennedy and his son had been out of step with each other since the day the boy was born; and for the life of him the old man couldn’t understand why. All he knew was that a perverse streak in him made him pick quarrel after quarrel with Dolf, although at heart he loved his son better than anyone or anything in the world…

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			Two days later, in Chicago: The flat was luxurious, even if the rent hadn’t been paid for six months. On the top storey of a skyscraper, it commanded a magnificent view of Lake Michigan; but the young man who was the sole occupant of the lounge was not interested in the view. He was lying face-down on a divan, guttural snores issuing from his open mouth. One arm was dangling, the fingers almost touching a brandy bottle that lay empty on the floor. Although it was early afternoon, he was very drunk.

			Philip Mervyn was not one of those difficult young men who demand a lot of things to amuse them. All he asked was to be left alone with sufficient brandy to drink himself into a coma. This afternoon he had been left in peace when his brother and sister went out to meet the train that was bringing their uncle from the West. Only heaven and Philip Mervyn knew where he had got the brandy.

			One thing was certain: he had not paid ready money for it. It was a long time since he had had any ready money. For a while he had kept himself in loose change by going through his brother’s pockets at night; but some weeks ago, Neville had formed the ill-natured habit of emptying his own pockets before going to bed and hiding the contents where all Philip’s ingenuity had failed to find them. Still, there are other ways than paying cash of obtaining what one wants—and the Mervyns knew them all. They were experts at the delicate art of soft-soaping impatient landlords and coaxing more credit out of long-suffering tradesmen. True, they were rapidly coming to the end of their tether. But that did not worry Philip. Nothing worried Philip…as long as he could find a bottle and solitude to consume it.

			A key grated in the lock. The door opened and a young woman came in. Jet-black hair, set in tight, brittle curls, clung to her head like a helmet of spun glass. The artistic application of cosmetics had given her the porcelain pallor that so many women yearn after and so few achieve; and high on each cheekbone was a smooth dab of colour. Her mouth, moist, faintly pouting, was like a scarlet flower. Her eyebrows had been plucked to arched, pencilled lines, and her long, pointed fingernails were lacquered bright red.

			She was followed in by a smartly-dressed young man of about thirty who closed the door behind them. His features were handsome, but his expression was hard and utterly selfish. He was frowning at a pile of bills which he had just taken from the letter-box. Neither of them paid the slightest attention to the inanimate form on the divan. That was only brother Philip. They were used to him. Throwing her mink coat over the back of a chair, Ann Mervyn took a cigarette from an ivory-and-platinum box and lit it at the tapering flame of a jewelled lighter. In a petulant voice she said: 

			“Perhaps you think it was smart to invite the old fool to stay with us until he goes into hospital, but I quite fail to see it. Supposing he’d accepted the invitation? Supposing the manager of the building had marched in during dinner and demanded the back rent? Supposing the instalment people had come and walked off with the furniture right under his nose? Even you couldn’t have talked yourself out of a situation like that. Your pretence of being a big shot in the business world would have exploded there and then.”

			With an impatient exclamation, Neville Mervyn threw the bundle of bills on the fire. “I invited him to stay with us because it was the thing to do—and because I knew he wouldn’t accept. He’s the kind of independent old cuss who couldn’t bear to be under an obligation to anyone. I knew he’d insist on going to a hotel. I’ve got Uncle King Kennedy weighed up from A to Z. How else do you suppose I got him to make that will in our favour?” 

			“If he gets one good look at brother Philip, he’ll tear it up. No one could mistake Phil for anything but a drunken, good-for-nothing waster.” 

			“He won’t get a look at Phil. I’ll take care of that. In any case, he’s bound to find out that this business of yours is all a bluff. Your imposing office with the names of half-a-dozen bogus companies in gold letters on the door may fool a lot of people, but it won’t fool as shrewd a man as King Kennedy. The moment he starts investigating the whole sham will crumple up like wet tissue paper and then where will we be?” 

			“He won’t start investigating. Leave me to attend to that.” 

			“You’ll attend to everything. If you can pull the wool over the old man’s eyes you’re almost as clever as you think you are.”

			Crossing the room, Neville kicked the brandy bottle under the divan. He went down on one knee, took a firm grip of his brother’s dangling wrist and hoisted the limp form on to his shoulder. The drunkard grunted protesting but did not open his eyes. Standing up, Neville carried him to his own room and dropped him on the bed. Philip rolled over to shield his eyes from the sun and went on snoring.

			When Neville came back to the lounge Ann said casually:  “Why didn’t you leave him where he was? The room doesn’t look normal without him.”

			“We’re going to have visitors.” 

			“I didn’t know we’d invited anyone.”

			“We haven’t. That’s your job. Ring up the old lady in the flat below and ask her if she and her companion would like to come up for a rubber of bridge.” 

			“That old bore?’ said Ann, staring at him. “What on earth do you want with her? You know she won’t play for more than a dime a hundred. Last time we had her up we had to play all afternoon for a dollar and thirty cents. You surely aren’t as broke as all that?” 

			“Never mind why I want her. Do as I say.”

			Shrugging her shoulders, Ann Mervyn went to the telephone. When she turned back from it, she said in a caustic tone: “Mrs. Wetherby and her companion will be only too pleased to accept our kind invitation and it’s just too sweet of us to ask them. If she talks as much as she did last time,” she added savagely, “the pleasure will be all hers.”

			Looking at her brother, Ann narrowed her eyes. “By the way,” she said slowly, thoughtfully, “those cigars you gave the old man—” 

			“What about them? They were damned good cigars. They cost me a dollar apiece—or will, when I pay for them.” 

			“You had them in your coat pocket when we met him at the station, but you didn’t give them to him then. You didn’t even give them to him when we saw him up to his room at the hotel. You waited till we left him and then you sent one of the bell-boys up with them. What was the idea of that?” 

			“I shouldn’t ask too many questions, if I were you,” replied her brother darkly. 

			“I suppose it wasn’t to establish the fact that the old man was all right when we left him… that…that nothing had…had happened to him while we were in the room?”

			Neville met her stare coldly. “What are you talking about?”

			Suddenly Ann began to laugh. It was a shaky, hysterical laugh, utterly void of mirth.  “I don’t know,” she said. “Do you?” 

			“You’d better get the card-table ready. They’ll be here any minute.”

			Ann turned away. Her brother went to the telephone and dialled a number. When the connection was made, he spoke very softly into the mouthpiece. 

			“This is Mervyn,” he said. “You’ll find your man at the Cosmopolis Hotel. Room 819.”

			That was all. He hung up. The doorbell rang, heralding the arrival of Mrs. Wetherby and her companion.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Whispering Benny Klaff replaced the receiver of his telephone and reached for an overcoat hanging on the back of a chair. “All right, Kid,” he said, slipping his arms into the sleeves, “let’s go.”

			His voice was like a whisper through a foghorn. He had spoken like that for a number of years; ever since a bullet intended for his heart had perforated his windpipe. The man who fired the bullet had been buried in a silver coffin four days after Whispering Benny came out of hospital. Benny had sent a wreath to the funeral, with the words ‘My Pal’ picked out on it in red roses.

			Without looking up from the table at which he was playing Patience, the Carnation Kid stretched out a small white hand and took a pink carnation from a glass of water at his elbow. Still absorbed in the cards, he shook the flower to dislodge moisture from the stem and placed it in a button-hole in the lapel of his tight-fitting grey jacket. With the other hand he put a red jack on a black queen and a black ten on the jack. 

			“We ain’t got all day,” said Whispering Benny. 

			With an irritable glance at his working partner, he went into the bedroom of their two-room flat, kicked aside a rug which lay between the twin beds, and thrust the blade of a clasp-knife into a crack in the floor. Exerting pressure at an angle, he prised up a loose board, exposing an oblong space between the joists, in which lay four automatic pistols and some boxes of ammunition.

			Selecting one of the automatics, he tested its action. From the care with which he handled it one would have thought it his most treasured possession; but in less than half an hour he intended to throw it away. If Whispering Benny had a motto it was: ‘After you’ve done a killing, get rid of the gun quick…’ The police had never picked him up with a ‘hot’ gun in his possession—and they never would.

			Replacing the loose floorboard, he spread the rug over it very neatly, very carefully. He polished the automatic with a handkerchief to remove his fingerprints and dropped it into a side pocket. He took a pair of gloves from a drawer and put them on. His lean, scarred face was as expressionless as a mask. It was cold, ruthless, callous, with eyes like ice, a mouth that was no more than a slit, and a long thin nose with a twisted bridge that looked as though it had been tweaked before it had set.

			Murder for cash: that was Whispering Benny’s racket. It was his boast that he was prepared to dispose of any living being from the President of the United States down to the humblest derelict of the gutters. But there had to be money in it. 

			If you wanted someone put out of the way; if you didn’t care to risk doing the job yourself; if—and this was the biggest ‘if’ of all—if you were vouched for by a big shot of Chicago’s underworld: you got in touch with Whispering Benny. For a fee that varied in proportion to the importance of the victim, Benny attended to the matter for you. While he attended to it you established an alibi for yourself in case the police should later ask you awkward questions. Whispering Benny himself seldom bothered about an alibi. He was too slick and experienced a killer to leave incriminating traces. When investigating a murder, the police invariably suspected those who had a grudge against the dead man and Benny rarely had a grudge against those he killed; he seldom even knew them; killing was simply a business with him. He did eight or ten killings a year and his average fee was five thousand dollars. A stiff price for Chicago; but Whispering Benny was a specialist and specialists cost money.

			He went back to the living room. The Carnation Kid was on his feet but his eyes were still glued to the cards. With one hand he was fumbling with his coat buttons, with the other he was placing a red five on a black six.

			“Finish your game,” said the killer, with an edge of sarcasm to his booming whisper. “There’s no hurry. Maybe the guy will die of old age and save us a job.” 

			“Aw, go to hell,” said the Carnation Kid without heat.

			He walked to the window. Out of a sky the colour of slate, rain was pouring down almost as heavily as though it were running from a tap. “Great day for ducks,” he said morosely.

			“Good day for us,” retorted his partner. “On a day like this a guy has too much to do keeping his feet dry to pay any attention to the comings and goings of other guys.”

			They went downstairs together and climbed into a long black car parked at the kerb outside. The Carnation Kid drove. At the steering wheel of a car, he was a wizard. While the car weaved through streets thick with traffic, he hummed the Adeste Fidelis.

			As a boy the Carnation Kid had sung in a cathedral choir and he still had a passion for the sonorous sacred music. At the age of nineteen he had sauntered casually out of a dark alley in which lay the warm corpse of the first man he had killed and, softly whistling a hymn, had strolled past a policeman who had heard the shot but wasn’t sure whether it mightn’t have been a car back-firing. At twenty-three he had the face of a cherub and the soul of a devil.

			The car drew up a short distance from the main entrance of the Cosmopolis Hotel and Whispering Benny stepped out. Rain lashed his shoulders; he pulled his hat down on his forehead and turned up his coat collar. 

			“Don’t park here,” he said. “The cop on the beat might be a wise-guy. Keep on driving round the block until I come out. The job won’t take me no longer than five minutes unless somethin’ goes wrong.” 

			“Okay, Benny,” said the Carnation Kid. He put the car into gear and drove off.

			Whispering Benny walked briskly along the pavement and shouldered his way through the revolving doors of the hotel. He crossed the lounge swiftly and entered a crowded lift. He always took crowded lifts when possible: the more passengers an operator was taking up the less likely he was to remember a single individual.

			He alighted at the tenth floor and strode along the corridor with the purposeful air of one who knows exactly where he is going. (He knew that he who loiters or appears uncertain is bound to be noticed and remembered.) When he reached the stairs, he glanced swiftly to right and left, making sure that no one was in sight before he ran down to the eighth floor.

			Finding room 819, he rapped lightly on the door. He had a story to tell as soon as it was opened: a plausible fabrication about a friend who had sent him on important private business. The idea of that was to gain him prompt and peaceful admittance to the room. Once in, the job would be half-done. The Cosmopolis Hotel was soundproof throughout. That suited Benny. Shut the door…draw his gun…take swift aim…pull the trigger…walk out again, closing the door behind him: that was all there was to the job.

			But his knock went unanswered. He knocked again, more loudly this time. Still no answer. He was about to try the door handle on the off-chance that the door was not locked when he heard a voice, weary and with an undertone of pain, which said: “Come in.”

			The killer turned the handle and the door opened. He went in, shutting it behind him.

			King Kennedy was sitting bolt-upright by the window, his large hands clutching the arms of his chair so tightly that the knuckles shone white through the skin. His face wore a numbed, stricken look. He was staring at Whispering Benny with an odd expression in his eyes.

			On the bed lay the silver-mounted Colt .45. 

			“Who is it?” asked the old man hoarsely.

			The killer did not answer. At sight of the revolver his brain had been thrown out of gear for a moment. It made a difference to his plans. It lay uncomfortably close to the old man’s right hand. If Whispering Benny fired through his pocket the discharge would burn a tell-tale hole in the fabric; and if he drew his automatic the old man would have time to snatch up the .45. In the latter case, what had been planned as an execution would develop into a duel. Benny had no stomach for an evenly-matched gunfight—and he knew the kind of hole a
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