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Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #13.

It’s a hectic week, and for me a short work-week, what with the Thanksgiving holiday, so I haven’t had as much time to devote to the Black Cat as I’d like. But I think we’ve assembled another fun issue. I uncovered a rare Robert Bloch article, “The Truth About Wallpaper,” which fans of science fiction, fanzine writing, or humor ought to love. It originally appeared in a 1959 fanzine, so I trust it’s new to BCW readers.

Once again I find myself focusing on mysteries by science fiction authors—in this issue, we have one by Ray Cummings, plus a suspense disaster novel by Frederik Pohl and C.M. Kornbluth…both far more famous for their science fiction. We have another Hal Charles solve-it-yourself mystery, another Barb Goffman Presents tale, this one by R.T.Lawton, and a pulp detective novel by David Alexander. Good stuff.

Science fiction writers (in addition to the Robert Bloch essay, the Ray Cummings short, and the Pohl & Kornbluth novel) will also enjoy stories by Philip High and Frank M. Robinson, as well as a short novel by John D. Swain.

Here is the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense

Most Men Don’t Kill, by David Alexander [novel]

“A Thanksgiving Mystery,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Black Friday,” by R.T. Lawton [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

“A Matter of Science” by Ray Cummings [short story]

A Town Is Drowning, by Frederik Pohl and C.M. Kornbluth [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy

“The Truth About Wallpaper,” by Robert Bloch [humor]

“You Don’t Walk Alone,” by Frank M. Robinson [science fiction]

“The Adapters,” by Philip High [short story]

The Terror out of Space! by John D. Swain [short novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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MOST MEN DON’T KILL,
by David Alexander

“Most men haven’t killed anybody but they have read obituaries with pleasure.”

—Clarence Darrow


CHAPTER 1

UNEXPECTED VISITOR

I WALKED into my hotel room and the naked woman was sitting there in the only easy chair.

I stood for a moment with both the door and my mouth open. I’d been batting around Charley Frayne’s bar all evening. Ginny had slapped my face, the side with the scar on it, and the old aching had started in my head, so I’d thought I’d get a girl. Out of meanness, understand? One or two had taken a drink on me, but they’d discovered they had boy friends or husbands. So I’d come back to the hotel.

And there, waiting for me, was Eros’ answer. Rubensesque, the way I like them. Long bob over smooth shoulders. Brown eyes, looking kind of crazy. Lips, pouting, a little too red. Then I saw something else, and I closed the door.

There was a little stream, red-colored, running down from under her left breast across her abdomen. Under the breast there was a hole, a little, oozing hole, like you might make by sticking an ice-pick into a hardfrozen block of raspberry sherbet.

I lit a cigarette and wondered why my hand wasn’t shaky. Sometimes my hand got shaky when I tried to tie my shoes. You can’t get blown out of an M-4 tank without your hand getting shaky, the doctors told me.

I began to think about all the little islands in the Pacific which smelled of cordite and corpses. The hospitals that smelled of formaldehyde. Skid Row, with unwashed men. This dead woman, though, smelled of expensive perfume.

I knew I had to do something. I tried to think what. Then I knew. I began to search the room for her clothes. There wasn’t even anything under the bed. She just didn’t have any clothes.

This is the prize package, kid, I thought. This is the brass ring. Ginny slaps you in the puss, and now you get a naked dame sitting here with a hole in her heart.

But first there’d been a lot of other things.

There’d been the war, with my 50-caliber blasting the little men in our path. There’d been the hospital and some guy with chickens on his shoulders tossing me a heartshaped picture of George Washington hung on a purple ribbon because I’d forgot to duck. With that and a nickel, we used to say, you could buy a subway ride. Nowadays you need a dime in addition to the Purple Heart.

There’d been looking for a job after the war and not getting any. There’d been living in furnished rooms and having the old French key put on the door because I couldn’t pay the rent. There’d been the 52-20 Club and some twerp I knocked off his stool at the unemployment office because he sassed me. I’d told him I was a newspaperman and wanted a job. He smirked at me and said I was a big, husky guy, so why didn’t I try bricklaying.

I didn’t go back for any veterans’ unemployment compensation after that, though it had weeks to run. I hit Skid Row.

Some of the nicest guys I ever met outside my own tank battalion, which was blown to Kingdom Come, were on Skid Row. Three of them robbed me of dough that could have been my passport back to respectability, but there were some guys who would split their last buck and their last crock of muscatel with you. You don’t always find the real bohemians wearing berets in Greenwich Village.

The trouble with me was I’d got shellshock, or combat fatigue, to use the Army euphemism, along with the crease in my face, that time the M-4 tank caught a Jap mortar lob head-on. They kept me in a hospital for a long time giving me Sitz baths and lessons in rug-weaving. They must not have cured me entirely. I was still edgy. I was impatient of the stupidity of city editors for not hiring me. I’d been free-lancing just before the war, so couldn’t demand a job by virtue of the GI Bill of Rights.

So I made lushing a profession. At first it was bonded Bourbon. Then it was bar rye, then draft beer at a dime a copy. And finally sweet wine for anywhere from sixty-five cents to a dollar a bottle depending upon the location of the liquor store. I started lurching up and down Dream Street.

By the time the terminal leave pay came along I determined I was going to get new clothes and rent a clean room and start looking for a job again. The terminal leave pay amounted to quite a bundle. I’d been in nearly four years, most of them in the Pacific, where you didn’t get furloughs.

Somebody I don’t remember advised me to deposit the check, and draw out only what I needed for immediate use. But I had “Red Eye” and “Goosey George” and the “Canned Heat Kid” with me. We went to the bank and I took the cash. Then we went to the liquor store and we bought enough musky to float the Queen Elizabeth, and sat in a lot of doorways drinking. I woke up with five bucks in my pocket. They were good guys, all right. They left me five bucks out of several hundred.

I looked everywhere for the three good guys and I drank everywhere I looked. Then I woke. The little green men on my shoulder and I sat down in a lot of doorways.

* * * *

They sent me to another Government hospital and I had the old curriculum of Sitz baths and rug-weaving, plus shock treatments. There was a certain doctor there who helped get me a job with a research bureau. I got paid according to the number of forms I filled out about people’s preferences in olives or brassieres or other articles…

What the devil! Here I was looking at the naked woman with a hole in her heart, and thinking about all this! But I had to think about something, didn’t I? So I went on—to the time I joined a veterans’ organization and met Chet Lassiter. He’d been a captain of MPs and, believe it or not, some MPs were good guys. Chet was a good guy. He knew how to smile, the kind of smile that never mocked at people. Chet found a lot of things funny in life.

Chet introduced me to Charley Frayne’s place. He also introduced me to Ginny, who did a little drinking there to drown her sorrows. She’d spent a lot of money on dancing lessons and she could dance. But she worked in Vince Parada’s Triangle Club and all Vince wanted her to do was strip for the customers. One look at Ginny and you knew why.

Ginny could be as stiff as an old-fashioned, whalebone corset, or as soft and pliable as an oil-bathed baby if she wanted to. I guess I was in love with Ginny. I guess Ginny didn’t hate me too much, either. She’d been my girl for several months now. But that afternoon she’d slapped me—on the left cheek, where the flesh is dented in a little zigzag pattern. I’m sensitive about that scar, although I have been told it makes me appear romantic.

It had been a silly quarrel. I’d said that now I had a regular job —it was with Chet Lassiter who had opened a private detective agency after the war—that we could get married and she could quit what she was doing. She’d said, well, we could get married all right, but she’d better keep on at the Triangle until our incomes were more stabilized. I’d said I didn’t want a wife who showed everything—or almost everything, anyway—to Parada’s drooling customers, even under a blue light, and if she wanted her own income, why didn’t she get a job just dancing?

She slapped my face. It was her sore point, and I’d hit it on purpose. I’d got to my feet, very dignified, and walked out on Ginny. And then, I’d tried to get myself a dame at Frayne’s, but I hadn’t got one. Certainly I hadn’t got this dame in the chair. I never did go for dames who had holes in their hearts.

Chet had become my only friend outside of a few of the so-called bums on the Bowery that I didn’t see any more. Chet offered me the job, providing I’d take a token salary at first, plus a bonus for every case I worked on. For a long time there hadn’t been any cases, then a couple of days before, when I’d come into the office, Chet said:

“A client left a two-hundred-dollar retainer. I’m turning the job over to you.”

“What’s the set-up?” I asked.

“The client’s name is Little,” Chet replied. “Malcolm Little. Owns an estate in Westchester. He’s around sixty, probably. He’s got a wife. Quite a dish. He thinks she’s cheating, believes she’ll meet a man in Room Six-seventeen of the Sheridan Towers Hotel at five o’clock on the afternoon of the twenty-first. I’ve already reserved Room Six-sixteen for the twentieth under the name of George Spelvin. That will give you a day to orient yourself.”

I almost laughed at the alias he’d chosen. George Spelvin is the name they use on theater programs when an actor doubles in brass.

Chet favored me with his winning smile. “I told the clerk over the phone I wanted that particular room because I admired the view from the window. You check in and get the layout of the place. We don’t know anything about the man who will check into Six-seventeen the next day. Leave the door open on safety chain about a foot. Keep the lights off. Pull the blind down. Sit where you can get yourself a mental picture of any man who goes into Six-seventeen. I’ve got a picture of the dame.”

He took a photograph of a chesty female out of an envelope. She was a dame you wouldn’t be likely to forget.

He grinned the wide grin. “An old man’s darling,” he said.

I checked into the hotel, picking up George Spelvin’s reservation. A bellhop took me up and commented upon the fact that I wore the Purple Heart. As soon as he was gone I tested the door chain. I could see Room 617 all right through the twelve-inch crack.

I had told the bellhop I was expecting a friend to check in who would want to be near me, and asked him about Room 617. He told me the room had been occupied for several days by a J. K. Provost and that the gentleman had signified no intention of checking out. The guy had probably just taken the love nest a few days in advance. Anyway the next day was the important one—Terry Bob Rooke’s first case. I had to forget the spat I’d had with Ginny, when I’d gone to Frayne’s to see her that afternoon.

I went to Frayne’s and had some dinner on the expense account, and when I came back to my room I’d found the naked woman.

I got the manila envelope, from a dresser drawer, took a photograph out of it.

There wasn’t any doubt about it.

The naked woman sitting in the easy chair with a hole in her heart was Mrs. Malcolm Little, the dame I was supposed to tail!

I had to get out of there. I collected my belongings, stuffed them, with the photograph, into the pockets of my suit and trench coat. I hung the coat over my arm. I didn’t want anybody coming into the room right after I’d left. They might be surprised to find it still occupied.

Before I even reached the elevator, I realized that I was some private eye, all right. I hadn’t wiped my fingerprints off of anything. But somebody else’s fingerprints must be in that room, too, and if I wiped them off I would be destroying the only evidence that could prove my own innocence.

It took courage to take me through that lobby with my clothes stuffed in my pockets and draped over my arm, and the little men with the hammers and anvils were playing an overture to madness inside my head. Finally, though, I was out in the brawling neon night of Broadway. I called Chet Lassiter’s hotel. I told Chet I had to see him right away. Chet said he had a little pigeon coming up, and couldn’t what I had to see him about wait. I said it couldn’t. He said, okay, come on up, but not to stay long.

When I got to his room he said to make it short. So I made it short.


CHAPTER 2

WHO’S WACKY NOW?

CHET stood there gaping at me, his mouth hanging loose.

“How much you been drinking?” he asked then.

“I had a couple,” I said, “but I never see naked dames with holes in their hearts. I see little green men with puce tophats.”

Chet just stood looking at me, a curious expression on his face.

“Don’t get sore, Terry,” he said, “but, well, you’ve told me about the blackouts and about being in Bellevue and the Government psych wards and all. Are you sure you’re all right, kid?”

“I’ve got a headache,” I replied. “One that’s knocking my ears off. But…” I fumbled in my pocket through the socks and shaving cream until I found the key to Room 616. I tossed it to him. “Drop up and say hello to her. I don’t think she’ll be going anywhere.”

“I’ve got to believe you,” Chet said. “But how the devil did a naked dame get into that room? And where are her clothes?”

“You tell me,” I said. “You’re a detective, aren’t you? But maybe I can offer a couple of suggestions. Since it’s the Little dame, maybe her clothes are in Six-seventeen. And maybe Old Man Little put a little hole in his everloving wife. Sometimes husbands get upset when their wives visit other guys in hotel rooms.”

“Well,” said Chet, “the best thing both of us can do is stay as far away from that room as possible, until we see which way the wind is blowing. Do you think anybody might identify you as the occupant of Room Six-seventeen?”

“There’s a bellhop who saw my Purple Heart. With this scar on my face I’m not too hard to remember. And my fingerprints are around and about.”

“It might be better, kid,” said Chet, “for you to take it on the lammister. Look, you used to bum around the Bowery. The Bowery’s a good place to get lost.”

“I’m dressed pretty fancy for a Bowery flop,” I said. “And it wouldn’t be easy to get a Bowery wardrobe at this time of night. There’s a hotel on Bleecker Street where I might stay tonight. A de luxe flophouse—six bits a night. The Hill, it’s called.”

“Go down there and lock yourself in,” said Chet. “Where can I see you around noon tomorrow,”

“There’s a gin mill just across the street from the hotel,” I told him. “The Hill Tavern.”

“See you there at noon,” said Chet. “Go on now. Get lost.”

My room in the Hill wasn’t quite as commodious as the one I’d had at the Sheridan Towers. But it didn’t have a naked dame with a hole in her heart sitting in the chair.

I took some codeine, went to bed and to sleep.

I wakened around seven and had a shower. I didn’t shave because a stubble would be consistent with my rôle of Bowery wanderer. I ate breakfast in the hotel lunch room, and in a used clothing store that opened at eight o’clock—I had to be out of the hotel by nine—I bought a pair of pants and a coat that didn’t match, a blue-dyed Army shirt, and a cap. Next door was an automatic laundry where I bought a bag, then went back to the Hill and changed my clothes. I stuffed everything but the suit and trench coat and hat into the laundry bag. I just left the hat in the locker. I had left the photograph with Chet. I wrapped the suit up in a newspaper, and hung the coat over my arm.

* * * *

I turned my key in, went back to the laundromat and bought a ticket for a partial dry. I stuffed the clothes into the washing machine, left the place, and tore up the ticket.

Near Tenth, I found a pawnshop and got seven clams for the suit. I kept the trench coat. It was old and nondescript, but it was still water-repellent and when you’re on the bum, on the Bowery, it’s nice to have something to keep you dry.

I tore up the pawn ticket, too. The only identification I had on me was my Social Security card and a Selective Service card stating that I was “1-C Disch.” I bought an envelope and mailed my identification cards to Robert Lee Lincoln, General Delivery, 90 Church Street, New York City. I liked the name better than my own name of Terry Bob Rooke or my other names of George Spelvin and James Smith.

I had a lot of time to kill before meeting Chet at noon, so I walked up to Washington Square Park and watched gals in slacks and close-cropped hair walking dogs. I watched the parade of dowager-bosomed pigeons and thought how the verb “strut” must have been invented for pigeons and generals.

The Greenwich Village Outdoor Art Show was in progress and a little after eleven the painters began to hang their pictures up on buildings and fences that surrounded the park. I’m just an old art-lover, I guess. So being one, I went to look at the pictures. Some were simple enough for even a dumb guy like me to understand—things like dead fish on big platters. But some were pretty bewildering, like the one that had a lot of dislocated eyes and ears and tonsils floating around on a background of rusty, nails, broken chamberpots and empty whisky bottles.

Toward noon, I walked back to the Hill Tavern. Chet hadn’t arrived. I ordered a shell of beer and was working on my second when Chet came in.

I told Chet we could go in the back room and talk and the bartender said to switch on the light. The single, fly-specked bulb in the ceiling showed tables and chairs, a broken-down piano, and murals of naked women with wildly streaming red hair. The naked dames weren’t sitting in chairs, though. They were dancing around like crazy, and since the plaster had begun to peel off some of them looked scaly and leprous.

We sat down and Chet said: “They haven’t found the dame in Six-sixteen yet. Or if they have, they’re keeping it quiet. The chambermaid will probably begin worrying about the linens this afternoon and start knocking. Then they’ll open up with a passkey.”

“What did you find out?” I asked.

“Well,” he said, “when I saw you last night maybe I didn’t get the timetable straight. You told me you left Ginny about four o’clock, then sat around the hotel awhile? What time did you leave the hotel again and go to Frayne’s?”

“Why,” I said, “it was about six. I might have fooled around for ten minutes or so, and it took maybe another ten minutes to walk to Frayne’s.”

“So you probably got to Frayne’s between six-twenty and six-thirty, say?” said Chet.

“That’s about right,” I replied.

“And how long did you stay?” Chet asked.

“Three hours, at least. I looked at the clock when leaving. It was nine-thirty.”

Chet sat looking at me in a funny sort of way, drumming his fingers on the table.

“Who served you your drinks, Terry?”

“What is this?” I asked. “Jerry served me before I had my dinner. After I ate, Charley Fravne himself set ’em up.”

“Who waited on you at the table?”

“Mr. District Attorney himself, aren’t you?” I said. “Ray waited on me. Ray, the horse player.”

Chet picked up our glasses. He said, “I’ll get us another drink.”

He went to the bar. When he came back he set a whisky in front of me.

“I think maybe you’re going to need a shot.” he said. He leaned close to me. “I talked to Frayne and to Jerry and Ray. None of them saw you in the place last night!”

I gulped down the whisky before I tried to say anything. I shook my head.

“It just can’t be,” I said.

“But that’s the way it is,” said Chet. “If only one guy had said you weren’t there, I’d think maybe he’d just forgotten. But three of ’em—”

What Chet had told me didn’t make any sense. Three guys who knew me had seen me for three hours or more and had talked about head colds and my pal and my girl friend and racehorses, vet a couple of hours later they couldn’t even remember seeing me.

I looked Chet in the eye and asked him. “Chet do you think I’m lying? Or do you think I’m just plain off the beam?”

He regarded me, as if he were trying to decide.

Then he said, “No, Terry. I don’t think you’re lying, and I don’t believe you’re off the beam. If you were lying, it would have been plain foolishness for you to lie about being in a place where you’re as well known as you are in Frayne’s. There’s got to be an angle somewhere. But how Charley Frayne or his bartender or his waiter could have one is beyond me. How all of ’em could have the same angle in telling a bald lie about an inoffensive character like you makes it even more mysterious.”

“Chet,” I said, “either I’m lying, or three other guys are lying for no apparent reason whatsoever. Or maybe I just think I’m telling the truth. Maybe I’m a character who blacks out and does things like making little holes in the hearts of naked women, and imagine I’ve been doing something different all the time.”

“No,” said Chet. “You don’t believe that, and I wouldn’t believe it even if you told me it was true. I know you were in Frayne’s. I’m no psychiatrist, but I don’t think you’d stick a sharp instrument into the heart of a naked dame, even if you were crazy.” He took a sip of his drink. “I’m going to find out what angle Frayne and Jerry and Ray could possibly have. I’m going to investigate Mr. Malcolm Little, too, and find out something about his late wife’s background. But there’s not a thing we can do until they find her body. You stay lost.”

“When will I see you again?” I asked.

Chet finished his drink. “I figure they’ll find that body this afternoon,” he said. “But I’m going to see if I can get a little advance dope, maybe. I’m going to call on my old pal, Lieutenant Romano of the Homicide Squad. If something’s cooking, I’ll get it out of him one way or another. Call me around six-thirty at the office. Say you’re a client named Jones, just in case.”

After all, another alias didn’t mean much in my young life.

* * * *

Chet left, and I went to the bar and ordered another shot. Sipping it, I considered just how bad a spot I might be in. I knew what Chet meant when he said we couldn’t do anything until they found the woman. Maybe they wouldn’t find her. If I hadn’t been in Frayne’s, maybe I’d dreamed up the woman, too. Maybe I’d even imagined that Ginny had smacked my face.

I wanted to see Frayne, and Jerry, and Ray, and hear those guys say the same thing to my face. And I wanted to see Ginny, to find out about the face-slapping and ask her if I’d acted like one of those schizophrenics the day before. Everything considered, though, I thought it might be better if I postponed seeing her until I’d talked to Chet again, and pick her up outside Parada’s club around three-thirty in the morning.

I headed for the Bowery because I had nothing better to do at the moment. It hadn’t changed during my absence. The same cheap shops with the same guys in pink shirts standing out in front of them. The same rusty garbage cans perfuming the streets. The same dark, sour-smelling saloons with neon beer signs winking through the crepuscular grime of their windows. The same pathetic, rum-dumb sad sacks, stumbling and lurching along.

I walked on down to Grogan’s Elite Palace Café and Bar because I had to run into the old-timers who knew me, eventually, so it might as well be now. Because I had a scarred face from the war they called me “Soldier.”

Grogan’s was hardly a palace and it wasn’t too elite. “Suds,” the bartender, was as massive as the bar. With his big, ugly face he looked like a tough ex-pug, but he was actually a gentle, soft-hearted slob who mothered homeless kittens.


CHAPTER 3

BACK TO THE BOWERY

I WENT up to the bar and ordered a beer.

“Hiya, Suds?” I said. “How’s Portia facing life these days?”

He scrutinized me closely with his little pig eyes, then said heartily:

“Well, hiya, Soldier! Ain’t been around for a spell. Jail or Bellevue?”

“Bellevue,” I told him. “Any of the old gang around? The Canned Heat Kid? Or Goosey George and Red Eye?”

“Them characters,” he said disapprovingly, “rolled some lush, I hear. Got a big stake. They faded.”

“Nice guys,” I said. “Maybe they’re up in the Union League Club drinking Scotch, huh?”

“Trouble with these characters,” said Suds, “they get too much gold, they go hog-wild. They drink too fast. So they get indigestion and you don’t see no more of ’em account of they’re dead.”

Suds poured some milk in a saucer and placed it beside Portia, the kitten, sleeping behind the bar.

I put money on the bar and ordered another beer.

“Have one yourself,” I invited.

Suds never drank alcoholic beverages, but on the rare occasions when a patron offered him a drink, he would pour milk from the cat’s bottle and charge a dime for it. He always put the dime in his pocket instead of the cash register, to buy more milk for the cat.

“Don’t mind a short one,” he said. He poured out the milk and took my money. “Basserty the Beard’s back. You know, the jock what goes on periodicals. He got ruled off again, down in Maryland this time. Got so drunk he fell off a horse right in the pad-dock. He’s over there in the corner, helping some of the boys figure out a parlay.”

Basserty had the dubious distinction of being the only jockey on the American turf who wore a beard. It was about the only distinction he did have, for he seldom rode a winner. He was nearing fifty, an ancient age for a jock. He weighed about a hundred and five pounds when he was soaking wet with sweet wine. He would ride where-ever he could, and save his money for six months. For the next six months he’d hit Skid Row. When his money and his credit were gone, he’d return to the tracks and wheedle the stewards into reinstating him.

I stood around waiting for somebody to recognize me.

“I’m tellin’ ya, they ain’t gonna beat this horse Sober Sides,” Basserty was saying. “I rode his daddy, Deacon Smith, and there was a horse that could really take it.”

“Knotty,” a dwarf who wore a monocle, peered at the scratch sheet.

“Naow, chums, naow,” he said. “I definitely do not like the name of the bloomin’ steed. Son of Deacon Smith, you sye? Knew a deacon’s son in h’England once. Came to no good end. Hanged by the neck.”

Knotty pretended not to regard himself as a misshapen accident of Nature. He said he came from a long line of dwarfs, all of whom had entertained the crowned heads of Europe. His accent was as phony as a seven-dollar banknote, but he swore he had been educated at Cambridge. His monocle, he believed, proved his British heritage beyond any shadow of a doubt.

Another of the engrossed handicappers, “Killer” Carney, the punch-drunk baby-sitter, suddenly discovered my presence.

“Hey, guys!” he bellowed. “Hey! It’s the Soljer! Hiya, Soljer? Where ya been, boy?”

“Hello, Killer,” I said. “How’s the babysitting business?”

“Aw,” said the big goon with the fist-mangled features, “I got plenty of clients. But they ain’t no future in it.”

* * * *

The Killer worked at baby-sitting almost entirely as a labor of love. The broken-down old heavyweight’s wife had died in childbirth and the baby had not lived. The Killer would even go without his vino to buy candy and bubble gum for the grimy youngsters who formed a vociferous cortege around him every time he walked down the street. When his presence as a baby-sitter was required the Killer never got drunk. He was conscientious about his baby-sitting.

“Never ask questions of a returning prodigal,” Jockey Basserty admonished the Killer, and informed me: “We’re figuring out a three-horse parlay. Maybe you’d like to declare in the pool.”

Knotty adjusted the monocle and looked me over carefully. “What I sye is, let the Soldier pick the blawsted third beast for us. Fresh viewpoint, y’know.”

He handed me the scratch sheet. One name leaped out at me. “Unlucky Lady.”

“Well,” conceded Basserty grudgingly, “she’s out of a good mare.”

I tossed a dollar in the pool and the Killer clumped out to place our bet.

The boys appeared to have plunged all their capital on the parlay, so I bought them vino for the rest of the afternoon. I stuck to beer myself. I had things to do.

Two more stumblebums I knew came into the bar—the Professor and Shakey. They greeted me effusively.

The Professor was a harmless screwball, supposed to have been a professor of physics once. He always carried a battered old briefcase filled with scraps of paper on which he had computed endless rows of figures, and often tried to explain his “formulas” to the other boys.

Shakey didn’t get his nickname because he had a shaky hand. When he was in his cups, which was most of the time, he insisted upon quoting Shakespeare. Besides being a student of the Bard, Shakey was a cop-hater, wanted to destroy them all.

“Good morrow, sir!” cried Shakey. “You been away, Soljer, and you didn’t hear the good news. You remember that cop, Turrone? He’d framed two fellows’ sister on a street-walking charge, so they cut his ears off. ’Friend, Romany countryman, lend me your ears,’ they said to him.”

“You shouldn’t bear false witness like that, my friend,” said the Professor. “Turrone was simply transferred to another precinct.”

The Professor informed me he had just sold the formula for a synthetic atom bomb for a mere ten thousand dollars, which he had to collect that afternoon.

The Killer went to get the race results. He returned to say that Unlucky Lady was the only horse in our parlay that had won.

It was nearing five. I had to get to Frayne’s. I rose and left the place.

I don’t know why I noticed the truck parked outside Frayne’s except it was a funny time of day to deliver ice. “Inter-City Ice Co.” was painted on the truck.

* * * *

When I went inside the night shift had just come on. I saw Frayne frowning at me, and guessed he didn’t want a guy dressed like I was at his bar. Finally he came up to me.

“What’s the idea in coming in here in that get-up?” he asked unpleasantly.

“Because I want an answer,” I said. “A straight one.”

“I’m fresh out of answers,” he growled. “Why don’t you dust, like a good boy?”

“I want to know if you saw me in here last night,” I said. “I want to know if Jerry and Ray saw me, too.”

He looked me straight in the eye. “I didn’t see you because you weren’t in here. Jerry didn’t see you. Neither did Ray. Satisfied?”

“No,” I said. But there was nothing I could do about it.

“Look,” said Frayne. “I don’t know what trouble you’re in, but I don’t want any part of it. Now get out.”

I got out. I was punch-drunk, like Killer Carney, the baby-sitter. Why should those three guys lie in their teeth like that? Or if they weren’t lying, and if the naked woman wasn’t found, what did that make me?

I hadn’t eaten since early breakfast, so I walked over to Ninth Avenue where they wouldn’t mind my informal apparel and ate at a lunch counter. After that, I walked across and sat in Bryant Park until six-thirty when I called Chet.

“Oh, yes, Mr. Jones,” said Chet. “I want to talk about that case with you, at the place we met this morning.”

When I got to the Hill Tavern, Chet was standing outside the place, waiting for me. We got a couple of drinks at the bar, then went into the back room and sat down.

“Well,” Chet said, “I paid that visit to Romano. The call came in while I was there. They found Mrs. Malcolm Little just after five o’clock this afternoon. Romano let me go along to the hotel with him.”

“So they found her,” I said dumbly.

“Yeah,” replied Chet. “But she wasn’t sitting in a chair. She was lying on the bed. And fully clothed, right down to her girdle. There was quite a lot of blood on the dress. Expensive dress. Hattie Carnegie label, Romano said.”

“But Chet—”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “And there’s more to it, so keep listening. Some of the clothes were hung up neatly in the closet of Room Six-sixteen. Others were in her suitcase and in the drawers. Another suitcase was empty. A plastic suitcase. The only good fingerprints they found were on the plastic suitcase.”

Chet paused, and I tossed off my drink.

“They found out her identity easily enough,” Chet continued, “from cards in her pocketbook. She was also identified as the dame who registered as Mrs. J. K. Provost in Six-seventeen that morning. J. K. Provost had flown the coop, bag and baggage. I hope Mr. Malcolm Little doesn’t spill about hiring us to tail his wife. And there’s one more thing. The medical examiner swore she’d been dead for at least twenty-four hours.”

“But, Chet,” I said, “that means she was dead by five o’clock yesterday afternoon! It means—”

“Yeah,” said Chet. “It means you were sitting right there when the dame was killed.”

It was funny to be sitting there wondering if I was a murderer, while the peeling, naked, red-haired women danced all around me.

Finally I said to Chet, “Suppose I should go up to the Vets’ Administration, see a doc I know. Suppose I should tell him just what I think I did and what actually happened? Have him get me hospitalized, put under observation.”

“That would put you in the clear so far as the cops are concerned,” Chet said. “But suppose they don’t turn up anybody else who might have done the job? What would they do to you then?”

“Put me in a locked ward,” I said. “Throw the key away.”

He shook his head. “That wouldn’t be nice,” he said. “Let’s look at it the other way, say that everything happened just the way you think it did. If you had blacked out and done a murder, maybe your subconscious would try to build up an alibi. But being at Frayne’s wouldn’t be any good because the dame was killed before you got there. And you were right in your room at the time she was being killed. You didn’t know the woman. You were in the hotel solely because you were working on a case in which she was involved. She registered for Six-seventeen as Mrs. Provost. And there was a Mr. Provost, and he’s lammed.”

“I wonder how the guy got out of the hotel without his baggage?” I said.

“Probably traveling light,” said Chet. “So we have the mysterious Mr. Provost as a suspect. And there’s Mr. Little, jealous of his ever-loving wife, and suspicious. There might have been a lot of other men, too.”

Chet ground his cigarette out in the ashtray.

“I’m not even going to consider all the questions you want to ask,” he said. “How did the dame get in your room in the first place? How did a dead woman get up off a chair and lie down on a bed? How did a dead woman who was naked get herself fully clothed? How did her clothes and baggage get in your room? I can’t answer right now. So it’s up to me to make like a sleuth, and it’s up to you to get lost on the Bowery. Don’t try to get in touch with me. Is there any place I can reach you about this time tomorrow? A place I can phone you?”

I told him that Grogan’s Elite Palace Café and Bar had a phone and he could call me there and ask for “Soldier.” That they knew me by that name.

I was hardly conscious of my aching feet during the walk downtown. My brain was too busy, wondering if I were sane. I’d been angry at Ginny and the world at large. The doctors had warned me especially against becoming angry. Then I’d got the headache, a danger signal. Frankly, I didn’t remember much of anything about that trip from Ginny’s apartment to the hotel. I wondered if I had met the woman in the hotel hall and lured her into my room. Maybe I was some kind of sex maniac and sadist when spells came over me. Maybe I’d placed her on the bed because a bed is closely associated with the sex impulse.

But even looking at it the worst way, there were a lot of things that needed explaining. The absence of a weapon, for instance. And when I had searched the room there simply had been nothing there belonging to the woman.

By the time I hit the Bowery the morning tabs were out. It was there, all right, smack on Page One. I took the papers I bought into Grogan’s Elite Palace Café and Bar to read all about it. But there was nothing I did not already know, except that robbery was not the motive, since valuable jewelry and a large amount of cash had been found in Mrs. Little’s effects. And she had been a night club entertainer named Danise Darlan before she married Little who was very wealthy.

The bellhop had remembered my Purple heart, and my scar. So now I was a marked man in more ways than one. Old Scarface Spelvin! The boys on Skid Row sure didn’t have anything on me!


CHAPTER 4

MURDER ON HIS MIND

SOMEBODY brought me a goblet of muscatel instead of beer when I sat down at the table with the boys. I knew the stuff was poison to me, but I drank it anyway. It didn’t seem to matter much. The boys wouldn’t let me pay for any drinks. The bearded Basserty had picked a winner for them, so they were temporarily masters of their fate and businesses.

“You bought this afternoon,” said Basserty, “and we got lucky after you left. Twenty to one.”

“I said ‘A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse,’” declared Shakey, “so old Basserty, he comes up with one.”

It was a weird evening. Knotty and the Professor snored peacefully. Shakey muttered of the villainy of cops and quoted the Bard. The Killer punched his way through forgotten fights. Basserty rode down the stretch again on horses that had long been dead.

The night flowed swiftly on, until nearly three. I must leave. I must see Ginny. I got to my feet, walked toward the door. My legs felt numb and my head was spinning, but somehow I managed to get to Fourth Street, where Ginny peeled for Vince Parada’s slumming customers.

Sweet wine does funny things to a man. All of a sudden I felt weak. I began shaking and jerking like a burleycue babe doing the bumps.

But just then I saw Ginny coming out of the club, and I wasn’t weak any longer. I was angry again. Because Ginny wasn’t alone. A big guy was with her. The guy was tall, dark and handsome, dressed in dinner clothes and a black felt hat. He and Ginny seemed to be on intimate terms. The guy was Vince Parada, who owned the club. Because thrill-seeking debutantes and bored society women go for racket guys like Parada, he had been a figure in several scandals and divorce suits.

This was the guy who paid Ginny a weekly salary to take her clothes off in public. I walked slowly toward Ginny and the guy. When I was a few feet away I started a haymaker. Mr. Vincento Parada, pretty dinner jacket and all, lay down on the sidewalk.

Ginny recognized me and stifled the scream in her throat.

“Beat it,” she said. “Quick. The apartment. I’ll be there.”

I came to my senses and started running to the Sheridan Square subway station. At that time of morning you wait a long time for a train, but a local finally roared along.

At Ginny’s apartment house I tiptoed up two flights of stairs. When I tapped lightly, on Ginny’s door she opened it.

“You poor, jealous jerk,” she said.

Inside, she handed me a big slug of whisky I drank down without a chaser. After a minute the shaking stopped.

“Aren’t you in enough trouble?” Ginny asked. “Every cop in town is looking for a guy with a scar on his face. So you have to sock Vince Parada who knows them all.”

“Did he recognize me?” I asked.

“No,” replied Ginny. “He never knew what hit him. I told him it was some drunken bum. I guess I told the truth.”

“What makes you think the cops are looking for me?” I asked.

“I read the papers,” said Ginny. “So I gather that the cops want to talk to Mr. George Spelvin, Room Six-sixteen, the Sheridan Towers Hotel. Were you really shacking up with the dame? Did you kill her?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think somebody was sticking a shiv in her about the same time you were slapping my face the other day.”

“I’m sorry about slapping you,” she said. “You shouldn’t needle me about the way I earn a living. But I do like to eat.”

She poured another drink and handed it to me.

“Tell me what really happened,” she said.

I told her what I thought had happened, all the details I could remember. After I’d finished, she said; “It’s funny, all right.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m laughing.”

Wanting to kiss her made me jealous again.

“What were you letting that cheap mobster maul you for?” I asked.

“He wasn’t mauling me,” said Ginny. “He was just telling me his troubles. He’s got the same troubles you have—Mrs. Malcolm Little.”

“What?” I roared.

“Keep your voice down,” said Ginny. “When she was Danise Darlan she worked for him, and they were that way, it seems. He’s all upset about them shoving her beautiful body in an ice box at the morgue. Vince is sensitive.”

“Listen,” I said. “Has Vince seemed to have something on his mind the past few days?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she replied. “He has been in Miami the past week.”

“Did he bring back any palm trees to prove he’d been in Florida?” I asked.

“What are you getting at?” Ginny asked.

“Just this,” I said. “Mrs. Malcolm Little, or Danise Darlan, registered for Room Six-seventeen at the Sheridan Towers as Mrs. J. K. Provost. A guy named J. K. Provost has been occupying the room for the past week.”

“Maybe you’ve got something,” she said. “Vince likes tools, carries a little case of miniature ones in his pocket. Some of them could make a nice hole in a woman’s heart.”

“Honey,” I said, “I’m going to tell all this to Chet. He’s got a line into Headquarters through a pal of his. He can get the Miami alibi checked. Play up to Vince yourself. He might spill something.”

“I’ll probably have to let him maul me if I do,” she said. “I’m kind of particular about who I let maul me.”

“How about me?” I asked.

“You can kiss me good night,” she said. “Then go get some sleep. You look dead ….”

It was after six o’clock in the morning when I reached the Bowery and got a room for a day and night in the Castle, a flophouse up the street from Grogan’s, with a sense of well-being. I could see my way out of the mess now. Vince Parada and J. K. Provost were one and the same. Vince even carried the murder weapon around with him. All we had to do was prove he hadn’t been in Miami.

When I awakened I didn’t have too bad a hangover. But I wanted a cigarette. I fumbled through my pockets on the off-chance I’d find a loose butt. My hand plunged through a big hole in the lining, came in contact with something that felt like a little wooden cylinder.

I fished the thing out. It was two half-cylinders screwed together, varnished bright yellow. The name “Inter-City Ice Co.” was printed on it in red letters. Suddenly I remembered the ice truck outside Frayne’s.

I unscrewed the thing. One half of the cylinder was the handle of an ice pick. The other was a sheath. The sharply pointed steel pick was stained with something brownish. Something kind of gummy.

Something like blood.

* * * *

I sat looking at the thing that might have been stuck in a woman’s heart. I had no idea how it had got into the lining of my coat. Maybe someone had slipped the thing into my pocket while I was at Frayne’s bar.

You had use for an ice pick only to crack ice. You cracked ice only if you had an old-fashioned ice box. Ginny had an old-fashioned ice box. I had cracked ice the afternoon that Ginny slapped me, with an ice pick exactly like the one in my hand. The afternoon the red haze swam in front of my eyes. The afternoon the woman was murdered.

I hurried into my clothes. I ran down the steps, found a phone and dialed Ginny’s number. When she said “Hello,” her voice sounded sleepy.

“It’s me,” I said. “The jealous jerk. Sorry to wake you up, but I’ve got to ask you something.”

“I’d think you would be sorry,” she said. “I haven’t had enough sleep for a working girl.”

“Listen, Ginny,” I said. “You know that little ice pick you have in the kitchen? The one with the two wooden parts that screw together? I want to know where you got it.”

“Let me think,” she said. She sounded wide-awake now. “Oh, I got it at Frayne’s. One day the ice man gave Frayne a whole handful of them, and I asked him for one.”

“Have you got it now?” I asked.

“I—I think so. I keep it in the drawer of the kitchen table.”

“Look and see if it’s still there, Ginny.”

She said, “Hold the phone.”

Finally I heard her voice again. “Terry, it isn’t there. I looked everywhere else it could have been, too. I just can’t find it. What’s this all about, Terry? Whatever it is, I know you didn’t do anything wrong. I love you, darling. I want to help.”

“There’s nothing much you can do right now.” I told her. “Except maybe make like a lady Sherlock with our friend Vince. ’Bye now, kitten. Don’t let your G-string slip.”

It was the first time that Ginny had said she loved me, right out like that. It made me feel good. But almost at once my feeling of elation changed to one of suspicion. Had Vince Parada been in her apartment during the time he was supposed to be in Florida? Ginny knew I was going to be in Room 616, and she might have told him and he figured out a way of making me the fall guy. But Vince Parada had had no opportunity whatsoever of putting the blood-stained ice pick in my pocket.

Unless—

And that possibility hit me below the belt. I’d been in Ginny’s place last night. It would have been easy enough for her to slip the ice pick into the pocket of my coat.

Outside, Sanitation Department men were tossing the contents of waste cans into the maw of one of those big garbage-grinding trucks. I tossed the little ice pick into a garbage can and the grinder chewed it up with the other junk.

I bought the afternoon papers at a corner stand. The only thing new about the murder was that Mr. Malcolm Little had voluntarily surrendered to police. He had been staying at the Harvard Club because he said his wife had left for Boston on a visit and he had not wanted to remain at his country place alone. On the day of the murder he had remained in his office until three o’clock, then had walked all the way up to the Harvard Club and had gone to his room. He had not heard of the murder until he listened to a news broadcast. He had immediately telephoned his lawyer, who accompanied him to Police Headquarters. Pie had not been detained by the police.

Strolling around the streets with the other drifters, I saw the Professor and Shakey sitting in a doorway. They looked terrible, had evidently spent all their winnings of the day before. I told them I’d take them over to the Palace and buy a fancy drink. At the saloon Basserty came in and asked me if I had the price of an Armstrong and a Form. I gave him money and when he went out the Killer came in, accompanied by Knotty, the dwarf. Knotty was almost in tears because he’d lost his monocle. I slipped him a buck to buy another.


CHAPTER 5

FRAMED

WHEN Basserty returned with the racing papers, I glanced over the scratch sheet. My eye lit on a horse named Hidden Thing. I handed the Killer a couple of bucks and told him to go invest it on Hidden Thing. He said he’d wait at the pool room for the result.

When the Killer returned, his big, battered, silly face was one large grin.

“Hey, guys!” he bellowed. “That Hidden Thing wins and pays twelve-sixty. We got drinking money.” He declared himself and the others in as a matter of course.

We sat down at a table and switched to wine. I went easy on the Sneaky Pete, though, because it made the red haze come in front of my eyes. Maybe it even made me stick ice picks in naked women.

I stayed in the Palace, because I had to stay somewhere away from the cops. My dinner consisted of a corned beef sandwich, the only thing on the menu of the Palace and which gave Grogan the excuse of calling his place a café as well as a bar. After Suds had gone off duty and “Sad Eyes,” the night man had taken over, the telephone rang. I was sure it was Chet calling me, but Sad Eyes said that the Killer was wanted on the phone.

When he finished the conversation he was fairly blubbering with excitement.

“Hey, Sad Eyes! Sad Eyes,” he called. “You got the special bottle?”

“What special bottle?” asked Sad Eyes sourly.

“Why, Tommy Twotoes’ bottle,” said the Killer. “He’s a-coming down tomorrow to see us. He just ranged me up. He wants me to have the boys here.”

The fabulous Tommy Twotoes was a Bowery god. When he was a punk kid, he’d played the Skid Rows from San Francisco to Boston. Now he was a retired millionaire. He had drunk so much during his long and fantastic career that he had become a bloated, crippled caricature of a man. He must have weighed around three hundred pounds, and was so bald that even his eyebrows had disappeared. Even at a short distance his face appeared to be a pallid blob except for the rose-tinted nose. He walked like a semi-paralytic, his head hunched down between his shoulders at a grotesque angle.

Tommy Twotoes made a point of visiting the vagrants of the Bowery periodically. He would set up drinks for all and sundry, stake the boys to a week’s flop and drinking money and listen to their troubles.

The day I’d met Tommy Twotoes I was mean-drunk on sweet wine. I hated everybody. I looked upon the grotesque old man as an interloper, come to Skid Row to taunt and patronize its unfortunates. I’d sounded off so insultingly that his gigantic body servant, “Ebony” Black, would have lowered the boom on me if Tommy Twotoes had not intervened.

Tommy Twotoes’ family had gone under the name of Tuthill for generations, but Tommy discovered that he had Indian blood and that the family name had originally derived from a brave called Two Toes. He promptly adopted Twotoes as his legal name.

He became the outstanding sports promoter of his day and branched out into the theatrical entertainment field. He had opened a racetrack in Mexico and had offered the Twotoes Stakes, the first $100,000 race in the history of the world. He had owned theaters and night clubs and a motion picture studio and it was rumored, but never proved, that his was the capital and the brains behind the most successful ring of Prohibition rum-runners.

* * * *

The Killer was still telling the boys of Tommy Twotoes’ impending visit when the phone rang again. It was Chet.

He said, “Hello, is this Soldier?”

“This is George Spelvin Jones,” I replied.

Before he could tell me of any developments, I admitted that I had visited Ginny and blurted out the story of Vince Parada, his connection with the murdered woman, and the fact that he had been away from his club for a week before the murder. I didn’t tell Chet about having socked Parada. I didn’t tell about finding the ice pick, either, and maybe that was wrong.

When I let him get a word in edgewise, Chet said he was glad we had another suspect because the cops were always inclined to handle a citizen of Mr. Malcolm Little’s prominence with kid gloves. He said he’d have Parada’s Miami alibi checked right away. Then he told me his own news. It wasn’t good.

“Kid,” he said, “the identification of your fingerprints came through from Washington this afternoon. The cops are looking for Terence R. Rooke, war veteran, former newspaperman who ha been in Government hospitals. Of course, they know about the scar, so keep under cover. Stay lost.”

Chet said that Little had no real alibi for the time of the murder, and that he might bust the case wide-open by telling Romano that the man knew of his wife’s assignation at the Sheridan Towers and had hired a shamus to tail her. He said he didn’t want to tell Romano that right away, though, because he was saving it for his ace in the hole.

Chet said he’d call me at the Palace at noon the next day.

The fact that the cops had already traced me back as far as my newspaper days showed that they were getting close. They must want me and want me bad. I wondered how long it would be before I was connected with Chet. Romano wouldn’t like Chet then and we’d lose an invaluable contact at Headquarters. We’d lose it anyway if Chet told his story this late. Or if Mr. Little spilled about hiring Chet’s agency to put the peek on his ever-loving wife and her mysterious boy-friend, Mr. J. K. Provost.

I went back to the table and sat down and drank for awhile. Then a Western Union messenger boy came into the saloon. He walked up to the bar and spoke to Sad Eyes.

“Hey, Soljer!” yelled Sad Eyes. “You gotta telegram! What happens next in this jernt? I’m a cussed social sekketary.”

The telegram addressed to “Soldier,” read:

URGENT YOU MEET ME MY APARTMENT NINE-THIRTY. IN DANGER

GINNY

It was eighteen minutes to nine. I went into the phone booth, dialed the number of Ginny’s apartment. There was no answer. I hung up, then called Vince Parada’s Triangle Club and asked for Ginny.

“The dinner show’s on,” some mugg told me gruffly. “We can’t call no performers to the phone now. Call after nine.”

The dinner show ran until nine, but Ginny’s turn was over before that time. Probably the danger she feared wouldn’t arise before nine-thirty. I decided to hurry to the apartment. Outside I caught a cruising cab and arrived at Ginny’s address in a little more than twenty minutes.
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